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FOREWORD 


he Wiersbe Bible Commentary had a modest beginning in 1972 when Victor Books pub- 

lished my commentary on 1 John and called it Be Real. Nobody remembers who named 

the book, but for me it was the beginning of three decades of intensive Bible study as I 
wrote additional commentaries, all of them falling under the new “Be” series. It took twenty- 
three books to cover the New Testament, and they were published in two bound volumes in 
1989. Then I started the Old Testament “Be” series; and Be Obedient, on the life of Abraham, 
was published in 1991. There are now forty-two books available in the entire series, and com- 
piled together to create the Wiersbe Bible Commentary, this publication represents the 
culmination of over thirty years of joyful work. During this time I was writing books for sev- 
eral publishers, but writing the next “Be” book was always at the top of my agenda. 

I owe a great debt of gratitude to the editorial staff for their encouragement and coopera- 
tion these many years, including Mark Sweeney, Jim Adair, Lloyd Cory, and Greg Clouse. 
Greg was always faithful to “shepherd” me through book after book, and I appreciate his 
friendship and ministry more and more with each passing year. Every author should be as for- 
tunate as I’ve been to work with such dedicated, skillful people who always take a personal 
interest in their authors. To the best of my knowledge, during these years weve ministered 
together, we've never had a cross word or a serious misunderstanding. 

I especially want to thank the Lord for His kindness and mercy in allowing me to minister 
in this way through the printed page. I can think of many of my friends who could have done 
a far better job than I in this series, but the Lord graciously gave the privilege to me. He also 
gave me the wisdom and strength to get each book written on time—and sometimes ahead of 
time—in the midst of a very busy life as a husband and father, a pastor, a radio Bible teacher, 
a seminary instructor, and a conference speaker. 

This leads me to say that I couldnt have done it without the loving care of my wife, Betty. 
She manages our household affairs so well and takes such good care of me that I’ve always had 
the time needed for studying and writing. When I started this series, our four children were 
all at home. Now they're all married, and my wife and I have many wonderful grandchildren! 
Time flies when youre checking proofs! 

The numerous readers of the “Be” series have been a great source of encouragement to me, 
even when they have written to disagree with me! I have received letters from many parts of 
the world, written by people in various walks of life, and they have gladdened my heart. Unless 
a writer hears from readers, the writing becomes a one-way street; and he or she never knows 
if that writing did anybody any good. I want to thank the pastors, missionaries, Sunday school 
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teachers, and other students of the Word, who have been kind enough to write. We could 
compile a book of letters telling what God has done in the lives of people who have studied 
the “Be” series. To God be the glory! 

As I close, there are some other people whom ought to be thanked: Dr. Donald Burdick 
taught me New Testament at Northern Baptist Seminary and showed me how to study the 
Word of God. Dr. Lloyd Perry and the late Dr. Charles W. Koller both taught me how to 
“unlock” a Scripture passage and organize an exposition that was understandable and practi- 
cal. I recommend their books on preaching to any preacher or teacher who wants to organize 
material better. 

For ten happy years, I was privileged to pastor the Calvary Baptist Church in Covington, 
Kentucky, just across the river from Cincinnati. One of my happy duties was writing Bible 
study notes for “The Whole Bible Study Course,” which was developed by the late Dr. D. B. 
Eastep, who pastured the church for thirty-five fruitful years. I can’t think of a church that has 
a greater love for the Bible or a deeper hunger for spiritual truth than the dear people of 
Calvary Baptist. The “Be” series is, in many respects, a by-product of Dr. Eastep’s kindness in 
sharing his ministry with me, and the church’s love and encouragement while I was their pas- 
tor. I honor his memory and thank God for their continued friendship and prayer support. 

Now, to you who study God’s Word with me, “I commend you to God, and to the word 
of His grace, which is able to build you up, and to give you and inheritance among all them 
who are sanctified” (Acts 20:32). 

—Warren W. Wiersbe 
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CHAPTER ONE 
HERE’S GOOD NEWS! 


wenty or thirty years after Jesus had gone back to 
Tie a Jewish disciple named Matthew was 

inspired by the Spirit of God to write a book. The 
finished product is what we know today as “The 
Gospel According to Matthew.” 

Nowhere in the four gospels do we find a single 
recorded word that Matthew spoke. Yet in his gospel, 
he gives us the words and works of Jesus Christ, “the 
Son of David, the Son of Abraham” (Matt. 1:1). 
Matthew did not write to tell us about himself. But let’s 
get acquainted with him and the book he wrote. Then 
we can learn all that he wanted us to know about Jesus 
Christ. 

The Holy Spirit used Matthew to accomplish three 
important tasks in the writing of his gospel. 


The Bridge-Builder: He Introduced a New Book 
That book was the New Testament. If a Bible reader 
were to jump from Malachi into Mark, or Acts, or 
Romans, he would be bewildered. Matthew’s gospel is 
the bridge that leads us out of the Old Testament and 
into the New Testament. 

The theme of the Old Testament is given in Genesis 
5:1: “This is the book of the generations of Adam.” 
The Old Testament gives the history of “the Adam 
family,” and it is a sad history indeed. God created man 
in His own image, but man sinned—thus defiling and 
deforming that image. Then man brought forth chil- 
dren “in his own likeness, after his image” (Gen. 5:3). 
These children proved themselves to be sinners like 
their parents. No matter where you read in the Old 
Testament, you meet sin and sinners. 

But the New Testament is “The book of the gener- 
ation of Jesus Christ” (Matt. 1:1). Jesus is the last 
Adam (1 Cor. 15:45), and He came to earth to save the 
“generations of Adam.” (This includes you and me, by 
the way.) Through no choice of our own, we were born 
into the generations of Adam, and this made us sin- 
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ners. But by a choice of faith, we can be born into the 
generation of Jesus Christ and become the children of 
God! 

When you read the genealogy in Genesis 5, the 
repeated phrase and he died sounds like the tolling of a 
funeral bell. The Old Testament illustrates the truth 
that “the wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23). But when 
you turn to the New Testament, that first genealogy 
emphasizes birth and not death! The message of the 
New Testament is that “the gift of God is eternal life 
through Jesus Christ our Lord” (Rom. 6:23). 

The Old Testament is a book of promise, while the 
New Testament is a book of fulfillment. (To be sure, 
there are many precious promises in the New 
Testament, but I am referring to the emphasis of each 
half of the Bible.) Beginning with Genesis 3:15, God 
promised a Redeemer; and Jesus Christ fulfilled that 
promise. Fulfilled is one of the key words in the gospel 
of Matthew, used about fifteen times. 

One purpose of this gospel is to show that Jesus 
Christ fulfilled the Old Testament promises concerning 
the Messiah. His birth at Bethlehem fulfilled Isaiah 
7:14 (Matt. 1:22-23). Jesus was taken to Egypt for 
safety, and this fulfilled Hosea 11:1 (Matt. 2:14-15). 
When Joseph and the family returned and decided to 
settle in Nazareth, this fulfilled several Old Testament 
prophecies (Matt. 2:22-23). Matthew used at least 129 
quotations or allusions to the Old Testament in this 
gospel. He wrote primarily for Jewish readers to show 
them that Jesus Christ was indeed their promised 
Messiah. 


The Biographer: He Introduced a New King 
None of the four gospels is a biography in the modern 
sense of the word. In fact, the apostle John doubted 
that a complete biography of Jesus could ever be writ- 
ten (John 21:25). There are many details about the 
earthly life of Jesus that are not given in any of the 
Gospels. 

Each of the four gospels has its own emphasis. 
Matthew’s book is called, “the gospel of the King.” It 
was written primarily for Jewish readers. Mark’s book, 


the gospel of the Servant, was written to instruct 
Roman readers. Luke wrote mainly to the Greeks and 
presented Christ as the perfect “Son of Man.” John’s 
appeal is universal, and his message was “This is the 
Son of God.” No one gospel is able to tell the whole 
story as God wants us to see it. But when we put these 
four gospel accounts together, we have a composite pic- 
ture of the person and work of our Lord. 

Being accustomed to keeping systematic records, 
Matthew gave us a beautifully organized account of our 
Lord’s life and ministry. The book can be divided into 
ten sections in which “doing” and “teaching” alternate. 
Each teaching section ends with “When Jesus had 
ended these sayings” or a similar transitional statement. 


The chapters can be divided like this: 


Narrative Teaching Transition 
1—4 5—7 7:28 
8:1—9:34 9:35—10:42 11:1 
11:2—12:50 13:1-52 13:53 
13:53—17:27 18:1-35 19:1 
19:1—23:39 24:1—25:46 26:1 


26:1—28:20 (the Passion narrative) 


Matthew described Jesus as the Doer and the 
Teacher. He recorded at least twenty specific miracles 
and six major messages: the Sermon on the Mount 
(chaps. 5—7), the charge to the apostles (chap. 10), the 
parables of the kingdom (chap. 13), the lesson on for- 
giveness (chap. 18), the denunciation of the Pharisees 
(chap. 23), and the prophetic discourse on the Mount 
of Olives (chaps. 24—25). At least 60 percent of this 
book focuses on the teachings of Jesus. 

Remember, Matthew focuses on the kingdom. In 
the Old Testament, the Jewish nation was God’s king- 
dom on earth: “And you shall be unto me a kingdom 
of priests, and an holy nation” (Ex. 19:6). Many peo- 
ple in Jesus’ day were looking for the God-sent 
Deliverer who would release them from Roman 
bondage and reestablish the glorious kingdom of Israel. 

The message of the kingdom of heaven was first 
preached by John the Baptist (Matt. 3:1-2). The Lord 
Jesus also preached this message from the very begin- 
ning of His ministry (Matt. 4:23). He sent out the 
twelve apostles with the same proclamation (Matt. 
10:1-7). 

However, the good news of the kingdom required a 
moral and spiritual response from the people, and not 
simply the acceptance of a ruler. John the Baptist called 
for repentance. Likewise, Jesus made it clear that He 
had not come to overcome Rome, but to transform the 
hearts and lives of those who trusted Him. Before He 
could enter into the glory of the kingdom, Jesus 
endured the suffering of the cross. 

One further word about this gospel. Matthew 
arranged his material in a topical order, rather than 
chronological. He grouped ten miracles together in 
chapters 8—9 instead of putting them into their his- 
torical sequence in the gospel’s narrative. Certain other 
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events are totally omitted. By consulting a good har- 
mony of the Gospels, you will see that, while Matthew 
does not contradict the other three gospel writers, he 
does follow his own pattern. 

Matthew was not only a bridge-builder who intro- 
duced a new book, the New Testament; and a 
biographer who introduced a new King, Jesus Christ; 
but he also accomplished a third task when he wrote 


his book. 


The Believer: He Introduced a New People 

This new people, of course, was the church. Matthew 
is the only gospel writer to use the word church (Matt. 
16:18; 18:17). The Greek word translated church 
means “a called-out assembly.” In the New Testament, 
for the most part, this word refers to a local assembly of 
believers. In the Old Testament, Israel was God’s 
called-out people, beginning with the call of Abraham 
(Gen. 12:1ff.; Deut. 7:6-8). In fact, Stephen called the 
nation of Israel “the church [assembly] in the wilder- 
ness” (Acts 7:38), for they were God’s called-out 
people. 

But the New Testament church is a different peo- 
ple, for it is composed of both Jews and Gentiles. In 
this church there were no racial distinctions (Gal. 
3:28). Even though Matthew wrote primarily for the 
Jews, he has a “universal” element in his book that 
includes the Gentiles. For example, Gentile leaders 
came to worship the Infant Jesus (Matt. 2:1-12). Jesus 
performed miracles for Gentiles and even commended 
them for their faith (Matt. 8:5-13; 15:21-28). The 
Gentile Queen of Sheba was praised for her willingness 
to make a long journey to hear God’s wisdom (Matt. 
12:42). At a crisis hour in Jesus’ ministry He turned to 
a prophecy about the Gentiles (Matt. 12:14-21). Even 
in the parables, Jesus indicated that the blessings which 
Israel refused would be shared with the Gentiles (Matt. 
22:8-10; 21:40—46). The Olivet Discourse stated that 
the message would go “unto all nations” (Matt. 24:14); 
and the Lord’s commission involves all nations (Matt. 
28:19-20). 

There were only believing Jews and believing Jewish 
proselytes in the church at the beginning (Acts 2—7). 
When the gospel went to Samaria (Acts 8), people who 
were part Jewish and part Gentile came into the church. 
When Peter went to the household of Cornelius (Acts 
10), the Gentiles became fully accepted in the church. 
The Conference at Jerusalem (Acts 15) settled the deci- 
sion that a Gentile did not have to become a Jew before 
he could become a Christian. 

But Matthew anticipated all of this. And when his 
book was read by members of the early church, both 
Jews and Gentiles, it helped to settle differences and 
create unity. Matthew made it clear that this new peo- 
ple, the church, must not maintain a racial or social 
exclusiveness. Faith in Jesus Christ makes believers “all 
one” in the body of Christ, the church. 

Matthew’s own experience with the Lord is recorded 
in Matthew 9:9-17, and it is a beautiful example of the 
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grace of God. His old name was Levi, the son of 
Alphaeus (Mark 2:14). “Matthew” means “the gift of 
God.” Apparently, the name was given to commemo- 
rate his conversion and his call to be a disciple. 

Remember that tax collectors were among the most 
hated people in Jewish society. To begin with, they 
were traitors to their own nation because they “sold 
themselves” to the Romans to work for the govern- 
ment. Each tax collector purchased from Rome the 
right to gather taxes, and the more he gathered, the 
more he could keep. They were considered thieves as 
well as traitors, and their constant contacts with 
Gentiles made them religiously suspect, if not unclean. 
Jesus reflected the popular view of the publicans when 
He classified them with harlots and other sinners 
(Matt. 5:46-47; 18:17); but it was obvious that He was 
the “friend of publicans and sinners” (Matt. 11:19; 
21:31-32). 

Matthew opened his heart to Jesus Christ and 
became a new person. This was not an easy decision for 
him to make. He was a native of Capernaum, and 
Capernaum had rejected the Lord (Matt. 11:23). 
Matthew was a well-known businessman in the city, 
and his old friends probably persecuted him. Certainly 
Matthew lost a good deal of income when he left all to 
follow Christ. 

Matthew not only opened his heart, but he also 
opened his home. He knew that most, if not all, of his 
old friends would drop him when he began to follow 
Jesus Christ, so Matthew took advantage of the situa- 
tion and invited them to meet Jesus. He gave a great 
feast and invited all the other tax collectors (some of 
whom could have been Gentiles), and the Jewish peo- 
ple who were not keeping the law (“sinners”). 

Of course, the Pharisees criticized Jesus for daring 
to eat with such a defiled group of people. They even 
tried to get the disciples of John the Baptist to create a 
disagreement (Luke 5:33). The Lord explained why He 
was fellowshipping with “publicans and sinners”: They 
were spiritually sick and needed a physician. He had 
not come to call the righteous because there were no 
righteous people. He came to call sinners, and that 
included the Pharisees. Of course, His critics did not 
consider themselves “spiritually sick,” but they were 
just the same. 

Matthew not only opened his heart and home, but 
he also opened his hands and worked for Christ. 
Alexander Whyte of Edinburgh once said that when 
Matthew left his job to follow Christ, he brought his 
pen with him! Little did this ex-publican realize that 
the Holy Spirit would one day use him to write the first 
of the four gospels in the New Testament 

According to tradition, Matthew ministered in 
Palestine for several years after the Lord’s return to 
heaven, and then made missionary journeys to the Jews 
who were dispersed among the Gentiles. His work is 
associated with Persia, Ethiopia, and Syria, and some 
traditions associate him with Greece. The New 
Testament is silent on his life, but this we do know: 
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Wherever the Scriptures travel in this world, the gospel 
written by Matthew continues to minister to hearts. 


CHAPTER TWO 
Matthew 1—2 


THE KING’S BIRTH 


fa man suddenly appears and claims to be a king, the 
| public immediately asks for proof. What is his back- 

ground? Who pays homage to him? What credentials 
can he present? Anticipating these important ques- 
tions, Matthew opened his book with a careful account 
of the birth of Jesus Christ and the events that accom- 
panied it. He presented four facts about the King. 


The Heredity of the King (1:1-25) 

Since royalty depends on heredity, it was important for 
Jesus to establish His rights to David’s throne. Matthew 
gave His human heredity (Matt. 1:1-17) as well as His 
divine heredity (Matt. 1:18-25). 

His human heredity (vv. 1-17). Genealogies were 
very important to the Jews, for without them they 
could not prove their tribal memberships or their rights 
to inheritances. Anyone claiming to be “the Son of 
David” had to be able to prove it. It is generally con- 
cluded that Matthew gave our Lord’s family tree 
through His foster father, Joseph, while Luke gave 
Mary’s lineage (Luke 3:23ff). 

Many Bible readers skip over this list of ancient 
(and, in some cases, unpronounceable) names. But this 
“list of names” is a vital part of the gospel record. It 
shows that Jesus Christ is a part of history, that all of 
Jewish history prepared the way for His birth. God in 
His providence ruled and overruled to accomplish His 
great purpose in bringing His Son into the world. 

This genealogy also illustrates God’s wonderful 
grace. It is most unusual to find the names of women 
in Jewish genealogies, since names and inheritances 
came through the fathers. But in this list we find refer- 
ences to four women from Old Testament history: 
Tamar (Matt. 1:3), Rahab and Ruth (Matt. 1:5), and 
Bathsheba “the wife of Uriah” (Matt. 1:6). 

Matthew clearly omitted some names from this 
genealogy. Probably, he did this to give a systematic 
summary of three periods in Israel’s history, each with 
fourteen generations. The numerical value of the 
Hebrew letters for “David” equals fourteen. Matthew 
probably used this approach as a memory aid to help 
his readers remember this difficult list 

But there were many Jewish men who could trace 
their family back to King David. It would take more than 
human pedigree to make Jesus Christ “the Son of David” 
and heir to David’s throne. This is why the divine hered- 
ity was so important. 

His divine heredity (vv. 18-25). Matthew 1:16 
and 18 make it clear that Jesus Christ’s birth was differ- 
ent from that of any other Jewish boy named in the 


genealogy. Matthew pointed out that Joseph did not 
“beget” Jesus Christ. Rather, Joseph was the “husband 
of Mary, of whom was born Jesus, who is called 
Christ.” Jesus was born of an earthly mother without 
the need of an earthly father. This is known as the doc- 
trine of the virgin birth. 

Every child born into the world is a totally new 
creature. But Jesus Christ, being eternal God (John 
1:1, 14), existed before Mary and Joseph or any of His 
earthly ancestors. If Jesus Christ were conceived and 
born just as any other baby, then He could not be 
God. It was necessary for Him to enter this world 
through an earthly mother, but not to be begotten by 
an earthly father. By a miracle of the Holy Spirit, Jesus 
was conceived in the womb of Mary, a virgin (Luke 
1:26-38). 

Some have raised the question that perhaps Mary 
was not a virgin. They say that Matthew 1:23 should 
be translated “young woman.” But the word translated 
virgin in this verse always means virgin and cannot be 
translated “young woman.” 

Both Mary and Joseph belonged to the house of 
David. The Old Testament prophecies indicated that 
the Messiah would be born of a woman (Gen. 3:15), of 
the seed of Abraham (Gen. 22:18), through the tribe of 
Judah (Gen. 49:10), and of the family of David (2 
Sam. 7:12-13). Matthew’s genealogy traced the line 
through Solomon, while Luke’s traced it through 
Nathan, another one of David’s sons. It is worth not- 
ing that Jesus Christ is the only Jew alive who can 
actually prove His claims to the throne of David! All of 
the other records were destroyed when the Romans 
took Jerusalem in AD 70. 

To the Jewish people in that day, betrothal (engage- 
ment) was equivalent to marriage—except that the 
man and woman did not live together. They were 
called “husband and wife,” and, at the end of the 
engagement period, the marriage was consummated. If 
a betrothed woman became pregnant, it was consid- 
ered adultery (see Deut. 22:13-21). But Joseph did not 
punish or divorce Mary when he discovered she was 
with child, for the Lord had revealed the truth to him. 
All of this fulfilled Isaiah 7:14. 

Before we leave this important section, we must 
consider the three names assigned to God’s Son. The 
name Jesus means “Savior” and comes from the Hebrew 
name Joshua (“Jehovah is salvation”). There were many 
Jewish boys with the name Joshua (or, in the Greek, 
Jesus), but Mary’s Boy was called “Jesus the Christ.” 
The word Christ means “anointed”; it is the Greek 
equivalent of Messiah. He is “Jesus the Messiah.” Jesus 
is His human name; Christ is His official title; and 
Emmanuel describes who He is—“God with us.” Jesus 
Christ is God! We find this name “Emmanuel” in 
Isaiah 7:14 and 8:8. 

The King, then, was a Jewish male who is also the 
divine Son of God. But, did anybody acknowledge His 
kingship? Yes, the magi from the East came and wor- 


shipped Him. 


Matthew 1—2 


The Homage to the King (2:1-12) 

We must confess that we know little about these men. 
The word translated “wise men” (magi) refers to a 
group of scholars who studied the stars. Their title con- 
nects them with magic, but they were probably more 
like astrologers. However, their presence in the biblical 
record is not a divine endorsement of astrology. 

God gave them a special sign, a miraculous star that 
announced the birth of the King. The star led them to 
Jerusalem, where God’s prophets told them that the 
King would be born in Bethlehem. They went to 
Bethlehem, and there they worshipped the Christ Child. 

We do not know how many magi there were. From 
the three gifts listed in Matthew 2:11, some people 
have assumed there were three kings from the Orient, 
though this is not certain. But when their caravan 
arrived in Jerusalem, there were enough of them to 
trouble the whole city. 

Keep in mind that these men were Gentiles. From 
the very beginning, Jesus came to be “the Savior of the 
world” (John 4:42). These men were also wealthy, and 
they were scholars—scientists in their own right. No 
scholarly person who follows the light God gives him 
can miss worshipping at the feet of Jesus. In Jesus 
Christ “are hid all the treasures of wisdom and knowl- 
edge” (Col. 2:3). In Him dwells “all the fullness of the 
Godhead bodily” (Col. 2:9). 

The magi were seeking the King, but Herod was 
afraid of the King and wanted to destroy Him. This 
was Herod the Great, called king by the Roman senate 
because of the influence of Mark Antony. Herod was a 
cruel and crafty man who permitted no one, not even 
his own family, to interfere with his rule or prevent the 
satisfying of his evil desires. A ruthless murderer, he 
had his own wife and her two brothers slain because he 
suspected them of treason. He was married at least nine 
times in order to fulfill his lusts and strengthen his 
political ties. 

It is no surprise that Herod tried to kill Jesus, for 
Herod alone wanted to bear the title “King of the 
Jews.” But there was another reason. Herod was not a 
full-blooded Jew; he was actually an Idumaean, a 
descendant of Esau. This is a picture of the old strug- 
gle between Esau and Jacob that began even before the 
boys were born (Gen. 25:19-34). It is the spiritual ver- 
sus the carnal, the godly versus the worldly. 

The magi were seeking the King; Herod was oppos- 
ing the King; and the Jewish priests were ignoring the 
King. These priests knew the Scriptures and pointed 
others to the Savior, but they would not go to worship 
Him themselves! They quoted Micah 5:2 but did not 
obey it. They were five miles from the very Son of God, 
yet they did not go to see Him! The Gentiles sought 
and found Him, but the Jews did not. 

Matthew 2:9 indicates that the miraculous star was 
not always visible to the magi. As they started toward 
Bethlehem, they saw the star again; and it led them to 
the house where Jesus was. By now, Joseph had moved 
Mary and the baby from the temporary dwelling where 
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the Lord Jesus had been born (Luke 2:7). The tradi- 
tional manger scenes that assemble together the 
shepherds and wise men are not true to Scripture, since 
the magi arrived much later. 

Matthew cites a second fulfilled prophecy to prove 
that Jesus Christ is the King (Matt. 2:5). How He was 
born was a fulfillment of prophecy, and where He 
was born was a fulfillment of prophecy. Bethlehem 
means “house of bread,” and this was where the “Bread of 
Life” came to earth (John 6:48ff.). Bethlehem in the Old 
Testament was associated with David, who was a type of 
Jesus Christ in His suffering and glory. 


Hostility against the King (2:13-18) 

A person is identified not only by his friends, but also 
by his enemies. Herod pretended that he wanted to 
worship the newborn King (Matt. 2:8), when in reality 
he wanted. to destroy Him. God warned Joseph to take 
the child and Mary and flee to Egypt. Egypt was close. 
There were many Jews there, and the treasures received 
from the magi would more than pay the expenses for 
traveling and living there. But there was also another 
prophecy to fulfill, Hosea 11:1: “I called my Son out of 
Egypt.” 

Herod’s anger was evidence of his pride; he could 
not permit anyone to get the best of him, particularly 
some Gentile scholars! This led him to kill the boy 
babies two years of age and under who were still in 
Bethlehem. We must not envision hundreds of little 
boys being killed, for there were not that many male 
children of that age in a small village like Bethlehem. 
Even today only about twenty thousand people live 
there. It is likely that not more than twenty children 
were slain. But, of course, ove is too many! 

Matthew introduced here the theme of hostility, 
which he focused on throughout his book. Satan is a liar 
and a murderer (John 8:44), as was King Herod. He 
lied to the magi and he murdered the babies. But even 
this horrendous crime of murder was the fulfillment of 
prophecy found in Jeremiah 31:15. In order to under- 
stand this fulfillment, we must review Jewish history. 

The first mention of Bethlehem in Scripture is in 
connection with the death of Jacob’s favorite wife, 
Rachel (Gen. 35:16-20). Rachel died giving birth to a 
son whom she named Benoni, “son of my sorrow.” 
Jacob renamed his son Benjamin, “son of my right 
hand.” Both of these names relate to Jesus Christ, for 
He was a “man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief” 
(Isa. 53:3), and He is now the Son of God’s right hand 
(Acts 5:31; Heb. 1:3). Jacob put up a pillar to mark 
Rachel’s grave, which is near Bethlehem. 

Jeremiah’s prophecy was given about six hundred 
years before Christ was born. It grew out of the captiv- 
ity of Jerusalem. Some of the captives were taken to 
Ramah in Benjamin, near Jerusalem, and this 
reminded Jeremiah of Jacob’s sorrow when Rachel died. 
However, now it was Rachel who was weeping. She rep- 
resented the mothers of Israel weeping as they saw their 
sons going into captivity. It was as though Rachel said, 
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“I gave my life to bear a son, and now his descendants 
are no more.” 

Jacob saw Bethlehem as a place of death, but the 
birth of Jesus made it a place of life! Because of His 
coming, there would be spiritual deliverance for Israel 
and, in the future, the establishment of David’s throne 
and kingdom. Israel, “the son of my sorrow,” would 
one day become “the son of my right hand.” Jeremiah 
gave a promise to the nation that they would be 
restored to their land again (Jer. 31:16-17), and this 
promise was fulfilled. But he gave an even greater 
promise that the nation would be regathered in the 
future, and the kingdom established (Jer. 31:27ff.). 
This promise shall also be fulfilled. 

Very few people today think of Bethlehem as a bur- 
ial place; they think of it as the birthplace of Jesus 
Christ. And because He died for us and rose again, we 
have a bright future before us. We shall live forever 
with Him in that glorious city where death is no more 
and where tears never fall. 


The Humility of the King (2:19-23) 

Herod died in 4 BC, which means that Jesus was born 
sometime between 6 and 5 BC. It is impossible not to 
notice the parallel between Matthew 2:20 and Exodus 
4:19, the call of Moses. As God’s Son, Jesus was in 
Egypt and was called out to go to Israel. Moses was 
outside Egypt, hiding for his life, and he was called to 
return to Egypt. But in both cases, God’s program of 
redemption was involved. It took courage for Joseph 
and his family to leave Egypt, and it took courage for 
Moses to return to Egypt. 

Archelaus was one of Herod’s sons, and to him 
Herod had willed the title of king. However, the Jews 
discovered that, in spite of his promises of kindness, 
Archelaus was as wicked as his father. So they sent a 
delegation to Rome to protest his crowning. Augustus 
Caesar agreed with the Jews and made Archelaus an 
ethnarch over half of his father’s kingdom. (Jesus may 
have had this bit of Jewish history in mind when He 
told the parable of the pounds in Luke 19:11-27.) 

The whole episode is a good example of how God 
leads His children. Joseph knew that he and his family 
were no safer under the rule of Archelaus than they had 
been under Herod the Great. It is likely they were 
heading back to Bethlehem when they discovered that 
Archelaus was on the throne. Certainly, Joseph and 
Mary prayed, waited, and sought God’s will. Common 
sense told them to be careful; faith told them to wait. 
In due time, God spoke to Joseph in a dream, and he 
took his wife and her Son to Nazareth, which had been 
their home earlier (Matt. 2:19-20). 

But even this fulfilled prophecy! Once again, 
Matthew points out that every detail in the life of Jesus 
was foretold in the Scriptures. It is important to note 
that Matthew did not refer to only one prophet in 
Matthew 2:23, but instead says “that it might be ful- 
filled which was spoken by the prophets” (plural). 

We will not find any specific prophecy that called 


Jesus a “Nazarene.” The term Nazarene was one of 
reproach: “Can there any good thing come out of 
Nazareth?” (John 1:46). In many Old Testament 
prophecies, the Messiah's lowly life of rejection is men- 
tioned, and this may be what Matthew had in mind 
(see Ps. 22; Isa. 53:2-3, 8). The term Nazarene was 
applied both to Jesus and His followers (Acts 24:5), 
and He was often called “Jesus of Nazareth” (Matt. 
21:11; Mark 14:67; John 18:5, 7). 

But perhaps Matthew, led by the Spirit, saw a spir- 
itual connection between the name “Nazarene” and the 
Hebrew word netzer, which means “a branch or shoot.” 
Several prophets apply this title to Jesus (see Isa. 4:2; 
11:1; Jer. 23:5; 33:15; Zech. 3:8; 6:12-13). 

Our Lord grew up in Nazareth and was identified 
with that city. In fact, His enemies thought He had 
been born there, for they said that He came from 
Galilee (John 7:50-52). Had they investigated the 
temple records, they would have discovered that He 
had been born in Bethlehem. 

Who ever heard of a king being born in a humble 
village and growing up in a despised city? The humil- 
ity of the King is certainly something to admire and 
imitate (Phil. 2:1-13). 


CHAPTER THREE 
Matthew 3—4 
THE KING’S CREDENTIALS 


ome thirty years passed between chapters 2 and 3 

of Matthew, during which Jesus lived in Nazareth 

and worked as a carpenter (Matt. 13:55; Mark 
6:3). But the time came for Him to begin His public 
ministry, which would culminate at the cross. Was He 
still qualified to be King? Had anything taken place 
that would disqualify Him? In chapters 2 and 3, 
Matthew assembled the testimonies of five witnesses to 
the person of Jesus Christ, that He is the Son of God 
and the King. 


John the Baptist (3:1-15) 

For over four hundred years, the nation had not heard 
the voice of a prophet. Then John appeared and a great 
revival took place. Consider four facts about John. 

His message (vv. 1-2, 7-10). John’s preaching 
centered on repentance and the kingdom of heaven. 
The word repent means “to change one’s mind and act 
on that change.” John was not satisfied with regret or 
remorse; he wanted “fruits meet for repentance” (Matt. 
3:8). There had to be evidence of a changed mind and 
a changed life. 

All kinds of people came to hear John preach and to 
watch the great baptismal services he conducted. Many 
publicans and sinners came in sincere humility (Matt. 
21:31-32), but the religious leaders refused to submit. 
They thought that they were good enough to please 
God, yet John called them a “generation of vipers.” 
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Jesus used the same language when He dealt with this 
self-righteous crowd (Matt. 12:34; 23:33; John 8:44). 

The Pharisees were the traditionalists of their day, 
while the Sadducees were more liberal (see Acts 
23:6-9). The wealthy Sadducees controlled the “tem- 
ple business” that Jesus cleaned out. These two groups 
usually fought each other for control of the nation, but 
when it came to opposing Jesus Christ, the Pharisees 
and Sadducees united forces. 

John’s message was one of judgment. Israel had 
sinned and needed to repent, and the religious leaders 
ought to lead the way. The ax was lying at the root of 
the tree, and if the tree (Israel) did not bear good fruit, 
it would be cut down (see Luke 13:6—10). If the nation 
repented, the way would be prepared for the coming of 
the Messiah. 

His authority (vv. 3-4). John fulfilled the 
prophecy given in Isaiah 40:3. In a spiritual sense, John 
was “Elijah who was to come” for he came in the “spirit 
and power of Elijah” (Luke 1:16-17). He even dressed 
as Elijah did and preached the same message of judg- 
ment (2 Kings 1:8). John was the last of the Old 
Testament prophets (Luke 16:16) and the greatest of 
them (Matt. 11:7—15; see 17:9-13). 

His baptism (vv. 5-6, 11-12). The Jews baptized 
Gentile converts, but John was baptizing Jews! His bap- 
tism was authorized from heaven (Matt. 21:23-27); it 
was not something John devised or borrowed. It was a 
baptism of repentance, looking forward to the Messiah's 
coming (Acts 19:1-7). His baptism fulfilled two pur- 
poses: it prepared the nation for Christ, and it presented 
Christ to the nation (John 1:31). 

But John mentioned two other baptisms: a baptism 
of the Spirit and a baptism of fire (Matt. 3:11). The 
baptism of the Spirit came at Pentecost (Acts 1:5, and 
note that Jesus said nothing about fire). Today, when- 
ever a sinner trusts Christ, he is born again and 
immediately baptized by the Spirit into the body of 
Christ, the church (1 Cor. 12:12—13). In contrast, the 
baptism of fire refers to the future judgment, as 
Matthew explains (Matt. 3:12). 

His obedience (vv. 13—15). Jesus was not baptized 
because He was a repentant sinner. Even John tried to 
stop Jesus, but the Lord knew it was His Father's will. 
Why was Jesus baptized? First, His baptism gave 
approval to John’s ministry. Second, He identified 
Himself with publicans and sinners, the very people 
He came to save. But mainly, His baptism pictured His 
future baptism on the cross (Matt. 20:22; Luke 12:50) 
when all the “waves and billows” of God’s judgment 
would go over Him (Ps. 42:7; Jonah 2:3). 

Thus, John the Baptist bore witness to Jesus Christ 
as the Son of God and also as the Lamb of God (John 
1:29). Because of John’s witness, many sinners trusted 


Jesus Christ (John 10:39-42). 
The Holy Spirit (3:16) 


The coming of the Holy Spirit like a dove identified 
Jesus to John (John 1:31-34), and also assured Jesus as 
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He began His ministry that the Spirit’s ministry would 
always be His (John 3:34). The dove is a beautiful sym- 
bol of the Spirit of God in its purity and in its ministry 
of peace. The first time we see a dove in Scripture is in 
Genesis 8:6-11. Noah sent out two birds, a raven and 
a dove, but only the dove came back. The raven repre- 
sented the flesh; there was plenty for the raven to eat 
outside the ark! But the dove would not defile itself on 
the carcasses, so it came back to the ark. The second 
time the dove was released, it returned with an olive 
leaf, a symbol of peace. The third time, the dove did 
not return. 

There may be another picture here. The name 
Jonah means “dove,” and he too experienced a baptism! 
Jesus used Jonah as a type of Himself in death, burial, 
and resurrection (Matt. 12:38-40). Jonah was sent to 
the Gentiles, and Jesus would minister to the Gentiles. 


The Father (3:17) 

On three special occasions, the Father spoke from 
heaven: at Christ’s baptism, at the Transfiguration 
(Matt. 17:3), and as Christ approached the cross (John 
12:27-30). In the past, God spoke to His Son; today 
He is speaking through His Son (Heb. 1:1-2). 

The Father’s statement from heaven seems to be an 
echo of Psalm 2:7—“The Lord hath said unto me, 
‘Thou art my Son; this day have I begotten thee.” Acts 
13:33 informs us that this “begetting” refers to His res- 
urrection from the dead and not to His birth at 
Bethlehem. This statement ties in perfectly with the 
Lord’s baptismal experience of death, burial, and resur- 
rection. 

But the Father’s statement also relates Jesus Christ 
to the “Suffering Servant” prophesied in Isaiah 40— 
53. In Matthew 12:18, Matthew quoted from Isaiah 
42:1-3, where the Messiah-Servant is called “My 
beloved, in whom my soul is well pleased.” The 
Servant described in Isaiah is humble, rejected, made 
to suffer and die, but is also seen to come forth in vic- 
tory. While the nation of Israel is seen dimly in some 
of these “Servant Songs,” it is the Messiah, Jesus 
Christ, who is revealed most clearly in them. Again, 
we see the connection with Christ in death, burial, 
and resurrection. 

Finally, the Father’s statement approved all that 
Jesus had done up to that point. His “hidden years in 
Nazareth” were years of pleasing the Father. Certainly, 
the Father's commendation was a great encouragement 
to the Son as He started His ministry. 


Satan (4:1-11) 

From the high and holy experience of blessing at the 
Jordan, Jesus was led into the wilderness for testing. 
Jesus was not tempted so that the Father could learn 
anything about His Son, for the Father had already 
given Jesus His divine approval. Jesus was tempted so 
that every creature in heaven, on earth, and under the 
earth might know that Jesus Christ is the Conqueror. 
He exposed Satan and his tactics, and He defeated 
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Satan. Because of His victory, we can have victory over 
the tempter. 

Just as the first Adam met Satan, so the Last Adam 
met the enemy (1 Cor. 15:45). Adam met Satan in a 
beautiful garden, but Jesus met him in a terrible wilder- 
ness. Adam had everything he needed, but Jesus was 
hungry after forty days of fasting. Adam lost the battle 
and plunged humanity into sin and death. But Jesus 
won the battle and went on to defeat Satan in more 
battles, culminating in His final victory on the cross 
(John 12:31; Col. 2:15). 

Our Lord’s experience of temptation prepared Him 
to be our sympathetic High Priest (Heb. 2:16-18; 
4:15-16). It is important to note that Jesus faced the 
enemy as man, not as the Son of God. His first word 
was, “Man shall not live by bread alone.” We must not 
think that Jesus used His divine powers to overcome 
the enemy, because that is just what the enemy wanted 
Him to do! Jesus used the spiritual resources that are 
available to us today: the power of the Holy Spirit of 
God (Matt. 4:1) and the power of the Word of God 
(“It is written”). Jesus had nothing in His nature that 
would give Satan a foothold (John 14:30), but His 
temptations were real just the same. Temptation 
involves the will, and Jesus came to do the Father’s will 
(Heb. 10:1-9). 

The first temptation (vv. 1—4). This involved the 
love of God and the will of God. “Since You are God’s 
beloved Son, why doesn’t Your Father feed You? Why 
does He put You into this terrible wilderness?” This 
temptation sounded like Satans words to Eve in 
Genesis 3! It is a subtle suggestion that our Father does 
not love us. 

But there was another suggestion: “Use Your divine 
powers to meet Your own needs.” When we put our 
physical needs ahead of our spiritual needs, we sin. 
When we allow circumstances to dictate our actions, 
instead of following God’s will, we sin. Jesus could have 
turned the stones into bread, but He would have been 
exercising His powers independently of the Father, and 
He came to obey the Father (John 5:30; 6:38). 

The Lord quoted Deuteronomy 8:3 to defeat Satan. 
Feeding on and obeying God’s Word is more important 
than consuming physical food. In fact, it is our food 
(John 4:32-34). 

The second temptation (vv. 5-7). The second 
temptation was even more subtle. This time Satan also 
used the Word of God. “So You intend to live by the 
Scriptures,” he implied. “Then let me quote You a verse 
of Scripture and see if You will obey it!” Satan took the 
Lord Jesus to the pinnacle of the temple, probably five 
hundred feet above the Kidron Valley. Satan then 
quoted from Psalm 91:11-12, where God promised to 
care for His own. “If You really believe the Scriptures, 
then jump! Let’s see if the Father cares for You!” 

Note carefully our Lord’s reply: “It is written again” 
(Matt. 4:7, emphasis mine). We must never divorce 
one part of Scripture from another, but we must always 
“compare spiritual things with spiritual” (1 Cor. 2:13). 


We can prove almost anything by the Bible if we isolate 
texts from the contexts and turn them into pretexts. 
Satan had cleverly omitted the phrase “in all thy ways” 
when he quoted from Psalm 91. When the child of 
God is in the will of God, the Father will protect him. 
He watches over those who are “in His ways.” 

Jesus replied with Deuteronomy 6:16: “Thou shalt 
not tempt the Lord thy God.” We tempt God when we 
put ourselves into circumstances that force Him to 
work miracles on our behalf. The diabetic who refuses 
to take insulin and argues, “Jesus will take care of me,” 
may be tempting the Lord. We tempt God when we try 
to force Him to contradict His own Word. It is impor- 
tant for us as believers to read all Scripture, and study 
all God has to say, for all of it is profitable for daily life 
(2 Tim. 3:16-17). 

The third temptation (vv. 8-11). The devil 
offered Jesus a shortcut to His kingdom. Jesus knew 
that He would suffer and die before He entered into 
His glory (Luke 24:26; 1 Peter 1:11; 5:1). If He bowed 
down and worshipped Satan just once (this is the force 
of the Greek verb), He could enjoy all the glory with- 
out enduring the suffering. Satan has always wanted 
worship, because Satan has always wanted to be God 
(Isa. 14:12-14). Worshipping the creature instead of 
the Creator is the lie that rules our world today (Rom. 
1:24-25). 

There are no shortcuts to the will of God. If we 
want to share in the glory, we must also share in the 
suffering (1 Peter 5:10). As the prince of this world, 
Satan could offer these kingdoms to Christ (John 
12:31; 14:30). But Jesus did not need Satans offer. 
The Father had already promised Jesus the kingdom! 
“Ask of me, and I shall give thee the heathen [nations] 
for thine inheritance” (Ps. 2:8). You find the same 
promise in Psalm 22:22-31, and this is the psalm of 
the cross. 

Our Lord replied with Deuteronomy 6:13: “Thou 
shalt worship the Lord thy God, and him only shalt 
thou serve.” Satan had said nothing about service, but 
Jesus knew that whatever we worship, we will serve. 
Worship and service must go together. 

Satan slunk away, a defeated foe, but he did not 
cease to tempt Jesus. We could translate Luke 4:13, 
“And when the devil had ended every possible kind of 
temptation, he stood off from Him until a suitable sea- 
son.” Through Peter, Satan again tempted Jesus to 
abandon the cross (Matt. 16:21-23), and through the 
crowd that had been fed, Satan tempted Jesus to an 
“easy kingdom” (John 6:15). One victory never guar- 
antees freedom from further temptation. If anything, 
each victory we experience only makes Satan try 
harder. 

Notice that Luke’s account reverses the order of the 
second and third temptations as recorded in Matthew. 
The word then in Matthew 4:5 seems to indicate 
sequence. Luke only uses the simple conjunction “and” 
and does not say he is following a sequence. Our Lord’s 
command at the end of the third temptation (“Get 
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thee hence, Satan”) is proof that Matthew followed the 
historical order. There is no contradiction since Luke 
did not claim to follow the actual sequence. 

After Jesus Christ had defeated Satan, He was ready 
to begin His ministry. No man has a right to call oth- 
ers to obey who has not obeyed himself. Our Lord 
proved Himself to be the perfect King whose sover- 
eignty is worthy of our respect and obedience. But, 
true to his purpose, Matthew had one more witness to 


call to prove the kingship of Jesus Christ. 


Christ’s Ministry of Power (4:12-15) 

Matthew has already shown us that every detail of our 
Lord’s life was controlled by the Word of God. 
Remember that between the end of His temptation 
and the statement in Matthew 4:12 comes the ministry 
described in John 1:19 through John 3:36. We must 
not think that John the Baptist was thrown into prison 
immediately after our Lord’s temptation. Matthew 
wrote his book topically rather than chronologically. 
Consult a good harmony of the Gospels to study the 
sequence of events. 

In Matthew 4:16, Matthew quoted Isaiah (see Isa. 
9:1-2). The prophet wrote about people who “walked” 
in darkness, but by the time Matthew quoted the pas- 
sage, the situation was so discouraging that the people 
were sitting in darkness! Jesus Christ brought the Light 
to them. He made His headquarters in Capernaum in 
“Galilee of the Gentiles,” another reference to the uni- 
versal outreach of the gospel’s message. In Galilee there 
was a mixed population that was somewhat despised by 
the racially “pure” citizens of Judea. 

How did Jesus bring this Light to Galilee? We are 
told in Matthew 4:23: through His teaching, preach- 
ing, and healing. This emphasis is found often in the 
gospel of Matthew; see 9:35; 11:4-5; 12:15; 
14:34-36; 15:30; 19:2. Matthew was quite clear that 
He healed “all manner of sickness and all manner of 
disease” (Matt. 4:23). There was no case too difficult 
for Him! 

The result of these great miracles was a tremendous 
fame for Jesus, and a great following of people from 
many areas. “Syria” refers to an area in northern 
Galilee. “Decapolis” means “ten cities” and was a dis- 
trict made up of ten cities originally built by followers 
of Alexander the Great. The Decapolis was in the 
northeastern part of Galilee. “Beyond Jordan” means 
Perea, the area east of the Jordan. News traveled fast, 
and those who had afflicted friends or family members 
brought them to Jesus for healing. 

Matthew listed some of the “cases” in Matthew 
4:24. “Diseases and torments” could cover almost any 
disease. Of course, our Lord often delivered people 
from demons. The term “lunatic” did not refer to peo- 
ple who were insane. Rather, it was used to describe 
those afflicted with epilepsy (see Matt. 17:15). Palsy 
meant “paralytic.” 

Miracles of healing were but a part of Christ’s min- 
istry throughout Galilee, for He also taught and 
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preached the Word. The “light” that Isaiah promised was 
the Light of the Word of God, as well as the Light of His 
perfect life and compassionate ministry. The word 
preach in Matthew 4:17 and 23 means “to announce as 
a herald.” Jesus proclaimed with authority the good 
news that the kingdom of heaven was at hand. 

The phrase kingdom of heaven is found thirty-two 
times in Matthew’s gospel. The phrase kingdom of God 
is found only five times (Matt. 6:33; 12:28; 19:24; 
21:31, 43). Out of reverence for the holy name of the 
Lord, the Jews would not mention “God” but would 
substitute the word heaven. The Prodigal Son confessed 
that he had sinned “against heaven,” meaning, of 
course, against God. In many places where Matthew 
uses kingdom of heaven, the parallel passages in Mark 
and Luke use kingdom of God. 

In the New Testament, the word kingdom means 
“rule, reign, authority” rather than a place or a specific 
realm. The phrase “kingdom of heaven” refers to the 
tule of God. The Jewish leaders wanted a political 
leader who would deliver them from Rome, but Jesus 
came to bring spiritual rule to the hearts of people. This 
does not deny the reality of a future kingdom as we 
have already noted. 

But Jesus not only proclaimed the good news and 
taught the people God’s truth, He also called to 
Himself a few disciples whom He could train for the 
work of the kingdom. In Matthew 4:17-22 we read of 
the call of Peter, Andrew, James, and John, men who 
had already met Jesus and trusted Him (John 
1:29-42). They had gone back to their fishing busi- 
ness, but He came and called them to give up their 
business and follow Him. The details of this call may 
be found in Mark 1:16-20 and Luke 5:1-11. 

The term “fishers of men” was not new. For cen- 
turies, Greek and Roman philosophers had used it to 
describe the work of the man who seeks to “catch” oth- 
ers by teaching and persuasion. “Fishing for men” is but 
one of many pictures of evangelism in the Bible, and we 
must not limit ourselves to it. Jesus also talked about the 
shepherd seeking the lost sheep (Luke 15:1-7), and the 
workers in the harvest-field (John 4:34-38). Since these 
four men were involved in the fishing business, it was 
logical for Jesus to use this approach. 

Jesus had four and possibly seven men in the band 
of disciples who were professional fishermen (see John 
21:1-3). Why would Jesus call so many fishermen to 
His side? For one thing, fishermen were busy people; 
usually professional fishermen did not sit around doing 
nothing. They either sorted their catch, prepared for a 
catch, or mended their equipment. The Lord needs 
busy people who are not afraid to work. 

Fishermen have to be courageous and patient peo- 
ple. It certainly takes patience and courage to win 
others to Christ. Fishermen must have skill; they must 
learn from others where to find the fish and how to 
catch them. Soul-winning demands skill too. These 
men had to work together, and the work of the Lord 
demands cooperation. But most of all, fishing demands 
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faith: fishermen cannot see the fish and are not sure 
their nets will enclose them. Soul-winning requires 
faith and alertness too, or we will fail. 

Matthew has presented to us the person of the 
King. Every witness affirms, “This is the Son of God, 
this is the King!” 


CHAPTER FOUR 
Matthew 5 


THE KING’S PRINCIPLES: TRUE 
RIGHTEOUSNESS 


he Sermon on the Mount is one of the most mis- 
T understood messages that Jesus ever gave. One 

group says it is God’s plan of salvation, that if we 
ever hope to go to heaven we must obey these rules. 
Another group calls it a “charter for world peace” and 
begs the nations of the earth to accept it. Still a third 
group tells us that the Sermon on the Mount does not 
apply to today, but that it will apply at some future 
time, perhaps during the tribulation or the millennial 
kingdom. 

I have always felt that Matthew 5:20 was the key to 
this important sermon: “For I say unto you, that except 
your righteousness shall exceed the righteousness of the 
scribes and Pharisees, ye shall in no case enter into the 
kingdom of heaven.” The main theme is true righ- 
teousness. The religious leaders had an artificial, 
external righteousness based on law. But the righteous- 
ness Jesus described is a true and vital righteousness 
that begins internally, in the heart. The Pharisees were 
concerned about the minute details of conduct, but 
they neglected the major matter of character. Conduct 
flows out of character. 

Whatever applications the Sermon on the Mount 
may have to world problems, or to future events, it is 
certain that this sermon has definite applications for us 
today. Jesus gave this message to individual believers, 
not to the unsaved world at large. What was taught in 
the Sermon on the Mount is repeated in the New 
Testament Epistles for the church today. Jesus origi- 
nally gave these words to His disciples (Matt. 5:1), and 
they have shared them with us. 

In this chapter, Jesus gave three explanations about 
true, spiritual righteousness. 


What True Righteousness Is (5:1-16) 

Being a master Teacher, our Lord did not begin this 
important sermon with a negative criticism of the 
scribes and Pharisees. He began with a positive 
emphasis on righteous character and the blessings 
that it brings to the life of the believer. The Pharisees 
taught that righteousness was an external thing, a 
matter of obeying rules and regulations. Righteous- 
ness could be measured by praying, giving, fasting, 
etc. In the Beatitudes and the pictures of the 


believer, Jesus described Christian character that 
flowed from within. 

Imagine how the crowd’s attention was riveted on 
Jesus when He uttered His first word: “Blessed.” (The 
Latin word for blessed is beatus, and from this comes 
the word beatitude.) This was a powerful word to those 
who heard Jesus that day. To them it meant “divine joy 
and perfect happiness.” The word was not used for 
humans; it described the kind of joy experienced only 
by the gods or the dead. “Blessed” implied an inner sat- 
isfaction and sufficiency that did not depend on 
outward circumstances for happiness. This is what the 
Lord offers those who trust Him! 

The Beatitudes describe the attitudes that ought to 
be in our lives today. Four attitudes are described here. 

Our attitude toward ourselves (v. 3). To be poor 
in spirit means to be humble, to have a correct estimate 
of oneself (Rom. 12:3). It does not mean to be “poor 
spirited” and have no backbone at all! “Poor in spirit” 
is the opposite of the world’s attitudes of self-praise and 
self-assertion. It is not a false humility that says, “I am 
not worth anything; I can’t do anything!” It is honesty 
with ourselves: we know ourselves, accept ourselves, 
and try to be ourselves to the glory of God. 

Our attitude toward our sins (vv. 4—6). We 
mourn over sin and despise it. We see sin the way God 
sees it and seek to treat it the way God does. Those who 
cover sin or defend sin certainly have the wrong atti- 
tude. We should not only mourn over our sins, but we 
should also meekly submit to God (see Luke 18:9-14; 
Phil. 3:1-14). 

Meekness is not weakness, for both Moses and Jesus 
were meek men (Num. 12:3; Matt. 11:29). This word 
translated “meek” was used by the Greeks to describe a 
horse that had been broken. It refers to power under 
control. 

Our attitude toward the Lord (vv. 7-9). We expe- 
rience God’s mercy when we trust Christ (Eph. 2:4-7), 
and He gives us a clean heart (Acts 15:9) and peace 
within (Rom. 5:1). But having received His mercy, we 
then share His mercy with others. We seek to keep our 
hearts pure that we might see God in our lives today. 
We become peacemakers in a troubled world and chan- 
nels for God’s mercy, purity, and peace. 

Our attitude toward the world (vv. 10-16). It is 
not easy to be a dedicated Christian. Our society is not 
a friend to God nor to God’s people. Whether we like 
it or not, there is conflict between us and the world. 
Why? Because we are different from the world and we 
have different attitudes. 

As we read the Beatitudes, we find that they repre- 
sent an outlook radically different from that of the 
world. The world praises pride, not humility. The 
world endorses sin, especially if you “get away with it.” 
The world is at war with God, while God is seeking to 
reconcile His enemies and make them His children. 
We must expect to be persecuted ¿fwe are living as God 
wants us to live. But we must be sure that our suffering 
is not due to our own foolishness or disobedience. 
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How True Righteousness Comes (5:17-20) 

Certainly after the crowd heard our Lord’s description 
of the kind of person God blesses, they said to them- 
selves, “But we could never attain that kind of 
character. How can we have this righteousness? Where 
does it come from?” They wondered how His teaching 
related to what they had been taught all their lives. 
What about Moses and the law? 

In the law of Moses, God certainly revealed His 
standards for holy living. The Pharisees defended the 
law and sought to obey it. But Jesus said that the true 
righteousness that pleases God must exceed that of the 
scribes and Pharisees—and to the common people, the 
scribes and Pharisees were the holiest men in the com- 
munity! If they had not attained, what hope was there 
for anybody else? 

Jesus explained His own attitude toward the law by 
describing three possible relationships. 

We can seek to destroy the law (v. 17a). The 
Pharisees thought Jesus was doing this. To begin with, 
His authority did not come from any of the recognized 
leaders or schools. Instead of teaching “from authori- 
ties” as did the scribes and Pharisees, Jesus taught with 
authority. 

Not only in His authority, but also in His activity, 
Jesus seemed to defy the law. He deliberately healed 
people on the Sabbath day and paid no attention to the 
traditions of the Pharisees. Our Lord’s associations also 
seemed contrary to the law, for He was the friend of 
publicans and sinners. 

Yet, it was the Pharisees who were destroying the 
law! By their traditions, they robbed the people of the 
Word of God; and by their hypocritical lives, they dis- 
obeyed the very law that they claimed to protect. The 
Pharisees thought they were conserving Gods Word, 
when in reality they were preserving Gods Word: 
embalming it so that it no longer had life! Their rejec- 
tion of Christ when He came to earth proved that the 
inner truth of the law had not penetrated their hearts. 

Jesus made it clear that He had come to honor the 
law and help God’s people love it, learn it, and live it. 
He would not accept the artificial righteousness of the 
religious leaders. Their righteousness was only an exter- 
nal masquerade. Their religion was a dead ritual, not a 
living relationship. It was artificial; it did not reproduce 
itself in others in a living way. It made them proud, not 
humble; it led to bondage, not liberty. 

We can seek to fulfill the law (v. 17b). Jesus 
Christ fulfilled God’s law in every area of His life. He 
fulfilled it in His birth because He was “made under 
the law” (Gal. 4:4). Every prescribed ritual for a Jewish 
boy was performed on Him by His parents. He cer- 
tainly fulfilled the law in His life, for nobody was ever 
able to accuse Him of sin. While He did not submit to 
the traditions of the scribes and Pharisees, He always 
did what God commanded in the law. The Father was 
“well pleased” with His Son (Matt. 3:17; 17:5). 

Jesus also fulfilled the law in His teaching. It was 
this that brought Him into conflict with the religious 
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leaders. When He began His ministry, Jesus found the 
Living Word of God encrusted with man-made tradi- 
tions and interpretations. He broke away this thick 
crust of “religion” and brought the people back to 
God’s Word. Then, He opened the Word to them in a 
new and living way—they were accustomed to the “let- 
ter” of the law and not the inner “kernel” of life. 

But it was in His death and resurrection that Jesus 
especially fulfilled the law. He bore the curse of the law 
(Gal. 3:13). He fulfilled the Old Testament types and 
ceremonies so that they no longer are required of the 
people of God (see Heb. 9—10). He set aside the old 
covenant and brought in the new covenant. 

Jesus did not destroy the law by fighting it; He 
destroyed it by fulfilling it! Perhaps an illustration will 
make this clear. If I have an acorn, I can destroy it in 
one of two ways. I can put it on a rock and smash it to 
bits with a hammer. Or, I can plant it in the ground 
and let it fulfill itself by becoming an oak tree. 

When Jesus died, He rent the veil of the temple and 
opened the way into the holiest (Heb. 10:19). He 
broke down the wall that separated the Jews and 
Gentiles (Eph. 2:11-13). Because the law was fulfilled 
in Christ, we no longer need temples made with hands 
(Acts 7:48ff.) or religious rituals (Col. 2:10-13). 

How can we fulfill the law? By yielding to the Holy 
Spirit and allowing Him to work in our lives (Rom. 
8:1-3). The Holy Spirit enables us to experience the 
“righteousness of the law” in daily life. This does not 
mean we live sinlessly perfect lives, but it does mean 
that Christ lives out His life through us by the power 
of His Spirit (Gal. 2:20). 

When we read the Beatitudes, we see the perfect 
character of Jesus Christ. While Jesus never had to 
mourn over His sins, since He was sinless, He was still 
a “man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief” (Isa. 
53:3). He never had to hunger and thirst after righ- 
teousness since He was the holy Son of God, but He 
did delight in the Father’s will and find His satisfaction 
in doing it (John 4:34). The only way we can experi- 
ence the righteousness of the Beatitudes is through the 
power of Christ. 

We can seek to do and teach the law (v. 19). This 
does not mean we major on the Old Testament and 
ignore the New! Second Corinthians 3 makes it clear 
that ours is a ministry of the new covenant. But there is 
a proper ministry of the law (1 Tim. 1:9ff) that is not 
contrary to the glorious message of God’s grace. Jesus 
wants us to know more of the righteousness of God, 
obey it, and share it with others. The moral law of God 
has not changed. Nine of the Ten Commandments are 
repeated in the New Testament Epistles and com- 
manded to believers. (The exception is the Sabbath 
commandment, which was given as a sign to Israel; see 
Neh. 9:14.) 

We do not obey an external law because of fear. No, 
believers today obey an internal law and live because of 
love. The Holy Spirit teaches us the Word and enables 
us to obey. Sin is still sin, and God still punishes sin. In 
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fact, we in this present age are more responsible because 
we have been taught and given more! 


How Righteousness Works in Daily Life (5:21-48) 
Jesus took six important Old Testament laws and inter- 
preted them for His people in the light of the new life 
He came to give. He made a fundamental change with- 
out altering God’s standards: He dealt with the 
attitudes and intents of the heart and not simply with 
the external action. The Pharisees said that righteous- 
ness consisted of performing certain actions, but Jesus 
said it centered in the attitudes of the heart. 

Likewise, with sin: The Pharisees had a list of exter- 
nal actions that were sinful, but Jesus explained that sin 
came from the attitudes of the heart. Anger is murder 
in the heart; lust is adultery in the heart. The person 
who says that he “lives by the Sermon on the Mount” 
may not realize that the Sermon on the Mount is more 
difficult to keep than the original Ten Commandments! 

Murder (vv. 21-26; Ex. 20:13). I have read that 
one out of every thirty-five deaths in Chicago is a mur- 
der, and that most of these murders are “crimes of 
passion” caused by anger among friends or relatives. 
Jesus did not say that anger /eads to murder; He said 
that anger is murder. 

There is a holy anger against sin (Eph. 4:26), but 
Jesus talked about an unholy anger against people. The 
word He used in Matthew 5:22 means “a settled anger, 
malice that is nursed inwardly.” Jesus described a sinful 
experience that involved several stages. First there was 
causeless anger. This anger then exploded into words: 
“Raca—empty-headed person!” These words added fuel 
to the fire so that the person said, “You fool—rebel!” 

Anger is such a foolish thing. It makes us destroyers 
instead of builders. It robs us of freedom and makes us 
prisoners. To hate someone is to commit murder in our 
hearts (1 John 3:15). 

This does not mean that we should go ahead and 
murder someone we hate, since we have already sinned 
inwardly. Obviously, sinful feelings are not excuses for 
sinful deeds. Sinful anger robs us of fellowship with 
God as well as with our brothers, but it does not put us 
into jail as murderers. However, more than one person 
has become a murderer because he failed to control sin- 
ful anger. 

Sinful anger must be faced honestly and must be 
confessed to God as sin. We must go to our brother 
and get the matter settled, and we must do it quickly. 
The longer we wait, the worse the bondage becomes! 
We put ourselves into a terrible prison when we refuse 
to be reconciled. (See Matt. 18:15—20 for additional 
counsel.) It has well been said that the person who 
refuses to forgive his brother destroys the very bridge 
over which he himself must walk. 

Adultery (vv. 27-30; Ex. 20:14). Jesus affirmed 
God’s law of purity, and then explained that the intent 
of this law was to reveal the sanctity of sex and the sin- 
fulness of the human heart. God created sex, and God 
protects sex. He has the authority to regulate it and to 


punish those who rebel against His laws. He does not 
regulate sex because He wants to rob us, but rather, 
because He wants to bless us. Whenever God says, no 
it is that He might say yes. 

Sexual impurity begins in the desires of the heart. 
Again, Jesus is not saying that lustful desires are identi- 
cal to lustful deeds, and therefore a person might just 
as well go ahead and commit adultery. The desire and 
the deed are not identical, but, spiritually speaking, 
they are equivalent. The “look” that Jesus mentioned 
was not a casual glance, but a constant stare with the 
purpose of lusting. It is possible for a man to glance at a 
beautiful woman and know that she is beautiful, but 
not lust after her. The man Jesus described looked at 
the woman for the purpose of feeding his inner sensual 
appetites as a substitute for the act. It was not acciden- 
tal; it was planned. 

How do we get victory? By purifying the desires of 
the heart (appetite leads to action) and disciplining the 
actions of the body. Obviously, our Lord is not talking 
about literal surgery, for this would not solve the prob- 
lem in the heart. The eye and the hand are usually the 
two “culprits” when it comes to sexual sins, so they 
must be disciplined. Jesus said, “Deal immediately and 
decisively with sin! Don’t taper off—cut off!” Spiritual 
surgery is more important than physical surgery, for the 
sins of the body can lead to eternal judgment. We think 
of passages like Colossians 3:5 and Romans 6:13; 
12:1-2; 13:14. 

Divorce (vv. 31-32). Our Lord dealt with this in 
greater detail in Matthew 19:1-12, and we shall con- 
sider it there. 

Swearing (vv. 33-37; Lev. 19:12; Deut. 23:23). 
This is not the sin of “cursing,” but the sin of using oaths 
to affirm that what is said is true. The Pharisees used all 
kinds of tricks to sidestep the truth, and oaths were 
among them. They would avoid using the holy name of 
God, but they would come close by using the city of 
Jerusalem, heaven, earth, or some part of the body. 

Jesus taught that our conversation should be so 
honest, and our character so true, that we would not 
need “crutches” to get people to believe us. Words 
depend on character, and oaths cannot compensate for 
a poor character. “In the multitude of words there wan- 
teth not sin; but he that refraineth his lips is wise” 
(Prov. 10:19). The more words a man uses to convince 
us, the more suspicious we should be. 

Retaliation (vv. 38—42; Lev. 24:19-22). The orig- 
inal law was a fair one; it kept people from forcing the 
offender to pay a greater price than the offense 
deserved. It also prevented people from taking personal 
revenge. Jesus replaced a law with an attitude: be will- 
ing to suffer loss yourself rather than cause another to 
suffer. Of course, He applied this to personal insults, not 
to groups or nations. The person who retaliates only 
makes himself and the offender feel worse; and the 
result is a settled war and not peace. 

In order to “turn the other cheek,” we must stay 
where we are and not run away. This demands both 
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faith and love. It also means that we will be hurt, but it 
is better to be hurt on the outside than to be harmed 
on the inside. But it further means that we should try to 
help the sinner. We are vulnerable, because he may 
attack us anew; but we are also victorious, because Jesus 
is on our side, helping us and building our characters. 
Psychologists tell us that violence is born of weakness, 
not strength. It is the strong man who can love and suf- 
fer hurt; it is the weak man who thinks only of himself 
and hurts others to protect himself. He hurts others 
then runs away to protect himself. 

Love of enemies (vv. 43-48; Lev. 19:17-18). 
Nowhere did the law teach hatred for one’s enemies. 
Passages like Exodus 23:4-5 indicate just the opposite! 
Jesus defined our enemies as those who curse us, hate 
us, and exploit us selfishly. Since Christian love is an 
act of the will, and not simply an emotion, He has the 
right to command us to love our enemies. After all, He 
loved us when we were His enemies (Rom. 5:10). We 
may show this love by blessing those who curse us, 
doing good to them, and praying for them. When we 
pray for our enemies, we find it easier to love them. It 
takes the “poison” out of our attitudes. 

Jesus gave several reasons for this admonition. (1) 
This love is a mark of maturity, proving that we are sons 
of the Father, and not just little children. (2) It is 
Godlike. The Father shares His good things with those 
who oppose Him. Matthew 5:45 suggests that our love 
“creates a climate” of blessings that makes it easy to win 
our enemies and make them our friends. Love is like 
the sunshine and rain that the Father sends so gra- 
ciously. (3) It is a testimony to others. “What do ye 
more than others?” is a good question. God expects us 
to live on a much higher plane than the lost people of 
the world who return good for good and evil for evil. 
As Christians, we must return good for evil as an 
investment of love. 

The word perfect in Matthew 5:48 does not imply 
sinlessly perfect, for that is impossible in this life 
(though it is a good goal to strive for). It suggests com- 
pleteness, maturity, as the sons of God. The Father 
loves His enemies and seeks to make them His chil- 
dren, and we should assist Him! 


CHAPTER FIVE 
Matthew 6 


THE KING’S PRINCIPLES: TRUE 
WORSHIP 


he true righteousness of the kingdom must be 
T applied in the everyday activities of life. This is the 

emphasis in the rest of the Sermon on the Mount. 
Jesus related this principle to our relationships to God 
in worship (Matt. 6:1—18), our relationship to material 
things (Matt. 6:19-34), and our relationship to other 
people (Matt. 7:1-20). 
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Jesus also warned about the danger of hypocrisy 
(Matt. 6:2, 5, 16), the sin of using religion to cover up 
sin. A hypocrite is not a person who falls short of his 
high ideals, or who occasionally sins, because all of us 
experience these failures. A hypocrite deliberately uses 
religion to cover up his sins and promote his own gains. 
The Greek word translated Aypocrite originally meant 
“an actor who wears a mask.” 

The righteousness of the Pharisees was insincere 
and dishonest. They practiced their religion for the 
applause of men, not for the reward of God. But true 
righteousness must come from within. We should test 
ourselves to see whether we are sincere and honest in 
our Christian commitment. In this chapter, Christ 
applied this test to four different areas of life. 


Our Giving (6:1-4) 

Giving alms to the poor, praying, and fasting were 
important disciplines in the religion of the Pharisees. 
Jesus did not condemn these practices, but He did cau- 
tion us to make sure that our hearts are right as we 
practice them. The Pharisees used almsgiving to gain 
favor with God and attention from men, both of which 
were wrong motives. No amount of giving can pur- 
chase salvation, for salvation is the gift of God (Eph. 
2:8-9). And to live for the praise of men is a foolish 
thing because the glory of man does not last (1 Peter 
1:24). It is the glory and praise of God that really 
counts! 

Our sinful nature is so subtle that it can defile even 
a good thing like sharing with the poor. If our motive 
is to get the praise of men, then like the Pharisees, we 
will call attention to what we are doing. But if our 
motive is to serve God in love and please Him, then we 
will give our gifts without calling attention to them. As 
a result, we will grow spiritually; God will be glorified; 
and others will be helped. But if we give with the 
wrong motive, we rob ourselves of blessing and reward 
and rob God of glory, even though the money we share 
might help a needy person. 

Does this mean that it is wrong to give openly? 
Must all giving be anonymous? Not necessarily, for 
everyone in the early church knew that Barnabas had 
given the income from the sale of his land (Acts 
4:34-37). When the church members laid their money 
at the apostles’ feet, it was not done in secret The dif- 
ference, of course, was in the motive and manner in 
which it was done. A contrast is Ananias and Sapphira 
(Acts 5:1-11), who tried to use their gift to make peo- 
ple think they were more spiritual than they really 
were. 


Our Praying (6:5-15) 

Jesus gave four instructions to guide us in our praying. 
We must pray in secret before we pray in public 

(v. 6). It is not wrong to pray in public in the assembly 

(1 Tim. 2:1ff.), or even when blessing food (John 6:11) 

or seeking God’s help (John 11:41-42; Acts 27:35). 


But it is wrong to pray in public if we are not in the 
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habit of praying in private. Observers may think that 
we are practicing prayer when we are not, and this is 
hypocrisy. The word translated closet means “a private 
chamber.” It could refer to the store-chamber in a 
house. Our Lord prayed privately (Mark 1:35); so did 
Elisha (2 Kings 4:32ff.) and Daniel (Dan. 6:10ff.). 

We must pray sincerely (vv. 7-8). The fact that a 
request is repeated does not make it a “vain repetition,” 
for both Jesus and Paul repeated their petitions (Matt. 
26:36-46; 2 Cor. 12:7-8). A request becomes a “vain 
repetition” if it is only a babbling of words without a 
sincere heart desire to seek and do God’s will. The mere 
reciting of memorized prayers can be vain repetition. 
The Gentiles had such prayers in their pagan cere- 
monies (see 1 Kings 18:26). 

My friend Dr. Robert A. Cook has often said, “All 
of us have one routine prayer in our system; and once 
we get rid of it, then we can really start to pray!” I have 
noticed this, not only in my own praying, but often 
when I have conducted prayer meetings. With some 
people, praying is like putting the needle on a phono- 
graph record and then forgetting about it. But God does 
not answer insincere prayers. 

We must pray in God’s will (vv. 9-13). This 
prayer is known familiarly as “The Lord’s Prayer,” but 
“The Disciples’ Prayer” would be a more accurate title. 
Jesus did not give this prayer to us to be memorized 
and recited a given number of times. In fact, He gave 
this prayer to keep us from using vain repetitions. Jesus 
did not say, “Pray in these words.” He said, “Pray after 
this manner’; that is, “Use this prayer as a pattern, not 
as a substitute.” 

The purpose of prayer is to glorify God’s name and 
to ask for help to accomplish His will on earth. This 
prayer begins with Gods interests, not ours: God’s 
name, God’s kingdom, and God’s will. Robert Law has 
said, “Prayer is a mighty instrument, not for getting 
man’s will done in heaven, but for getting God’s will 
done on earth.” We have no right to ask God for any- 
thing that will dishonor His name, delay His kingdom, 
or disturb His will on earth. 

It is worth noting that there are no singular pro- 
nouns in this prayer; they are all plural. It begins with 
“Our Father.” When we pray, we must remember that 
we are part of God’s worldwide family of believers. We 
have no right to ask for ourselves anything that would 
harm another member of the family. If we are praying 
in the will of God, the answer will be a blessing to all 
of God’s people in one way or another. 

If we put God’s concerns first, then we can bring 
our own needs. God is concerned about our needs and 
knows them even before we mention them (Matt. 6:8). 
If this is the case, then why pray? Because prayer is the 
God-appointed way to have these needs met (see James 
4:1-3). Prayer prepares us for the proper use of the answer. 
If we know our need, and if we voice it to God, trust- 
ing Him for His provision, then we will make better 
use of the answer than if God forced it on us without 
our asking. 


It is right to pray for daily physical needs, for forgive- 
ness, and for guidance and protection from evil. “Lead us 
not into temptation” does not mean that God tempts His 
children (James 1:13-17). In this petition we are asking 
God to guide us so that we will not get out of His will 
and get involved in a situation of temptation (1 John 
5:18), or even in a situation of tempting God so that He 
must miraculously rescue us (Matt. 4:5-7). 

We must pray, having a forgiving spirit toward 
others (vv. 14-15). In this “appendix” to the prayer, 
Jesus expanded the last phrase of Matthew 6:12, “as we 
forgive our debtors.” He later repeated this lesson to 
His disciples (Mark 11:19-26). He was not teaching 
that believers earned God’s forgiveness by forgiving 
others, for this would be contrary to God’s free grace 
and mercy. However, if we have truly experienced God’s 
forgiveness, then we will have a readiness to forgive 
others (Eph. 4:32; Col. 3:13). Our Lord illustrated this 
principle in the parable of the unmerciful servant 
(Matt. 18:21-35). 

We have seen that true praying is a “family affair” 
(“Our Father”). If the members of the family are not 
getting along with one another, how can they claim to 
have a right relationship with the Father? The emphasis 
in 1 John 4 is that we show our love for God by loving 
our brothers. When we forgive each other, we are not 
earning the right to prayer, for the privilege of prayer is 
a part of our sonship (Rom. 8:15-16). Forgiveness 
belongs to the matter of fellowship: If I am not in fellow- 
ship with God, I cannot pray effectively. But fellowship 
with my brother helps to determine my fellowship with 
God; hence, forgiveness is important to prayer. 

Since prayer involves glorifying God’s name, has- 
tening the coming of God’s kingdom (2 Peter 3:12), 
and helping to accomplish God’s will on earth, the one 
praying must not have sin in his heart. If God answered 
the prayers of a believer who had an unforgiving spirit, 
He would dishonor His own name. How could God 
work through such a person to get His will done on 
earth? If God gave him his requests, He would be 
encouraging sin! The important thing about prayer is 
not simply getting an answer, but being the kind of per- 
son whom God can trust with an answer. 


Our Fasting (6:16-18) 

The only fast that God actually required of the Jewish 
people was on the annual day of Atonement (Lev. 
23:27). The Pharisees fasted each Monday and 
Thursday (Luke 18:12) and did so in such a way that 
people knew they were fasting. Their purpose, of 
course, was to win the praise of men. As a result, the 
Pharisees lost God’s blessing. 

It is not wrong to fast, if we do it in the right way 
and with the right motive. Jesus fasted (Matt. 4:3); so 
did the members of the early church (Acts 13:2). 
Fasting helps to discipline the appetites of the body 
(Luke 21:34) and keep our spiritual priorities straight. 
But fasting must never become an opportunity for 
temptation (1 Cor. 7:7). Simply to deprive ourselves of 
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a natural benefit (such as food or sleep) is not of itself 
fasting. We must devote ourselves to God and worship 
Him. Unless there is the devotion of the heart (see 
Zech. 7), there is no lasting spiritual benefit. 

As with giving and praying, true fasting must be 
done in secret; it is between the believer and God. To 
“make unsightly” our faces (by looking glum and ask- 
ing for pity and praise) would be to destroy the very 
purpose of the fast. Our Lord here laid down a basic 
principle of spiritual living: Nothing that is truly spiri- 
tual will violate that which God has given us in nature. 
God usually does not tear down one good thing in 
order to build up another. If we have to look miserable 
to be considered spiritual, then there is something 
wrong with our views of spirituality. 

Remember that hypocrisy robs us of reality in 
Christian living. We substitute reputation for character, 
mere words for true prayer, money for the devotion of 
the heart. No wonder Jesus compared the Pharisees to 
tombs that were whitewashed on the outside, but filthy 
on the inside (Matt. 23:27—28)! 

But hypocrisy not only robs us of character, it also 
robs us of spiritual rewards. Instead of the eternal 
approval of God, we receive the shallow praise of men. 
We pray, but there are no answers. We fast, but the 
inner man shows no improvement. The spiritual life 
becomes hollow and lifeless. We miss the blessing of 
God here and now, and also lose the reward of God 
when Christ returns. 

Hypocrisy also robs us of spiritual influence. The 
Pharisees were a negative influence; whatever they 
touched was defiled and destroyed. The people who 
admired them and obeyed the Pharisees’ words thought 
they themselves were being helped, when in reality, 
they were being hurt. 

The first step toward overcoming hypocrisy is to be 
honest with God in our secret life. We must never pray 
anything that we do not mean from the heart; other- 
wise, our prayers are simply empty words. Our motive 
must be to please God alone, no matter what men may 
say or do. We must cultivate the heart in the secret 
place. It has well been said, “The most important part 
of a Christian’s life is the part that only God sees.” 
When reputation becomes more important than char- 
acter, we have become hypocrites. 


Our Use of Wealth (6:19-34) 
We are accustomed to dividing life into the “spiritual” 
and the “material”; but Jesus made no such division. In 
many of His parables, He made it clear that a right atti- 
tude toward wealth is a mark of true spirituality (see 
Luke 12:13ff; 16:1-31). The Pharisees were covetous 
(Luke 16:14) and used religion to make money. If we 
have the true righteousness of Christ in our lives, then 
we will have a proper attitude toward material wealth. 
Nowhere did Jesus magnify poverty or criticize the 
legitimate getting of wealth. God made all things, 
including food, clothing, and precious metals. God has 
declared that all things He has made are good (Gen. 
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1:31). God knows that we need certain things in order 
to live (Matt. 6:32). In fact, He has given us “richly all 
things to enjoy” (1 Tim. 6:17). It is not wrong to pos- 
sess things, but it is wrong for things to possess us. The sin 
of idolatry is as dangerous as the sin of hypocrisy! There 
are many warnings in the Bible against covetousness 
(Ex. 20:17; Ps. 119:36; Mark 7:22; Luke 12:15ff.; Eph. 
5:5; Col. 3:5). 

Jesus warned against the sin of living for the things 
of this life. He pointed out the sad consequences of 
covetousness and idolatry. 

Enslavement (vv. 19—24). Materialism will enslave 
the heart (Matt. 6:19-21), the mind (Matt. 6:22-23), 
and the will (Matt. 6:24). We can become shackled by 
the material things of life, but we ought to be liberated 
and controlled by the Spirit of God. 

If the heart loves material things and puts earthly 
gain above heavenly investments, then the result can 
only be a tragic loss. The treasures of earth may be used 
for God. But if we gather material things for ourselves, 
we will lose them; and we will lose our hearts with them. 
Instead of spiritual enrichment, we will experience 
impoverishment. 

What does it mean to lay up treasures in heaven? It 
means to use all that we have for the glory of God. It 
means to “hang loose” when it comes to the material 
things of life. It also means measuring life by the true 
riches of the kingdom and not by the false riches of this 
world. 

Wealth not only enslaves the heart, but it also 
enslaves the mind (Matt. 6:22-23). God’s Word often 
uses the eye to represent the attitudes of the mind. If 
the eye is properly focused on the light, the body can 
function properly in its movements. But if the eye is 
out of focus and seeing double, it results in unsteady 
movements. It is most difficult to make progress while 
trying to look in two directions at the same time. 

If our aim in life is to get material gain, it will mean 
darkness within. But if our outlook is to serve and glo- 
tify God, there will be light within. If what should be 
light is really darkness, then we are being controlled by 
darkness, and outlook determines outcome. 

Finally, materialism can enslave the will (Matt. 
6:24). We cannot serve two masters simultaneously. 
Either Jesus Christ is our Lord, or money is our lord. It 
is a matter of the will. “But those who want to get rich 
fall into temptation and a snare” (1 Tim. 6:9). If God 
grants riches, and we use them for His glory, then 
riches are a blessing. But if we will to get rich, and live 
with that outlook, we will pay a great price for those 
riches. 

Devaluation (vv. 25-30). Covetousness will not 
only cheapen our riches, but it will also cheapen us! We 
will start to become worried and anxious, and this anx- 
iety is unnatural and unspiritual. The person who 
pursues money thinks that riches will solve his prob- 
lems, when in reality, riches will create more problems! 
Material wealth gives a dangerous, false sense of secu- 
rity, and that feeling ends in tragedy. The birds and 
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lilies do not fret and worry, yet they have God’s wealth 
in ways that man cannot duplicate. All of nature 
depends on God, and God never fails. Only mortal 
man depends on money, and money always fails. 

Jesus said that worry is sinful. We may dignify 
worry by calling it by some other name—concern, bur- 
den, a cross to bear—but the results are still the same. 
Instead of helping us live longer, anxiety only makes 
life shorter (Matt. 6:27). The Greek word translated 
“take no thought” literally means “to be drawn in dif- 
ferent directions.” Worry pulls us apart. Until man 
interferes, everything in nature works together, because 
all of nature trusts God. Man, however, is pulled apart 
because he tries to live his own life by depending on 
material wealth. 

God feeds the birds and clothes the lilies. He will 
feed and clothe us. It is our “little faith” that hinders 
Him from working as He would. He has great blessings 
for us if only we will yield to Him and live for the 
riches that last forever. 

Loss of testimony (vv. 31-33). To worry about 
material things is to live like the heathen! If we put 
God’s will and God’s righteousness first in our lives, He 
will take care of everything else. What a testimony it is 
to the world when a Christian dares to practice 
Matthew 6:33! What a tragedy it is when so many of 
us fail to practice it. 

Loss of joy today (v. 34). Worrying about tomor- 
row does not help either tomorrow or today. If 
anything, it robs us of our effectiveness today—which 
means we will be even less effective tomorrow. 
Someone has said that the average person is crucifying 
himself between two thieves: the regrets of yesterday 
and the worries about tomorrow. It is right to plan for 
the future and even to save for the future (2 Cor. 12:14; 
1 Tim. 5:8). But it is a sin to worry about the future 
and permit tomorrow to rob today of its blessings. 

Three words in this section point the way to victory 
over worry: (1) faith (Matt. 6:30), trusting God to 
meet our needs; (2) Father (Matt. 6:32), knowing He 
cares for His children; and (3) first (Matt. 6:33), put- 
ting God’s will first in our lives so that He might be 
glorified. If we have faith in our Father and put Him 
first, He will meet our needs. 

Hypocrisy and anxiety are sins. If we practice the 
true righteousness of the kingdom, we will avoid these 
sins and live for God’s glory. 


CHAPTER SIX 
Matthew 7 


THE KING’S PRINCIPLES: TRUE 
JUDGMENT 


he scribes and Pharisees were guilty of exercising a 
false judgment about themselves, other people, 
and even the Lord. Their false righteousness 


helped to encourage this false judgment. This explains 
why our Lord closed this important sermon with a dis- 
cussion of judgment. In it He discussed three different 
judgments. 


Our Judgment of Ourselves (7:1-5) 

The first principle of judgment is that we begin with 
ourselves. Jesus did not forbid us to judge others, for 
careful discrimination is essential in the Christian life. 
Christian love is not blind (Phil. 1:9-10). The person 
who believes all that he hears and accepts everyone who 
claims to be spiritual will experience confusion and 
great spiritual loss. But before we judge others, we must 
judge ourselves. There are several reasons for this. 

We shall be judged (v. 1). The tense of the verb 
judged signifies a once-for-all final judgment. If we first 
judge ourselves, then we are preparing for that final 
judgment when we face God. The Pharisees “played 
God” as they condemned other people, but they never 
considered that God would one day judge them. 

We are being judged (v. 2). The parallel passage in 
Luke 6:37-38 is helpful here. Not only will God judge 
us at the end, but people are also judging us right now, 
and we receive from people exactly what we give. The 
kind of judgment, and the measure of judgment, 
comes right back to us. We reap what we have sown. 

We must see clearly to help others (vv. 3-5). The 
purpose of self-judgment is to prepare us to serve oth- 
ers. Christians are obligated to help each other grow in 
grace. When we do not judge ourselves, we not only 
hurt ourselves, but we also hurt those to whom we 
could minister. The Pharisees judged and criticized 
others to make themselves look good (Luke 18:9-14). 
But Christians should judge themselves so that they can 
help others look good. There is a difference! 

Let’s look at our Lord’s illustration of this point. 
Jesus chose the symbol of the eye because this is one of 
the most sensitive areas of the human body. The pic- 
ture of a man with a two-by-four stuck in his eye, 
trying to remove a speck of dust from another man’s 
eye, is ridiculous indeed! If we do not honestly face up 
to our own sins and confess them, we blind ourselves 
to ourselves, and then we cannot see clearly enough to 
help others. The Pharisees saw the sins of other people, 
but they would not look at their own sins. 

In Matthew 6:22-23, Jesus used the illustration of 
the eye to teach us how to have a spiritual outlook on 
life. We must not pass judgment on others’ motives. We 
should examine their actions and attitudes, but we can- 
not judge their motives—for only God can see their 
hearts. It is possible for a person to do a good work 
with a bad motive. It is also possible to fail in a task and 
yet be very sincerely motivated. When we stand before 
Christ at the judgment seat, He will examine the 
secrets of the heart and reward us accordingly (Rom. 
2:16; Col. 3:22-25). 

The image of the eye teaches us another truth: We 
must exercise love and tenderness when we seek to help 
others (Eph. 4:15). I have had extensive eye examina- 
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tions, and once had surgery to remove an imbedded 
speck of steel, and I appreciated the tenderness of the 
physicians. Like eye doctors, we should minister to 
people we want to help with tender loving care. We can 
do more damage than a speck of dirt in the eye if we 
approach others with impatience and insensitivity. 

Two extremes must be avoided in this matter of spir- 
itual self-examination. The first is the deception of a 
shallow examination. Sometimes we are so sure of our- 
selves that we fail to examine our hearts honestly and 
thoroughly. A quick glance into the mirror of the Word 
will never reveal the true situation (James 1:22-25). 

The second extreme is what I call a “perpetual 
autopsy.” Sometimes we get so wrapped up in self- 
examination that we become unbalanced. But we 
should not look only at ourselves, or we will become 
discouraged and defeated. We should look by faith to 
Jesus Christ and let Him forgive and restore us. Satan 
is the accuser (Rev. 12:10), and he enjoys it when we 
accuse and condemn ourselves! 

After we have judged ourselves honestly before 
God, and have removed those things that blind us, 
then we can help others and properly judge their 
works. But if we know there are sins in our lives, and 
we try to help others, we are hypocrites. In fact, it is 
possible for ministry to be a device to cover up sin! The 
Pharisees were guilty of this, and Jesus denounced 
them for it. 


Our Judgment of Others (7:6-20) 

Christians must exercise discernment, for not everyone 
is a sheep. Some people are dogs or hogs, and some are 
wolves in sheep’s clothing! We are the Lord’s sheep, but 
this does not mean we should let people pull the wool 
over our eyes! 

The reason we must judge (v. 6). As God’s people, 
we are privileged to handle the “holy things” of the 
Lord. He has entrusted to us the precious truths of the 
Word of God (2 Cor. 4:7), and we must regard them 
carefully. No dedicated priest would throw meat from 
the altar to a filthy dog, and only a fool would give 
pearls to a pig. While it is true that we must carry the 
gospel “to every creature” (Mark 16:15), it is also true 
that we must not cheapen the gospel by a ministry that 
lacks discernment. Even Jesus refused to talk to Herod 
(Luke 23:9), and Paul refused to argue with people 
who resisted the Word (Acts 13:44—49). 

The reason for judgment, then, is not that we might 
condemn others, but that we might be able to minister 
to them. Notice that Jesus always dealt with individuals 
according to their needs and their spiritual condition. 
He did not have a memorized speech that He used with 
everybody. He discussed the new birth with Nicodemus, 
but He spoke of living water to the Samaritan woman. 
When the religious leaders tried to trap Him, He refused 
to answer their question (Matt. 21:23-27). It is a wise 
Christian who first assesses the condition of a person's 
heart before sharing the precious pearls. 

The resources God gives us (vv. 7-11). Why did 


25 


Matthew 7 


our Lord discuss prayer at this point in His message? 
These verses seem to be an interruption, but they are 
not. You and I are human and fallible; we make mis- 
takes. Only God can judge perfectly. Therefore, we 
must pray and seek His wisdom and direction. “If any 
of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God” (James 1:5). 

Young King Solomon knew that he lacked the 
needed wisdom to judge Israel, so he prayed to God, 
and the Lord graciously answered (1 Kings 3:3ff). If 
we are to have spiritual discernment, we must keep on 
asking God, keep on seeking His will, keep on knock- 
ing at the door that leads to greater ministry. God 
meets the needs of His children. 

The guiding principle (v. 12). This is the so-called 
“Golden Rule,” one of the most misunderstood state- 
ments in the Bible. This statement is not the sum total 
of Christian truth, nor is it God’s plan of redemption. 
We should no more build our theology on the Golden 
Rule than we should build our astronomy on “Twinkle, 
Twinkle Little Star.” 

This great truth is a principle that ought to govern 
our attitudes toward others. It only applies to believers, 
and it must be practiced in every area of life. The per- 
son who practices the Golden Rule refuses to say or do 
anything that would harm himself or others. If our judg- 
ing of others is not governed by this principle, we will 
become proud and critical, and our own spiritual char- 
acter will degenerate. 

Practicing the Golden Rule releases the love of God 
in our lives and enables us to help others, even those 
who want to hurt us. 

But remember that practicing the Golden Rule 
means paying a price. If we want God’s best for our- 
selves and others, but others resist God’s will, then they 
will oppose us. We are salt, and salt stings the open 
wound. We are light, and light exposes dirt. 

The basis for judging (vv. 13-20). Since there are 
false prophets in the world, we must be careful of 
deception. But the greatest danger is self-deception. The 
scribes and Pharisees had fooled themselves into believ- 
ing that they were righteous and others were sinful. It 
is possible for people to know the right language, 
believe intellectually the right doctrines, obey the right 
rules, and still not be saved. Jesus used two pictures to 
help us judge ourselves and others. 

The two ways (vv. 13-14). These are, of course, the 
way to heaven and the way to hell. The broad way is 
the easy way; it is the popular way. But we must not 
judge spiritual profession by statistics; the majority is 
not always right. The fact that “everybody does it” is no 
proof that what they are doing is right. 

Quite the contrary is true: God’s people have always 
been a remnant, a small minority in this world. The 
reason is not difficult to discover: The way of life is nar- 
row, lonely, and costly. We can walk on the broad way 
and keep our “baggage” of sin and worldliness. But if 
we enter the narrow way, we must give up those things. 

Here, then, is the first test: Did your profession of 
faith in Christ cost you anything? If not, then it was not 
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a true profession. Many people who “trust” Jesus Christ 
never leave the broad road with its appetites and asso- 
ciations. They have an easy Christianity that makes no 
demands on them. Yet Jesus said that the narrow way 
was hard. We cannot walk on two roads, in two differ- 
ent directions, at the same time. 

The two trees (vv. 15—20). These show that true 
faith in Christ changes the life and produces fruit for 
God’s glory. Everything in nature reproduces after its 
kind, and this is also true in the spiritual realm. Good 
fruit comes from a good tree, but bad fruit comes from 
a bad tree. The tree that produces rotten fruit is cut 
down and thrown into the fire. “Wherefore, by their 
fruits you shall know them” (Matt. 7:20). 

The second test is this: Did my decision for Christ 
change my life? False prophets who teach false doctrine 
can produce only a false righteousness (see Acts 20:29). 
Their fruit (the results of their ministry) is false and 
cannot last. The prophets themselves are false; the 
closer we get to them, the more we see the falsity of 
their lives and doctrines. They magnify themselves, not 
Jesus Christ; and their purpose is to exploit people, not 
to edify them. The person who believes false doctrine, 
or who follows a false prophet, will never experience a 
changed life. Unfortunately, some people do not realize 
this until it is too late. 


God’s Judgment of Us (7:21-29) 

From picturing two ways and two trees, our Lord 
closed His message by picturing two builders and their 
houses. The two ways illustrate the start of the life of 
faith; the two trees illustrate the growth and results of 
the life of faith here and now; and the two houses illus- 
trate the end of this life of faith, when God shall call 
everything to judgment. There are false prophets at the 
gate that leads to the broad way, making it easy for peo- 
ple to enter. But at the end of the way, there is 
destruction. The final test is not what we think of our- 
selves, or what others may think. The final test is: What 
will God say? 

How can we prepare for this judgment? By doing 
God’ will. Obedience to His will is the test of true faith 
in Christ. The test is not words, not saying, “Lord, 
Lord,” and not obeying His commands. How easy it is 
to learn a religious vocabulary, and even memorize 
Bible verses and religious songs, and yet not obey God’s 
will. When a person is truly born again, he has the 
Spirit of God living within (Rom. 8:9), and the Spirit 
enables him to know and do the Father’s will. God’s 
love in his heart (Rom. 5:5) motivates him to obey 
God and serve others. 

Words are not a substitute for obedience, and nei- 
ther are religious works. Preaching, casting out 
demons, and performing miracles can be divinely 
inspired, but they give no assurance of salvation. It is 
likely that even Judas participated in some or all of 
these activities, and yet he was not a true believer. In 
the last days, Satan will use “lying wonders” to deceive 
people (2 Thess. 2:7-12). 


We are to hear God’s words and do them (see James 
1:22-25). We must not stop with only hearing (or 
studying) His words. Our hearing must result in doing. 
This is what it means to build on the rock foundation. 
We should not confuse this symbol with the “rock” in 
1 Corinthians 3:9ff. Paul founded the local church in 
Corinth on Jesus Christ when he preached the gospel 
and won people to Christ. This is the only foundation 
for a local church. 

The foundation in this parable is obedience to Gods 
Word—obedience that is an evidence of true faith 
(James 2: 14ff.). The two men in this story had much 
in common. Both had desires to build a house. Both 
built houses that looked good and sturdy. But when the 
judgment came (the storm), one of the houses col- 
lapsed. What was the difference? Not the mere external 
looks, to be sure. The difference was in the foundation: 
The successful builder “dug deep” (Luke 6:48) and set 
his house on a solid foundation. 

A false profession will last until judgment comes. 
Sometimes this judgment is in the form of the trials of 
life. Like the person who received the seed of God’s 
Word into a shallow heart (Matt. 13:4—9), the commit- 
ment fails when the testing comes. Many people have 
professed faith in Christ, only to deny their faith when 
life becomes spiritually costly and difficult. 

But the judgment illustrated here probably refers to 
the final judgment before God. We must not read into 
this parable all the doctrine that we are taught in the 
Epistles, for the Lord was illustrating one main point: 
profession will ultimately be tested before God. Those who 
have trusted Christ, and have proved their faith by 
their obedience, will have nothing to fear. Their house 
is founded on the Rock, and it will stand. But those 
who have professed to trust Christ, yet who have not 
obeyed God’s will, will be condemned. 

How shall we test our profession of faith? By popu- 
larity? No, for there are many on the broad road to 
destruction. And there are many who are depending on 
words, saying, “Lord, Lord”—but this is no assurance 
of salvation. Even religious activities in a church organ- 
ization are no assurance. How then shall we judge 
ourselves and others who profess Christ as Savior? 

The two ways tell us to examine the cost of our pro- 
fession. Have we paid a price to profess faith in Christ? 
The two trees tell us to investigate whether our lives 
have really changed. Are there godly fruits from our 
lives? And the two houses remind us that true faith in 
Christ will last, not only in the storms of life, but also 
in the final judgment. 

The congregation was astonished at this sermon. 
Why? Because Jesus spoke with divine authority. The 
scribes and Pharisees spoke “from authorities,” always 
quoting the various rabbis and experts of the law. Jesus 
needed no human teacher to add authority to His 
words, for He spoke as the Son of God. We cannot 
lightly dismiss this sermon, for it is God who gave it to 
us! We must bow before Him and submit to His 
authority, or we will be condemned. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
Matthew 8—9 


THE KING’S POWER 


e have been introduced to the person of the 
W King (Matt. 1—4) and the principles of the King 

(Matt. 5—7), and now we are ready for the 
power of the King. After all, if a king does not have 
the power to accomplish anything, what good are his 
credentials or his principles? In chapters 8 and 9, 
Matthew reported ten miracles. They are not given in 
chronological order, except for the last four, since 
Matthew followed his own approach of grouping mes- 
sages or events. 

Before we survey these miracles, however, we must 
pause to answer the obvious question: Why did our 
Lord perform miracles? Certainly He wanted to meet 
human needs. God is concerned about the temporal 
well-being of His creatures as well as their eternal hap- 
piness. It is wrong to separate ministry to the body and 
ministry to the soul, since we must minister to the 
whole person (see Matt. 4:23-25). 

Certainly our Lord’s miracles were additional cre- 
dentials to prove His claim as the Messiah of Israel. 
“The Jews require a sign” (1 Cor. 1:22). While miracles 
of themselves are not proof that a man has been sent by 
God (even Satan can perform miracles [2 Thess. 2:9]), 
they do add weight to his claim, especially if his char- 
acter and conduct are godly. In the case of Jesus Christ, 
His miracles also fulfilled Old Testament prophecies 
(see Isa. 29:18-19; 35:4—6). Matthew 8:17 refers us to 
Isaiah 53:4, and Jesus Himself in Matthew 11:1-5 
referred John the Baptist to the Old Testament prom- 
ises. These same “signs and wonders” would be the 
credentials of His followers in their ministries (Matt. 
10:8; Heb. 2:1—4). 

Along with His compassion and credentials, there 
was a third reason for miracles: His concern to reveal 
saving truth to people. The miracles were “sermons in 
action.” Even Nicodemus was impressed with them 
(John 3:1-2). It is worth noting that five of these mir- 
acles were performed at Capernaum, and yet the city 
rejected Him (Matt. 11:21-23). Even the rejection by 
the nation of Israel fulfilled Old Testament prophecy 
(see John 12:37-41). Like the judgments against Egypt 
in Moses’ day, the miracles of the Lord were judgments 
in Israel, for the people had to face facts and make deci- 
sions. The religious leaders decided that Jesus was 
working for Satan (Matt. 9:31-34; 12:24). 

One thing is certain: Jesus did not perform miracles 
to “get a crowd.” He usually avoided the crowd. Time 
after time, Jesus instructed those whom He had healed 
not to talk too much (Matt. 8:4, 18; 9:30; Luke 8:56). 
He did not want people trusting Him simply on the 
basis of spectacular deeds (see John 4:46-54). Faith 
must be based on His Word (Rom. 10:17). 

The miracles in these chapters are recorded in three 
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groups, with an event relating to discipleship separat- 
ing the groups. Matthew did not tell his readers why he 
used this arrangement, but we will follow it. To help us 
grasp some of the spiritual lessons, I have characterized 
each section with a special emphasis. 


Grace to the Outcasts (8:1-22) 

Lepers, Gentiles, and women were considered. outcasts 
by many Jewish people, especially the Pharisees. Many 
Pharisees would pray each morning, “I give thanks that 
Iam a man and not a woman, a Jew and not a Gentile, 
a free-man and not a slave.” 

Cleansing the leper (vv. 1—4). There were a num- 
ber of afflictions that our Bible categorizes as leprosy. 
This dreaded infection forced the victim to live apart 
from others and to cry, “Unclean! Unclean!” when oth- 
ers approached, so they would not be defiled. That the 
leper ran up to Jesus and violated the code is evidence 
of his great faith that Jesus would heal him. 

Leprosy is an illustration of sin (Isa. 1:5-6). The 
instructions given to the priests in Leviticus 13 help us 
understand the nature of sin: Sin is deeper than the 
skin (Lev. 13:3); it spreads (Lev. 13:8); it defiles and 
isolates (Lev. 13:45—46); and it is fit only for the fire 
(Lev. 13:52, 57). 

When Jesus touched the leper, He contracted the 
leper’s defilement, but He also conveyed His health! \s 
this not what He did for us on the cross when He was 
made sin for us (2 Cor. 5:21)? The leper did not ques- 
tion His ability to heal; he only wondered if He were 
willing. Certainly God is willing to save! He is “God 
our Savior, who will have all men to be saved” (1 Tim. 
2:3-4). God is “not willing that any should perish” (2 
Peter 3:9). 

Jesus commanded the man not to tell others but to 
go to the priests and have them declare him restored 
and fit for society. This ceremony is described in 
Leviticus 14 and is another beautiful picture of Christ’s 
work for sinners. The bird slain pictures the death of 
Christ; the bird released pictures His resurrection. 
Putting the bird into the jar pictures the Incarnation, 
when Christ took a human body that He might die for 
us. The application of the blood to the ear, thumb, and 
toe illustrates the need for personal faith in His death. 
The oil on the blood reminds us of the Spirit of God, 
who enters the person when he trusts the Savior. 

The man did not obey Christ; he told everybody 
what the Lord had done! (Christ tells us to tell every- 
body, and we keep quiet!) Mark 1:45 tells us that the 
healed leper’s witness forced Jesus to avoid the city, and 
yet the crowds came to Him. 

The centurion’s servant healed (vv. 5-13). A cen- 
turion was an officer over one hundred men in the 
Roman army. Every centurion mentioned in the 
Gospels and Acts was a gentleman of high character and 
sense of duty, and this man was no exception. The fact 
that he was concerned about a lowly servant-boy indi- 
cates this. The word palsy indicates a kind of paralysis. 

It would seem that everything about this man 
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would prevent him from coming to Jesus. He was a 
professional soldier, and Jesus was a Man of peace. He 
was a Gentile, and Jesus was a Jew. But this soldier had 
one thing working for him: he was a man of great faith. 
This centurion understood that Jesus, like himself, was 
under authority. All Christ had to do was speak the 
word and the disease would obey Him the way a sol- 
dier obeyed his officer. It is worth noting that only 
those who are under authority have the right to exercise 
authority. 

Twice in the Gospels it is recorded that Jesus mar- 
veled: here, at the great faith of the Gentile centurion, 
and in Mark 6:6, at the great unbelief of the Jews. 
Matthew recorded two “Gentile” miracles: this one and 
the healing of the daughter of the Syrophoenician 
woman (Matt. 15:21-28). In both cases, the Lord was 
impressed with their great faith. This is an early indica- 
tion that the Jews would not believe, but the Gentiles 
would. Also, in both of these miracles, our Lord healed 
from a distance. This was a reminder of the spiritual 
position of the Gentiles “afar off” (Eph. 2:12). 

Peters mother-in-law healed (vv. 14—17). She 
was in bed with a fever, and Peter and Andrew told 
Jesus about her need when they all arrived home after 
the synagogue service (Mark 1:21). Women did not 
hold a high position in Israel, and it is doubtful that a 
Pharisee would have paid much attention to the need 
in Peter’s home. Jesus healed her with a touch, and she 
responded by serving Him and the other men. 

This seems like a “minor miracle,” but the results 
were major, for after sundown (when the Sabbath 
ended), the whole city gathered at the door that the 
Lord might meet their needs (Mark 1:32-34). Blessing 
in the home ought to lead to blessing in the commu- 
nity. The change in one womans life led to miracles in 
the lives of many people. 

Matthew saw this as a fulfillment of Isaiah 53:4. 
Please note that Jesus fulfilled this prophecy im His life 
and not on the cross. He bore man’s sicknesses and 
infirmities during His ministry on earth. To say that 
there is “healing in the atonement,” and that every 
believer has the “right” to claim it, is to misinterpret 
Scripture. First Peter 2:24 applies this same truth to the 
forgiving of our sins, which He bore on the cross. Sin 
and sickness do go together (see Ps. 103:3), since sick- 
ness is a consequence of Adams sin and also an 
illustration of sin. But God is not obligated to heal all 
sicknesses. He is obligated to save all sinners who call 
on Him. 

First “discipleship” interlude (vv. 18-22). 
Because great crowds followed Jesus, and opposition 
had not yet begun, many would-be disciples wanted to 
follow Him. However, they would not pay the price. 
This is the first use of “Son of man” in Matthew as a 
name for Jesus. It comes from Daniel 7:13 and is defi- 
nitely a messianic title and a claim to kingship. 
Matthew 8:22 might be expressed, “Let the spiritually 
dead bury the physically dead.” Jesus was not asking 
the man to be disrespectful to his father (who was not 


yet dead), but to have the right priorities in life. It is 
better to preach the gospel and give life to the spiritu- 
ally dead than to wait for your father to die and bury 
him. 


Peace to the Disturbed (8:23—9:17) 
The persons involved in these three miracles all had a 
need for peace, and Jesus provided that peace. 

Peace in the storm (8:23—27). The Sea of Galilee 
is about thirteen miles long and eight miles wide. It was 
not unusual for violent storms suddenly to sweep 
across the water. Jesus undoubtedly knew the storm 
was coming and certainly could have prevented it. But 
He permitted it that He might teach His disciples some 
lessons. 

The storm came because they obeyed the Lord, and 
not because (like Jonah) they disobeyed Him. Jesus was 
asleep because He rested confidently in the will of His 
Father, and this is what the disciples should have done. 
Instead, they became frightened and accused Jesus of 
not caring! Matthew wanted his readers to contrast the 
“little faith” of the disciples with the “great faith” of the 
Gentile centurion. 

Peace in a community (8:28-34). This dramatic 
incident is most revealing. It shows what Satan does for 
a man: robs him of sanity and self-control; fills him 
with fears; robs him of the joys of home and friends; 
and (if possible) condemns him to an eternity of judg- 
ment. It also reveals what society does for a man in 
need: restrains him, isolates him, threatens him, but 
society is unable to change him. See, then, what Jesus 
Christ can do for a man whose whole life—within and 
without—is bondage and battle. What Jesus did for 
these two demoniacs, He will do for anyone else who 
needs Him. 

Christ came to them, and even braved a storm to do 
it. This is the grace of God! He delivered them by the 
power of His Word. He restored them to sanity, society, 
and service. The account in Mark 5:1—21 shows that 
one of the men asked to become a disciple of the Lord. 
But, instead of granting his request, Jesus sent him 
home to be a witness. Christian service must begin at 
home. 

There are three prayers in this event: (1) the 
demons besought Jesus to send them into the swine; 
(2) the citizens besought Him to leave; and (3) the one 
man besought Him to let him follow (see Mark 
5:18-20). Jesus answered the prayers of the demons 
and the citizens, but not the prayer of the healed man! 

We can construct a “statement of faith” from the 
words of the demons. (Demons do have faith; see 
James 2:19.) They believed in the existence of God and 
the deity of Christ, as well as the reality of future judg- 
ment. They also believed in prayer. They knew Christ 
had the power to send them into the swine. 

The fact that the demons destroyed two thousand 
pigs is nothing compared with the fact that Jesus deliv- 
ered two men from the powers of Satan. God owns 
everything (Ps. 50:10-11) and can do with it as He 
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pleases. Jesus values men more than pigs or sheep 
(Matt. 12:12). He brought peace to these men’s lives 
and to the community where, for a long time, they had 
been causing trouble. 

Peace in the conscience (9:1-8). The Lord had 
shown Himself powerful over sickness and storms, but 
what could He do about sin? Palsy was a gradual paral- 
ysis. This man was unable to help himself, but 
fortunately he had four friends with love, faith, and 
hope. They brought him to Jesus and permitted noth- 
ing to stand in their way. Was the man’s physical 
condition the result of his sin? We do not know. But we 
do know that Jesus dealt with the sin problem first, for 
this is always the greatest need. 

We must not conclude from this miracle that all 
sickness is caused by sin, or that forgiveness automati- 
cally means physical healing. A pastor of mine often 
says, “God can heal every sickness except the last one.” 
More important than the healing of this man’s body 
was the cleansing of his heart. He went home with 
both a sound body and a heart at peace with God. 
“There is no peace,’ saith my God, ‘to the wicked’” 
(Isa. 57:21). 

Second “discipleship” interlude (9:9-17). We 
have covered the call of Matthew in the first chapter of 
this study. We need only to comment on the four pic- 
tures of His ministry that Jesus gave in this message. As 
the Physician, He came to bring spiritual health to sick 
sinners. As the Bridegroom, He came to give spiritual 
joy. The Christian life is a feast, not a funeral. The illus- 
tration of the cloth reminds us that He came to bring 
spiritual wholeness; He did not come to “patch us up” 
and then let us fall apart. The image of the wineskins 
teaches that He gives spiritual fullness. Jewish religion 
was a worn-out wineskin that would burst if filled with 
the new wine of the gospel. Jesus did not come to ren- 
ovate Moses or even mix law and grace. He came with 
new life! 


Restoration to the Broken (9:18-38) 
In this section Matthew recorded four miracles involv- 
ing five persons. 

A broken home (vv. 18-19, 23-26). It must have 
been difficult for Jairus to come to Jesus, since he was 
a devout Jew and the leader in the synagogue. But 
Jairus’s love for his dying daughter compelled him to 
seek Jesus’ help, even if the religious leaders were 
opposing Him. When Jairus first came to Jesus, his 
daughter was close to death. The delay caused by the 
healing of the woman gave “the last enemy” opportu- 
nity to do its work. The ruler’s friends came and told 
him that his daughter had died. 

Jesus quickly reassured the man and went with him. 
In fact, the delay should have helped to strengthen 
Jairus’s faith, for he saw what the woman's meager faith 
had accomplished in her own life. We must learn to 
trust Christ and His promises no matter how we feel, 
no matter what others say, and no matter how the cir- 
cumstances may look. The scene at home must have 
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frightened Jairus, yet Jesus took command and raised 
the girl from the dead. 

A broken hope (vv. 20-22). Mark 5:26 informs us 
that this woman had tried many physicians, but none 
could help her. Imagine the despair and discourage- 
ment she felt. Her hopes were shattered. Because of this 
hemorrhage, the woman was ceremonially unclean 
(Lev. 15:25ff.), which only added to her hopelessness. 
The “hem” refers to the special tassels that the Jews 
wore on their garments to remind them they were 
God’s people (Num. 15:37-41; Deut. 22:12). 

It is interesting that Jairus and this woman—two 
opposite people—met at the feet of Jesus. Jairus was a 
leading Jewish man; she was an anonymous woman 
with no prestige or resources. He was a synagogue 
leader, while her affliction kept her from worship. 
Jairus came pleading for his daughter; the woman 
came with a need of her own. The girl had been 
healthy for twelve years, and then died; the woman 
had been ill for twelve years and was now made whole. 
Jairuss need was public—all knew it; the woman's 
need was private—only Jesus understood. Both Jairus 
and the woman trusted Christ, and He met their 
needs. 

Jairus may have resented the woman, because she 
kept Jesus from getting to his daughter before the girl 
died. But his real problem was not the woman, but 
himself: He needed faith in Christ. Jesus forced the 
woman to give her testimony (see Mark’s account) both 
for her sake and for the sake of Jairus. The fact that 
God has helped others ought to encourage us to trust 
Him more. We ought not to be so selfish in our pray- 
ing that we cannot wait on the Lord, knowing He is 
never late. 

This woman’s faith was almost superstitious, and 
yet Jesus honored it and healed her. People must “touch 
Christ” where they are able, even if they must start at 
the hem of His garment. The Pharisees enlarged their 
hems and tassels in order to appear more spiritual, but 
they lacked the power to heal (Matt. 23:5). Others 
touched the hem of Christ’s garment and were also 
healed (Matt. 14:34-36). 

When Sir James Simpson, the inventor of chloro- 
form, was dying, a friend said to him, “You will soon 
be resting on His bosom.” The scientist replied: “I 
don’t know as I can do that, but I think I have hold of 
the hem of His garment.” It is not the strength of our 
faith that saves us, but faith in a strong Savior. 

Broken bodies (vv. 27-34). We are not told why 
these men were blind. Blindness was a serious problem 
in the East in that day. The records state that Jesus 
healed at least six blind men, and each case was differ- 
ent. These two blind men acknowledged Christ as the 
Son of David (see Matt. 1:1) and persisted in following 
Him right into the house. (No doubt they had friends 
who helped guide them.) It was their faith that Christ 
honored. Their “Yes, Lord” was the confession that 
released the power for their healing, and their sight was 
restored. 
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Blindness is a picture of spiritual ignorance and 
unbelief (Isa. 6:10; Matt. 15:14; Rom. 11:25). The sin- 
ner must be born again before he can see the things of 
God (John 3:3). And the believer must be careful to 
grow spiritually or he will damage his spiritual vision (2 
Peter 1:5—9). 

The final miracle in this series involved a demon 
(Matt. 9:32-34). While there is a difference between 
sicknesses and demonic workings (Matt. 10:8), the 
demons do have the power to cause physical afflictions. 
In this case, the demon made the man mute. Think of 
what a handicap this would be! Jesus delivered him, 
and the people admitted that this was a new thing in 
Israel. 

But the religious leaders would not admit that Jesus 
was the Messiah. How, then, could they explain His 
miracles? Only by saying that His miracles were 
wrought in the power of the wicked one. They would 
repeat this charge later, and Jesus would refute it (Matt. 
12:22ff.). In their unbelief, the Pharisees were playing 
right into Satan’s hands! 

Third “discipleship” interlude (vv. 35-38). Not 
only did Jesus heal, He also taught and preached. But 
He could not do the work alone—He needed others to 
help Him. He requested that His disciples pray that 
God would provide the needed workers. It was not 
long before the disciples themselves were involved in 
the ministry of preaching, teaching, and healing (see 
Matt. 10). In the same way, when we pray as He com- 
manded, we will see what He saw, feel what He felt, 
and do what He did. God will multiply our lives as we 
share in the great harvest that is already ripe (John 
4:34-38). 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
Matthew 10 


THE KING’S AMBASSADORS 


he work of salvation could be accomplished only 
T: Jesus Christ, and He did it alone. But the wit- 

ness of this salvation could only be accomplished 
by His people, those who have trusted Him and been 
saved. The King needed ambassadors to carry the mes- 
sage—and He still needs them. “Whom shall I send, 
and who will go for us?” (Isa. 6:8). It is not enough that 
we pray for laborers (Matt. 9:36-38). We must also 
make ourselves available to serve Him. 

Before Jesus sent His ambassadors out to minister, 
He preached an “ordination sermon” to encourage and 
prepare them. In this sermon, the King had something 
to say to all of His servants—past, present, and future. 
Unless we recognize this fact, the message of this chap- 
ter will seem hopelessly confused. 


Instructions for Past Apostles (10:1-15) 
A “disciple” is a learner, one who follows a teacher and 
learns his wisdom. Jesus had many disciples, some of 


whom were merely “hangers-on,” and some who were 
truly converted (John 6:66). From this large group of 
followers, Jesus selected a smaller group of twelve men, 
and these He called “apostles.” This word comes from 
the Greek word apostello, which means “to send forth 
with a commission.” It was used by the Greeks for the 
personal representatives of the king, ambassadors who 
functioned with the king’s authority. To make light of 
the king’s envoys was to be in danger of insubordination. 

A man had to meet certain qualifications to be an 
apostle of Jesus Christ. He must have seen the risen 
Christ (1 Cor. 9:1) and fellowshipped with Him (Acts 
1:21-22). He had to be chosen by the Lord (Eph. 
4:11). The apostles laid the foundation of the church 
(Eph. 2:20) and then passed from the scene. While all 
believers are sent forth to represent the King (John 
17:18; 20:21), no believer today can honestly claim to 
be an apostle, for none of us has seen the risen Christ 
(1 Peter 1:8). 

These apostles were given special power and 
authority from Christ to perform miracles. These mir- 
acles were a part of their “official credentials” (Acts 
2:43; 5:12; 2 Cor. 12:12; Heb. 2:1-4). They healed the 
sick (and note that this included a% kinds of diseases), 
cleansed the lepers, cast out demons, and even raised 
the dead. These four ministries paralleled the miracles 
that Jesus performed in Matthew 8 and 9. In a definite 
way, the apostles represented the King and extended 
His work. 

Christ’s commission to these twelve men is not our 
commission today. He sent them only to the people of 
Israel. “To the Jew first” is the historic pattern, for 
“Salvation is of the Jews” (John 4:22). These twelve 
ambassadors announced the coming of the kingdom 
just as John the Baptist had done (Matt. 3:2) and Jesus 
Himself (Matt. 4:17). Sad to say, the nation rejected 
both Christ and His ambassadors, and the kingdom 
was taken from them (Matt. 21:43). 

The apostles depended on the hospitality of others as 
they ministered from town to town. In those days, for a 
town to refuse a guest was a breach of etiquette. However, 
the ambassadors were to remain only with those who 
were “worthy,” those who trusted Christ and received His 
message of peace and forgiveness. The apostles were not 
to compromise. If a town rejected their words, they were 
to warn the people and depart. To shake off the dust was 
an act of judgment (Acts 13:51). 

We do not know how long this “evangelistic cam- 
paign” lasted. Jesus Himself went out to preach (see 
Matt. 11:1), and later the apostles returned to Him and 
reported what had happened (Luke 9:10). Mark 6:7 
tells us that Jesus had sent the men out in pairs, which 
explains why their names are listed in pairs in Matthew 
10:2—4. Revelation 21:14 tells us that the names of the 
apostles will be on the foundations of the heavenly 
walls. The name of Judas will, of course, be replaced by 
Matthias (Acts 1:26). 

While we may learn from the spiritual principles in 
this paragraph, we should not apply these instructions 
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to our lives. The Lord’s commission to us includes “all 
the world” (Matt. 28:19-20), not just the nation of 
Israel. We preach the gospel of the grace of God (Acts 
20:24). Our message is “Christ died for our sins,” and 
not “The kingdom of heaven is at hand.” The King has 
come; He has already suffered, died, and risen from the 
dead. Now He offers His salvation to all who will 
believe. 


Instructions for Future Disciples (10:16-23) 

The “atmosphere” of this section is different from that 
in the previous section. Here the Lord spoke of perse- 
cution, but we have no record that the Twelve suffered 
during their tour. Jesus also spoke of a ministry to the 
Gentiles (Matt. 10:18). The Holy Spirit had not been 
given, yet Jesus talked about the Spirit speaking in 
them (Matt. 10:20). Matthew 10:22 seems to indicate 
a worldwide persecution, yet the apostles were minis- 
tering only in their own land. Finally, Matthew 10:23 
speaks about the return of the Lord, which certainly 
moves these events into the future. It is difficult to 
escape the conclusion that these instructions apply to 
witnesses at some future time. 

But, what time? To some degree, some of these 
events took place in the book of Acts, yet Jesus Christ 
did not return at that time. And the ministry in Acts 
was not limited to “the cities of Israel” (Matt. 10:23). 
It seems that the period described in this section closely 
parallels the time of tribulation that Jesus described in 
His “Olivet Discourse” (Matt. 24—25). In fact, the 
statement “He that shall endure unto the end, the same 
shall be saved” (Matt. 10:13) is definitely a part of our 
Lord’s prophetic discourse (Matt. 24:13; Mark 13:13). 
It does not refer to a person keeping himself saved, but 
rather enduring persecution and being faithful. 

If, then, these instructions apply to that future time 
of tribulation, we can easily understand why Jesus said 
so much about hatred and persecution. The tribulation 
period will be a time of opposition. God’s servants will 
be like sheep in the midst of wolves. They will need to 
be “tough-minded but tenderhearted.” This opposition 
will come from organized religion (Matt. 10:17), gov- 
ernment (Matt. 10:18), and even the family (Matt. 
10:21). 

While believers in scattered parts of the world are 
experiencing some of this persecution today, the indi- 
cation is that this opposition will be worldwide. 
“Religion” has always persecuted. true believers. Even 
the apostle Paul persecuted the church when he was the 
unconverted Saul of Tarsus. Church history reveals that 
“organized religion” that has no gospel has opposed 
men and women who have dared to witness boldly for 
Christ. 

Matthew 10:18 states that government will also 
share in this program of persecution. The prophetic 
Scriptures teach that, in the last days, government and 
religion will work together to control the world. 
Revelation 13 describes a time during the tribulation 
period when a world ruler (the Antichrist) will force 
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the world to worship him and his image. He will con- 
trol world religion, economics, and government; and 
he will use all three to persecute those who stand true 
to Christ. 

There will also be a decay of family love and loyalty. 
“Without natural affection” is one of the marks of the 
end times (2 Tim. 3:3). Jesus quoted Micah 7:6 to 
prove this point (Matt. 10:21). The three institutions 
that God established in this world are the home, 
human government, and the church. In the last days, 
all three of these institutions will oppose the truth 
instead of promote it. 

But the tribulation period will also be a time of 
opportunity. The believers will be able to witness to gov- 
ernors and kings (Matt. 10:18). Their enemies will try 
to trip them up, but the Spirit of God will teach the 
witnesses what to say. Believers today must not use 
Matthew 10:19-20 as an excuse not to study the Word 
in preparation for witnessing, teaching, or preaching. 
These verses describe an emergency situation; they are 
not God’s regular pattern for ministry today. Even dur- 
ing the days of the apostles, the Spirit gave them their 
messages when they faced their enemies (Acts 4:8). 
This unusual ministry of the Spirit will be evident dur- 
ing the tribulation period. 

The tribulation will be a time of opposition and 
opportunity, but it will also be a time of obligation. The 
ambassadors of the King must “endure to the end” and 
faithfully perform their ministry, even if it costs them 
their lives. In spite of scourging, rejection by their 
families, persecution from city to city, and trials before 
leaders, the servants must remain true to their Lord. 
Their witness will be used by God to win others. 
Revelation 7:1—8 indicates that 144,000 Jewish wit- 
nesses will carry God’s Word throughout the world 
during the tribulation, and as a result, great multitudes 
will come to Christ (Rev. 7:9ff.). 

No doubt these words in Matthew 10 will become 
very precious and meaningful to witnesses during that 
time. We, today, can learn from these words, even 
though their primary interpretation and application 
are for God’s servants at a future time. No matter how 
difficult our circumstances may be, we can turn oppo- 
sition into opportunities for witness. We can trust the 
Spirit of God to help us remember what the Lord has 
taught us (John 14:26). Instead of fleeing and looking 
for an easier place, we can “endure to the end,” know- 
ing that God will help us and see us through. 


Instructions for Present Disciples (10:24-42) 

While the truths in this section would apply to God’s 
servants during any period of Bible history, they seem 
to have a special significance for the church today. The 
emphasis is, “Fear not!” (Matt. 10:26, 28, 31). The 
particular fear Christ discussed is explained in 
Matthew 10:32-33: the fear of confessing Christ 
openly before men. God has no “secret service.” The 
public confession of faith in Christ is one evidence of 
true salvation (Rom. 10:9-10). Several reasons show 
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why we must not be afraid to openly confess Christ. 
Let’s examine these reasons that are found in Matthew 
10. 

Suffering is to be expected (vv. 24-25). Men per- 
secuted Jesus Christ when He was ministering on 
earth, so why should we expect anything different? We 
are His disciples, and the disciple does not “outrank” 
the Master. They said that Jesus was in league with 
Satan (Beelzebub: lord of the dung; lord of the house), 
so they will say the same thing about His followers. 
However, we should count it a privilege to suffer for 
Him and with Him (Acts 5:41; Phil. 3:10). 

God will bring everything to light (vv. 26-27). 
The enemies of Christ use secret and deceptive means 
to oppose the gospel. But true believers are open and 
courageous in their lives and witness. We have nothing 
to hide. “In secret have I said nothing,” said Jesus (John 
18:20). False witnesses lied about Jesus during His 
trial, but God saw to it that the truth came out. We 
have nothing to fear because the Lord will one day 
reveal the secrets of men’s hearts (Rom. 2:16) and 
expose them and judge them. Our task is not to please 
men, but to proclaim God’s message. The present judg- 
ment of men does not frighten us, because we are living 
in the light of the future judgment of God. 

We fear God alone (v. 28). All that men can do is 
kill the body, and, if they do, the believers soul goes 
home to be with the Lord. But God is able to destroy 
both body and soul in hell! Of course, God will never 
condemn one of His own children (John 5:24; Rom. 
8:1). Martin Luther caught this truth when he wrote 


Let goods and kindred go, 
This mortal life also; 

The body they may kill: 
God’s truth abideth still; 


His kingdom is forever. 


The person who fears God alone need never fear 
any man or group of men. The fear of God is the fear 
that cancels fear. 

God cares for His own (wv. 29-31). It did not cost 
much to purchase sparrows in the market. If we com- 
pare these verses with Luke 12:6, we discover that 
sparrows were so cheap that the dealer threw in an extra 
one! Yet the Father knows when a sparrow falls to the 
ground, and the Father is there. If God cares for spar- 
rows in such a marvelous way, will He not also care for 
His own who are serving Him? He certainly will! To 
God, we are of greater value than many sparrows. 

God is concerned about all of the details of our 
lives. Even the hairs of our head are numbered—not 
“counted” in a total, but numbered individually! God 
sees the sparrow fall to the ground, and God sees when 
a hair falls from the head of one of His children. When 
He protects His own, He protects them down to the 
individual hairs (Luke 21:18). There is no need for us 
to fear when God is exercising such wonderful care 
over us. 


Christ honors those who confess Him (vv. 
32-33). To confess Him means much more than to 
make a statement with the lips. It also means to back 
up that statement with the life. It is one thing to say, 
“Jesus Christ is Lord,” and quite another thing to sur- 
render to Him and obey His will. The walk and the 
talk must go together. 

In heaven, Jesus has two special ministries. As our 
High Priest, He gives us grace to keep us from sinning. 
As our Advocate, He forgives and restores us when we 
do sin (1 John 2:1-2). The merits of His heavenly inter- 
cessory work do not depend on our faithfulness, for He 
is faithful even if we are not (2 Tim. 2:12—13). But the 
benefits of His heavenly ministry are for those who are 
faithful to Him. When Christ confesses us before the 
Father, He is securing for us the benefits of His sacrifi- 
cial work on the cross. When He denies us before the 
Father, He is unable to share these graces with us. The 
fault is ours, not His. 

But something else is involved. One day we shall 
stand before His judgment seat, where the rewards will 
be distributed (2 Cor. 5:10; Rom. 14:10). If we have 
denied Him, we will lose rewards and the joy of hear- 
ing His “Well done.” To be sure, anyone who denies 
Him on earth may be forgiven. Peter denied the Lord 
three times, was forgiven, and was restored. 

We cannot escape conflict (vv. 34-39). Once we 
have identified with Jesus Christ and confessed Him, 
we are part of a war. We did not start the war; God 
declared war on Satan (Gen. 3:15). On the night our 
Lord was born, the angels declared, “On earth peace” 
(Luke 2:14). But Jesus seemed to deny this truth. “I 
came not to send peace, but a sword” (Matt. 10:34). 
Had Israel accepted Him, He would have given them 
peace. But the people refused Him, and the result was 
“a sword.” Instead of there being “peace on earth,” 
there is “peace in heaven” (Luke 19:38). He has made 
peace through the blood of His cross (Col. 1:20) so 
that men can be reconciled to God and to each other. 

The only way a believer can escape conflict is to 
deny Christ and compromise his witness, and this 
would be sin. Then the believer would be at war with 
God and with himself. We will be misunderstood and 
persecuted even by those who are the closest to us, yet 
we must not allow this to affect our witness. It is 
important that we suffer for Jesus’ sake, and for righ- 
teousness’s sake, and not because we ourselves are 
difficult to live with. There is a difference between the 
“offense of the cross” (Gal. 5:11) and offensive 
Christians. 

Each believer must make the decision once and for 
all to love Christ supremely and take up his cross and 
follow Christ. The love in Matthew 10:37 is the motive 
for the cross in Matthew 10:38. To “carry the cross” 
does not mean to wear a pin on our lapel or put a 
sticker on our automobile. It means to confess Christ 
and obey Him in spite of shame and suffering. It means 
to die to self daily. If the Lord went to a cross for us, 
the least we can do is carry a cross for Him. 
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Matthew 10:39 presents us with only two alterna- 
tives: spare your life or sacrifice your life. There is no 
middle ground. If we protect our own interests, we will 
be losers; if we die to self and live for His interests, we 
will be winners. Since spiritual conflict is inevitable in 
this world, why not die to self and let Christ win the 
battle for us and in us? After all, the real war is nside— 
selfishness versus sacrifice. 

We can be a blessing to others (vv. 40—42). Not 
everyone will reject our witness. There are those who 
will welcome us and receive a blessing. After all, we 
are the ambassadors of the King! Our King will see to 
it that they are rewarded for what they do. When 
people receive us, they welcome the King, for we are 
His representatives. Read 2 Samuel 10 for an exam- 
ple of what happens when people mistreat the envoys 
of the King. 

The blessing, however, is not automatic. It all 
depends on the attitude of the host. If he receives the 
ambassador as a prophet (a spokesman for God), then 
he gets one reward; if he receives him only as a righ- 
teous man, there is another reward. But even a cup of 
cold water, given with the right spirit, brings its own 
reward. 

Keep in mind that the theme of this last section is 
discipleship, not sonship. We become the children of 
God through faith in Christ; we are disciples as we 
faithfully follow Him and obey His will. Sonship does 
not change, but discipleship does change as we walk 
with Christ. There is a great need today for faithful dis- 
ciples, believers who will learn from Christ and live for 
Him. 

This brings us to the close of the first major division 
of Matthew, The Revelation of the King. We have seen 
His person (Matt. 1—4), His principles (Matt. 5—7), 
and His power (Matt. 8—10). How will the nation 
respond to this revelation? 


CHAPTER NINE 
Matthew 11—12 


THE KING’S CONFLICTS 


ll of the evidence had been presented. John the 
Ars had introduced the King to the nation. 

Jesus had revealed His person, principles, and 
power. It was now up to the leaders of the nation to 
make their decision. Instead of receiving their King, 
they began to rebel against Him. In these two chapters 
four areas of rebellion are presented. 


Rebellion against His Prophet (11:1-30) 

Explanation (vv. 1-15). John the Baptist was in prison 
in the fortress of Machaerus because he had coura- 
geously denounced the adulterous marriage of Herod 
Antipas and Herodias (Luke 3:19-20). It seems that the 
Jewish leaders would have opposed Herod and sought 
to free John, but they did nothing. Their attitude 
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toward John reflected their feeling toward Jesus, for 
John had pointed to Jesus and honored Him. 

It is not difficult to sympathize with John as he suf- 
fered in prison. He was a man of the desert, yet he was 
confined indoors. He was an active man, with a divine 
mandate to preach, yet he was silenced. He had 
announced judgment, and yet that judgment was slow 
in coming (Matt. 3:7-12). He received only partial 
reports of Jesus’ ministry and could not see the total 
picture. 

Our Lord’s reply to John revealed both tact and ten- 
derness. He reminded John of the Old Testament 
prophecies about the works of Messiah (Isa. 29:18-19; 
35:4-6). John’s disciples had already told him what 
Jesus was doing (Luke 7:18), but Jesus asked them to 
“show John again.” John had come in the spirit and 
power of Elijah (Luke 1:17), and even Elijah had his 
days of discouragement! Jesus assured John that He was 
fulfilling the Father’s will. 

After answering John, Jesus then praised him. John 
was not a “popular preacher” who catered to the crowd, 
nor was he a reed in the wind who vacillated with every 
change. He was a man of conviction and courage, the 
greatest of the prophets. The fact that John was privi- 
leged to announce the Messiah gave him this high 
position. His ministry marked the climax of the law 
and the prophets. 

In what sense was John “Elijah who was to come” 
(Matt. 11:14)? He came in the spirit and power of 
Elijah (Luke 1:17) and even dressed and ministered 
like Elijah (2 Kings 1:7-8; Matt. 3:4). Like Elijah, John 
had a message of judgment for the apostate nation of 
Israel. His ministry was prophesied (Isa. 40:3), and he 
fulfilled it. But Malachi 4:5 prophesied the coming of 
Elijah “before the coming of the great and dreadful day 
of the Lord.” This “day of the Lord” is the time of 
tribulation that will come on all the earth (see Matt. 
24:15). But no such judgments followed the ministry 
of John the Baptist. Why? 

John’s ministry was to prepare the nation for Jesus 
and to present Jesus to the nation (Luke 1:15-17; John 
1:29-34). Had the people received John’s witness and 
accepted their Messiah, John would have fulfilled the 
prophecies literally. Instead, they were fulfilled in a 
spiritual sense in the lives of those who trusted Christ. 
Jesus made this clear in Matthew 17:10-13. Many 
Bible students believe that Malachi 4:5 will be fulfilled 
literally when Elijah comes as one of the “two wit- 
nesses” spoken of in Revelation 11. 

The common people held John in high regard 
(Matt. 21:26), and many of them had repented and 
been baptized by John. But the leaders refused to 
honor John, and this proved their unbelief and hard- 
ness of heart. Instead of being childlike and humbling 
themselves, the leaders were childish and stubborn, like 
children pouting because they could not have their 
way. The parable in Matthew 11:16-19 revealed the 
spiritual condition of the leaders, and unfortunately it 
also reveals the hearts of unbelievers today. 


34 


Condemnation (vv. 16-24). How unusual to find 
the word woe on the lips of Jesus! This word means 
judgment, but it also includes pity and sorrow. How 
tragic that these cities should treat lightly their oppor- 
tunities to see and hear the Christ of God, and be 
saved! The Gentile cities of Tyre and Sidon, and the 
godless cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, would have 
repented had they seen the miracles that Jesus and His 
disciples performed. Capernaum had been “exalted to 
heaven” by being privileged to have the Messiah live 
there. Yet her greater privileges only brought greater 
responsibilities and greater judgment. Five of the ten 
miracles recorded in Matthew 8—9 were performed in 
Capernaum. 

Invitation (vv. 25-30). Why did the religious 
leaders rebel against John and Jesus? Because they 
(the leaders) were intellectually and spiritually proud 
and would not become little babes in humility and 
honesty. There is a vast difference between the 
spoiled children of the parable (Matt. 11:16-19) and 
the submissive children of this statement of praise. 
The Father reveals Himself to the Son, and the Son 
reveals Himself and the Father to those who are will- 
ing to come to the Son in faith. These verses indicate 
both the sovereignty of the Father and the responsi- 
bility of the sinner. Three commands summarize this 
invitation. 

“Come.” The Pharisees all said “Do!” and tried to 
make the people follow Moses and the traditions. 
But true salvation is found only in a person, Jesus 
Christ. To come to Him means to trust Him. This 
invitation is open to those who are exhausted and 
burdened down. That is exactly how the people felt 
under the yoke of pharisaical legalism (Matt. 23:4; 
Acts 15:10). 

“Take.” This is a deeper experience. When we 
come to Christ by faith, He gives us rest. When we 
take His yoke and learn, we find rest, that deeper rest 
of surrender and obedience. The first is “peace with 
God” (Rom. 5:1); the second is “the peace of God” 
(Phil. 4:6-8). To “take a yoke” in that day meant to 
become a disciple. When we submit to Christ, we are 
yoked to Him. The word easy means “well-fitting”; 
He has just the yoke that is tailor-made for our lives 
and needs. The burden of doing His will is not a 
heavy one (John 5:3). 

“Learn.” The first two commands represent a crisis 
as we come and yield to Christ, but this step is a process. 
As we learn more about Him, we find a deeper peace, 
because we trust Him more. Life is simplified and uni- 
fied around the person of Christ. This invitation is for 
“all’—not just the people of Israel (Matt. 10:5-6). 


Rebellion against His Principles (12:1-21) 

Jesus deliberately violated the Sabbath traditions on 
several occasions. He had taught the people that 
mere external laws could never save them or make 
them holy; true righteousness had to come from the 
heart. The Hebrew word sabat means “repose or rest,” 


which explains why Matthew introduced these 
Sabbath conflicts at this point. Jesus offers rest to all 
who will come to Him; there is no rest in mere reli- 
gious observances. 

It was lawful to satisfy your hunger from your 
neighbor's field (Deut. 23:24-25). But to do it on 
the Sabbath was a breach of the law according to the 
traditions of the scribes and Pharisees, for it meant 
doing work. Jesus gave a threefold reply to their 
accusation. 

He appealed to a king (vv. 3—4). The consecrated 
bread was to be eaten only by the priests, yet David and 
his soldiers ate it. Certainly the Son of David had a 
right to eat His Father’s grain from the field! And if 
David broke the law and was not condemned, surely 
Jesus could break man’s traditions and be guiltless (see 
1 Sam. 21:1ff). 

He appealed to the priests (vv. 5-6). The priests 
had to offer a given number of sacrifices on the 
Sabbath (Num. 28:9-10) and yet were not con- 
demned. In fact, their service was in obedience to the 
law given by God. This suggests that man’s traditions 
about the Sabbath were wrong, for they contradicted 
God’s own law. 

He appealed to a prophet (v. 7). The quotation is 
from Hosea 6:6, one that Jesus had already quoted 
(Matt. 9:13). The Sabbath law was given to Israel as a 
mark of her relationship to God (Ex. 20:9-11; 
31:13-17; Neh. 9:12-15). But it was also an act of 
mercy for both man and beast, to give them needed 
rest each week. Any religious law that is contrary to 
mercy and the care of nature should be looked on with 
suspicion. God wants mercy, not religious sacrifice. He 
wants love, not legalism. The Pharisees who sacrificed 
to obey their Sabbath laws thought they were serving 
God. When they accused Christ and His disciples, they 
thought they were defending God. How like religious 
legalists today! 

Note that Jesus appealed to prophet, priest, and 
king, for He is Prophet, Priest, and King. Note too 
the three “greater” statements that He made: as the 
Priest, He is “greater than the temple” (Matt. 12:6); 
as Prophet, He is “greater than Jonah” (Matt. 12:41); 
and as King, He is “greater than Solomon” (Matt. 
12:42). 

In declaring Himself “Lord of the Sabbath,” Jesus 
was actually affirming equality with God, for God had 
established the Sabbath (Gen. 2:1-3). He then proved 
this claim by healing the man with the paralyzed hand. 
It is sad that the religious leaders used this man and his 
handicap as a weapon to fight against Jesus. But the 
Lord was not afraid of their threats. Not doing good on 
the Sabbath day (or any other day) is the same as doing 
evil. Jesus argued that if a farmer could care for his ani- 
mals on the Sabbath, shouldn’t we care for man, made 
in the image of God? 

They responded to this deliberate challenge by 
plotting to kill Him. They had accused Him of blas- 
phemy when He healed the paralytic (Matt. 9:1-8), 
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and of lack of separation when He ate with Matthew’s 
friends (Matt. 9:11—13). But this deed was even worse. 
He had deliberately violated the law of God! He had 
worked on the Sabbath by harvesting grain and healing 
a man. 

Our Lord’s response to their hatred was withdrawal. 
He did not openly fight His enemies, but fulfilled the 
prophecy in Isaiah 42:1—4. His enemies were but bro- 
ken reeds and smoking flax. Note the double mention 
of the Gentiles, another hint from Matthew that Israel 
would reject her King and the kingdom would go to 
the Gentiles. 

The Lord’s withdrawal at this point is an anticipa- 
tion of His “retirement” described in Matthew 14—20. 
During that time, Jesus avoided direct conflict with 
His enemies that He might stay on the “divine 
timetable” and be crucified on schedule. Also, during 
that time, He taught His disciples and prepared them 
for His crucifixion. 


Rebellion against His Power (12:22-37) 

The accusation (vv. 22-24). The man who was 
brought to Jesus was certainly in a sad state, for he was 
blind, unable to speak, and possessed with a demon. 
Jesus delivered the man, something the Pharisees could 
not do. Their accusation was that He worked by the 
power of Satan and not by the power of God. They did 
not agree with Nicodemus’s evaluation of His miracles 
(John 3:2). 

The answer (vv. 25-30). Jesus pointed out that 
their statement was illogical and impractical. Why 
would Satan fight against himself? Jesus affirmed that 
Satan had a kingdom, for he is the god of this age 
(Matt. 4:8-9; John 12:31). He also stated that Satan 
had a “house,” which seems to refer to the body of the 
man who was possessed (Matt. 12:43-44). If Satan 
casts out his own demonic helpers, then he is opposing 
himself, dividing his kingdom, and destroying his 
house. 

Their accusation was also illogical from their own 
point of view, though they did not see it. There were 
Jewish exorcists (see Acts 19:13-16) who apparently 
were successful. By whose power did they cast out 
demons? If it was by Satan’s power, they were in league 
with the devil! Of course, no Pharisee was about to 
draw that conclusion. 

Jesus was able to cast out demons because He had 
first defeated Satan, the prince of the demons. Jesus 
entered Satan’s kingdom, overcame his power, and 
claimed his spoils. His victory was through the Spirit of 
God (“the finger of God,” Luke 11:20) and not in the 
power of the evil one. This means that God is Victor 
over Satan, and that men must decide on whose side 
they will stand. There can be no compromise. We are 
either with God or against God. 

The admonition (vv. 31-37). Jesus warned them 
that their words gave evidence of the evil in their 
hearts. The sin against the Holy Spirit is not a matter 
of speech; the words spoken are only “fruit” from the 
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sinful heart. If the heart is a treasury of good, that good 
will overflow through the lips and do good to others. 
But if the heart is a treasury of evil, that evil will spill 
over through the lips and do harm to the person speak- 
ing and those listening. 

But what is this terrible “sin against the Holy 
Spirit”? Can it be committed today, and, if so, how? 
Our Lord said that God will forgive evil words spoken 
against the Son, but not against the Spirit. Does this 
mean that the Holy Spirit is more important than Jesus 
Christ, God’s Son? Surely not. We often hear the name 
of God or Jesus Christ used in blasphemy, but rarely if 
ever the name of the Holy Spirit. How can God forgive 
words spoken against His Son, and yet not forgive 
words spoken against the Spirit? 

It appears that this situation existed only while 
Christ was ministering on earth. Jesus did not appear to 
be different from any other Jewish man (Isa. 53:2). To 
speak against Christ could be forgiven while He was on 
earth. But when the Spirit of God came at Pentecost as 
proof that Jesus was the Christ, and was alive, to reject 
the witness of the Spirit was final. The only conse- 
quence would be judgment. 

When the leaders rejected John the Baptist, they 
were rejecting the Father who sent him. When they 
rejected Jesus, they were rejecting the Son. But when 
they rejected the ministry of the apostles, they rejected 
the Holy Spirit—and that is the end. There is no more 
witness. Such rejection cannot be forgiven. 

The phrase “idle word” in Matthew 12:36 
means “words that accomplish nothing.” If God is 
going to judge our “small talk,” how much more 
will He judge our deliberate words? It is by our 
conversation at unguarded moments that we reveal 
our true character. 

Is there an “unpardonable sin” today? Yes, the final 
rejection of Jesus Christ. Jesus made it clear that a// sins 
can be forgiven (Matt. 12:31). Adultery, murder, blas- 
phemy, and other sins can all be forgiven; they are not 
unpardonable. But God cannot forgive the rejection of 
His Son. It is the Spirit who bears witness to Christ 
(John 15:26) and who convicts the lost sinner (John 
16:7-11). 


Rebellion against His Person (12:38-50) 
“The Jews require a sign” (1 Cor. 1:22). To ask for a 
sign was evidence of unbelief: They wanted Him to 
prove that He was the Messiah. We wonder what fur- 
ther proof could have been given! Had they searched 
their own Scriptures, and sincerely examined His life, 
they would have concluded, “This is the Son of God!” 
But for Jesus to have given them a sign would have 
been wrong. He would have catered to their unbelief 
and allowed them to set the standards for faith. No 
matter what miracle He performed, it would not have 
pleased them. 

Jesus gave three responses to their challenge. 

He reviewed their history (vv. 39-42). The 
prophet Jonah was a Jew sent to the Gentiles, and 
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the Queen of Sheba was a Gentile who came to visit 
Solomon, a Jew (2 Chron. 9:1-12). Because of the 
bitterness between the Jews and the Gentiles, this 
reference to the Gentiles must have irritated the 
Pharisees. But we have noted other occasions when 
either Jesus or Matthew mentioned the Gentiles. 

Jonah was a sign to the people of Nineveh because 
he had experienced (in the great fish) “death,” burial, 
and resurrection. The only sign Jesus would give to His 
nation was death, burial, and resurrection. The mes- 
sages in the first seven chapters of Acts center on the 
resurrection of Christ, not on His death on the cross. 
The Jews of that day believed that He had died, for this 
was the chief topic of conversation (Luke 24:18). But 
they did not believe that He was alive (Matt. 28:11-15). 
In Acts 2—7, the Holy Spirit gave to the nation of 
Israel abundant witness that Jesus was alive. This was 
the only sign they needed. 

Jesus is greater than Jonah in many ways. He is 
greater in His person, for Jonah was a mere man. He 
was greater in His obedience, for Jonah disobeyed 
God and was chastened. Jesus actually died, while 
Jonah’s “grave” was in the belly of the great fish. Jesus 
arose from the dead under His own power. Jonah 
ministered only to one city, while Jesus gave His life 
for the whole world. Certainly Jesus was greater in 
His love, for Jonah did not love the people of 
Nineveh—he wanted them to die. Jonah’s message 
saved Nineveh from judgment; he was a messenger of 
the wrath of God. Jesus message was that of grace and 
salvation. When we trust Christ, we are not only 
saved from judgment, but we receive eternal, abun- 
dant life. 

Jesus is also greater than Solomon in His wisdom, 
wealth, and works. The Queen of Sheba was amazed at 
what she saw in Solomon’s kingdom, but what we have 
in the kingdom of God through Christ far surpasses 
Solomon's glories. To sit at Christ’s table and hear His 
words, and to share His blessings, is much more satis- 
fying than to visit and admire the most spectacular 
kingdom, even that of Solomon. 

The main lesson behind this history lesson is this: 
The citizens of Nineveh will witness against the rulers 
of Israel, for they repented at Jonah’s preaching. The 
Queen of Sheba will also witness against them. She 
traveled a long distance to hear Solomon's wisdom, yet 
the Jewish leaders rejected the wisdom of Christ, who 
was in their very midst! The greater the opportunity, the 
greater the judgment. It is a tragic feature in the history 
of Israel that the nation rejected their deliverers the first 
time, but accepted them the second time. This was true 
with Joseph, Moses, David, the prophets (Matt. 
23:29), and Jesus Christ. 

He revealed their hearts (vv. 43—45). We must 
connect these verses with Matthew 12:24-29. Satan’s 
“house” is the body of the person who is possessed. by 
the demon. It appears that the demons are restless and 
seek bodies in which to reside (Matt. 8:28—31). When 
the demon left, this man’s life was changed for the 


better, but his life was still empty. When the demon 
returned, he brought others with him, and the man’s 
life ended in tragedy. 

The primary application is to the nation of Israel, 
especially that generation present when Jesus minis- 
tered on earth. The nation had been purged of the 
demon of idolatry, which had plagued them in the Old 
Testament. But reformation was not enough. 
Reformation could cleanse, but it could not fill. The 
nation should have received the Savior and been filled 
with spiritual life. Instead, the people rejected Him, 
and the end was destruction. 

There is a personal application. It is not enough to 
clean house; we must also invite in the right tenant. 
The Pharisees were proud of their “clean houses,” but 
their hearts were empty! Mere religion, or reformation, 
will not save. There must be regeneration, the receiving 
of Christ into the heart (see Rev. 3:20). We cannot be 
neutral about Jesus Christ. 

He rejected their honor (vv. 46-50). Even our 
Lord’s earthly family did not fully understand Him or 
His ministry (John 7:1-5). Some of His friends 
thought He was mad (Mark 3:21). But Jesus did not 
want the honor that comes from people. While He was 
not disrespectful toward His physical family, He did 
emphasize the family of God. 

Note His use of the word whosoever (Matt. 12:50). 
This paralleled His beautiful invitation in Matthew 
11:28-30, where He encouraged all to trust Him. If 
the nation would not receive Him, at least individuals 
within the nation—and among the Gentiles—could 
trust Him. But what will happen to the promised 
kingdom? 


CHAPTER TEN 
Matthew 13 


THE KING’S SECRETS 


his chapter records the events of a crisis day in the 
Tees of Jesus Christ. He knew that the grow- 

ing opposition of the religious leaders would lead 
to His crucifixion. This fact He had to explain to His 
disciples. But their logical question would be, “What 
will happen to the kingdom about which we have been 
preaching?” That question is answered in this series of 
parables. So, He first explained the truth concerning 
the kingdom, and then later explained to them the 
facts about the cross. 

Our Lord’s use of parables puzzled the disciples. He 
had used some parables in His teaching already, but on 
that day He gave a series of seven interrelated parables, 
then added an eighth. The word parable means “to cast 
alongside.” It is a story, or comparison, that is put 
alongside something else to help make the lesson clear. 
But these are not ordinary parables; Jesus called them 
“the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven” (Matt. 
13:11). In the New Testament, a “mystery” is a spiritual 
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truth understood only by divine revelation. It is a 
“sacred secret” known only to those “on the inside” 
who learn from the Lord and obey Him. 

In this series of parables, Jesus explained the course 
of the gospel in the world. If Israel had received Him as 
King, the blessings would have flowed out from 
Jerusalem to the ends of the earth. But the nation 
rejected Him, and God had to institute a new program 
on earth. During this present age, “the kingdom of 
heaven” is a mixture of true and false, good and bad, as 
pictured in these parables. It is “Christendom,” pro- 
fessing allegiance to the King, and yet containing much 
that is contrary to the principles of the King. 

Why did Jesus teach in parables? Two reasons were 
given: because of the sluggishness of the people (Matt. 
13:10-17) and because it was prophesied in Psalm 78:2 
(Matt. 13:34-35). Jesus did not teach in parables to 
confuse or condemn the people. Rather, He sought to 
excite their interest and arouse their curiosity. These 
parables would give light to those with trusting, search- 
ing hearts. But they would bring darkness to the 
unconcerned and unrepentant. 

The seven parables describe for us the spiritual 
course of “the kingdom of heaven” in this present age. 
In them we see three stages of spiritual development. 


The Beginning of the Kingdom (13:1-9, 18-23) 

The parable of the sower does not begin with “The 
kingdom of heaven is like” because it describes how the 
kingdom begins. It begins with the preaching of the 
Word, the planting of the seed in the hearts of people. 
When we say, “Let me plant this thought in your 
mind,” we express the idea of this parable. The seed is 
God’s Word; the various soils represent different kinds 
of hearts; and the varied results show the different 
responses to the Word of God. Jesus explained this 
parable so there is no doubt of its meaning. 

Why compare God’s Word to seed? Because the 
Word is “living and powerful” (Heb. 4:12 sco). Unlike 
the words of men, the Word of God has life in it, and 
that life can be imparted to those who will believe. The 
truth of God must take root in the heart, be cultivated, 
and be permitted to bear fruit. It is shocking to realize 
that three fourths of the seed did not bear fruit. Jesus 
did not describe an age of great harvest, but one in 
which the Word would be rejected. He was not 
impressed with the “great multitudes” that followed 
Him, for He knew that most of the people would not 
receive His Word within and bear fruit. 

Fruit is the test of true salvation (Matt. 7:16). This 
would include holiness (Rom. 6:22), Christian charac- 
ter (Gal. 5:22-23), good works (Col. 1:10), winning 
others to Christ (Rom. 1:13), sharing what we have 
(Rom. 15:25-28), and praising God (Heb. 13:15). Ifa 
plant is to bear fruit, it must be rooted in soil and 
exposed to sunshine. 

In the parable, the sun represents persecution that 
comes because of the Word. Persecution helps believers 
grow. But the sunshine will kill a plant with no roots. 
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This explains why some “believers” do not last: Their 
faith was weak, their understanding was meager, and 
their decision was not sincere. It is possible to “believe” 
and yet not be saved (John 2:23-25). Unless there is 
fruit in the life, there is not saving faith in the heart. 

Nineteen times in Matthew 13 we find the word 
hear’ The parable of the sower is found in the first 
three Gospels, and in each one, the closing admonition 
is different. It is important that we hear God’s Word, 
because “Faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the 
Word of God” (Rom. 10:17). Jesus said, “Who hath 
ears to hear” (Matt. 13:9), “Take heed what ye hear” 
(Mark 4:24 my emphasis), and “Take heed how ye 
hear” (Luke 8:18 my emphasis). 


Opposition to the Kingdom (Matt. 13:24-43) 

Satan opposes the kingdom by trying to snatch the 
Word from hearts (Matt. 13:4, 19). But when that fails, 
he has other ways of attacking God’s work. These three 
parables reveal that Satan is primarily an imitator: He 
plants false Christians, he encourages a false growth, 
and he introduces false doctrine. 

The tares—false Christians (vv. 24—30, 36—43). 
Satan cannot uproot the plants (true Christians), so he 
plants counterfeit Christians in their midst. In this 
parable, the good seed is not the Word of God. It rep- 
resents people converted through trusting the Word. 
The field is not human hearts; the field is the world. 
Christ is sowing true believers in various places that 
they might bear fruit John 12:23-26). But, wherever 
Christ sows a true Christian, Satan comes and sows a 
counterfeit. 

We must beware of Satan’s counterfeits. He has 
counterfeit Christians (2 Cor. 11:26) who believe a 
counterfeit gospel (Gal. 1:6-9). He encourages a coun- 
terfeit righteousness (Rom. 10:1-3), and even has a 
counterfeit church (Rev. 2:9). At the end of the age, he 
will produce a counterfeit Christ (2 Thess. 2:1-12). 

We must also stay awake to make sure that Satan’s 
ministers do not get into the true fellowship and do 
damage (2 Peter 2; 1 John 4:1-6). It is when God’s 
people go to sleep that Satan works. Our task is not to 
pull up the false, but to plant the true. (This does not 
refer to discipline within the local church.) We are not 
detectives but evangelists! We must oppose Satan and 
expose his lies. But we must also sow the Word of God 
and bear fruit in the place where He has planted us. 

What will happen to the tares? God will gather 
them together and burn them. It is interesting to see 
that some of this “bundling” is already going on as var- 
ious religious groups merge and strive for union. 
Spiritual unity among true Christians is one thing, but 
religious uniformity among mere professing Christians 
is quite another. It is difficult to tell the false from the 
true today, but at the end of the age, the angels will sep- 
arate them. 

The mustard seed—false growth (vv. 31-32). In 
the East, the mustard seed symbolizes something small 
and insignificant. It produces a large plant, but not a 
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“tree” in the strictest sense. However, the plant is large 
enough for birds to sit in the branches. 

Since Jesus did not explain this parable, we must 
use what He did explain in the other parables to find 
its meaning. The birds in the parable of the sower rep- 
resented Satan (Matt. 13:19). Passages like Daniel 4:12 
and Ezekiel 17:23 indicate that a tree is a symbol of a 
world power. These facts suggest that the parable 
teaches an abnormal growth of the kingdom of heaven, 
one that makes it possible for Satan to work in it. 
Certainly “Christendom” has become a worldwide 
power with a complex organization of many branches. 
What started in a humble manner today boasts of 
material possessions and political influences. 

Some make this parable teach the worldwide suc- 
cess of the gospel. But that would contradict what Jesus 
taught in the first parable. If anything, the New 
Testament teaches a growing decline in the ministry of 
the gospel as the end of the age draws near. 

The leaven—false doctrine (v. 33). The mustard 
seed illustrates the false outward expansion of the king- 
dom, while the leaven illustrates the inward 
development of false doctrine and false living. 
Throughout the Bible, leaven is a symbol of evil. It had 
to be removed from the Jewish homes during Passover 
(Ex. 12:15-19; 13:7). It was excluded from the sacri- 
fices (Ex. 34:35), with the exception of the loaves used 
at the Feast of Pentecost (Lev. 23:15-21). But there the 
loaves symbolized Jews and Gentiles in the church, and 
there is sin in the church. 

Jesus used leaven to picture hypocrisy (Luke 12:1), 
false teaching (Matt. 16:6-12), and worldly compro- 
mise (Matt. 22:16-21). Paul used leaven to picture 
carnality in the church (1 Cor. 5:6-8) as well as false 
doctrine (Gal. 5:9). Sin is like leaven (yeast): It quietly 
grows, it corrupts, and it “puffs up” (1 Cor. 4:18-19; 
5:2; 8:1). It would seem that making the growth of the 
leaven a picture of the spread of the gospel throughout 
the world would violate the meaning of this important 
symbol. It would also contradict the other parables. 

Satan has worked hard to introduce false doctrine 
and false living into the ministry of the Word of God. 
From the very early days of the church, true believers 
have battled false doctrine and hypocrisy. How sad it is 
that some churches and schools that were once true to 
the Word have turned from the truth to fables. “Prove 
all things; hold fast that which is good” is sound coun- 
sel (1 Thess. 5:21). 

The kingdom of heaven began with the sowing of 
the Word of God in the hearts of men. Much of the 
seed did not bear fruit, but some was fruitful. Satan 
opposed the work of God by sowing counterfeit 
Christians, by encouraging a false growth, and by 
introducing false doctrine. It would seem that Satan is 
winning! But the test is at the end of the age, not dur- 
ing the age. 


The Outcome of the Kingdom (13:44-50) 
At the close of this age, God will have three peoples: 


the Jews (the hidden treasure), the church (the pearl), 
and the saved Gentile nations who will enter into the 
kingdom (the dragnet). 

The hidden treasure (v. 44). The common inter- 
pretation of this parable is that the sinner finds 
Christ and gives up all that he possesses to gain Him 
and be saved. But this interpretation presents several 
problems. To begin with, Jesus Christ is not a hidden 
treasure. He is perhaps the best-known Person of his- 
tory. In the second place, the sinner cannot “find 
Christ” for he is blind and stubborn (Rom. 3:10ff.). 
It is the Savior who finds the lost sinner (Luke 
19:10). And no sinner could ever purchase salvation! 
Please note that the man in the parable did not pur- 
chase the treasure; he purchased the whole field. “The 
field is the world” (Matt. 13:38). Must the lost sin- 
ner purchase the world to gain Christ? Does he hide 
Him again? 

Once again, Old Testament symbolism assists us in 
our interpretation. The treasure is the nation of Israel 
(Ex. 19:5; Ps. 135:4). That nation was placed in the 
world to bring glory to God, but it failed. It became a 
nation hidden, a treasure not being invested to produce 
dividends for God. Jesus Christ gave His all to pur- 
chase the whole world in order to save the nation (John 
11:51). On the cross, Jesus died for the whole world, 
but in a special way, He died for Israel (Isa. 53:8). The 
nation suffered judgment and seeming destruction, but 
in God’s sight it is “hidden” and will be revealed again 
in glory. 

There is, then, a future for Israel. Politically, the 
nation was reborn on May 14, 1948. But the nation is 
far from what it ought to be spiritually. God sees Israel 
as His treasure, and one day He will establish her in her 
glorious kingdom. 

The pearl of great price (vv. 45-46). A well- 
known gospel song perpetuates the interpretation that 
this pearl is Jesus Christ and His salvation. But the 
same objections apply to this interpretation as applied 
to the previous parable. The sinner does not find 
Christ; Christ finds the sinner. No sinner is able to pay 
for salvation, even though he sells all that he has. 

The pearl represents the church. The Bible makes a 
distinction between Jews, Gentiles, and the church (1 
Cor. 10:32). Today, the church, the body of Christ, is 
composed of believing Jews and Gentiles (Eph. 
2:11ff.). Unlike most other gems, the pearl is a unity— 
it cannot be carved like a diamond or emerald. The 
church is a unity (Eph. 4:4-6), even though the pro- 
fessing church on earth is divided. Like a pearl, the 
church is the product of suffering. Christ died for the 
church (Eph. 5:25) and His suffering on the cross 
made possible her birth. 

A pearl grows gradually, and the church grows grad- 
ually as the Spirit convicts and converts sinners. No 
one can see the making of the pearl, for it is hidden in 
the shell of the oyster under the waters. No one can see 
the growth of His church in the world. The church is 
among the nations today (waters in the Bible represent 
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nations; Dan. 7:1—3; Rev. 13:1; 17:15) and one day 
will be revealed in its beauty. 

So, in spite of Satan’s subtle working in this world, 
Christ is forming His church. He sold all that He had 
to purchase His church, and nothing Satan can do will 
cause Him to fail. There is but one church, a pearl of 
great price, though there are many local churches. Not 
everyone who is a member of a local church belongs to 
the one church, the body of Christ. It is only through 
repentance and faith in Christ that we become a part of 
His church. Of course, all true believers ought to iden- 
tify with a local assembly where they can worship and 
serve. 

The net (vv. 47-50). The preaching of the gospel 
in the world does not convert the world. It is like a 
huge dragnet that gathers all kinds of fish, some good 
and some bad. The professing church today has in it 
both true and false believers (the parable of the tares) 
and good and bad. At the end of the age, God will sep- 
arate the true believers from the false and the good 
from the bad. When Jesus Christ returns to earth to 
fight the battle of Armageddon (Rev. 19:11ff.), He will 
separate believers and unbelievers already on the earth. 
These are living people who are not a part of the 
church (which was already in heaven) or Israel. These 
Gentiles will be dealt with in righteousness: The saved 
will enter into the kingdom, but the unsaved will be 
cast into the furnace of fire. The same idea is found in 
the “sheep and goats” parable (Matt. 25:31ff.). 

Twice in this series of parables Jesus used the phrase 
“the end of the world” (Matt. 13:39, 49). He was not 
referring to the end of this “church age,” because the 
truth about the church was not shared with the disci- 
ples until later (Matt. 16:18). The “age” He referred to 
is the Jewish age at the close of the great tribulation 
described in Matthew 24:1-31 and Revelation 6—19. 
We must be careful not to “read into” these passages in 
Matthew the truths later given through Paul and the 
other apostles. 

When Jesus had completed this series of parables, 
He asked His disciples if they understood them, and 
they confidently replied, “Yes, Lord.” Understanding 
involves responsibility. To explain this, the Lord added 
a final parable (Matt. 13:51-52) to remind them of 
their responsibilities. 

They must be scribes who discover the truth. 
The scribes began as a noble group under the leader- 
ship of Ezra. Their purpose was to preserve the law, 
study it, and apply its truths to daily life. Over the 
years, their noble cause degenerated into a routine task 
of preserving traditions and man-made interpretations, 
and adding burdens to the lives of the people (Luke 
11:46-52). They were so wrapped up in the past that 
they ignored the present! Instead of sharing living truth 
from God’s Word, they merchandised dead doctrines 
and “embalmed” traditions that could not help the 
people. 

As believers, we do not search afier truth, because 


we have truth in God’s Son (John 14:6) and God’s 
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Word (John 17:17). We are taught by the Spirit of 
Truth (John 16:13) who is truth (1 John 5:6). We 
search into truth that we might discover more truth. 
We are scribes—students—who sit at the feet of Jesus 
and listen to His words. One joy of the Christian life is 
the privilege of learning God’s truth from God’s Word. 
But we must not stop there. 

They must be disciples who do the truth. 
“Therefore every scribe who becomes a disciple of the 
kingdom of heaven” is a more accurate translation of 
Matthew 13:52. The scribe emphasizes learning, but 
the disciple emphasizes /iving. Disciples are doers of the 
Word (James 1:22ff.), and they learn by doing. 

It is difficult to keep our lives balanced. We often 
emphasize learning at the expense of living. Or, we may 
get so busy serving God that we do not take time to lis- 
ten to His Word. Every scribe must be a disciple, and 
every disciple must be a scribe. 

They must be stewards who dispense the truth. 
The scribes preserved the law but did not invest it in 
the lives of the people. The treasure of the law was 
encrusted by man’s traditions. The seed was not 
planted so it could bear fruit. The “spiritual gold and 
silver” was not put to work so it could produce divi- 
dends. As Christians we should be conservative but not 
preservative. 

The steward guards the treasure, but he also dis- 
penses it as it is needed. He dispenses both the old and 
the new. New principles and insights are based on old 
truths. The new cannot contradict the old because the 
old comes out of the new (Lev. 26:10). The new with- 
out the old is mere novelty and will not last. But the 
old does no good unless it is given new applications in 
life today. We need both. 

When Jesus finished these parables, He went across 
the sea in a storm and delivered the demoniacs in the 
country of the Gadarenes. Matthew recorded this in 
8:28-34. It was then that Jesus went to His hometown 
of Nazareth, and this event Matthew recorded in 
13:53-58. 

Two things amazed the people of Nazareth: the 
Lord’s words and His works. However, they did not 
trust in Him, and this limited His ministry. What 
caused the people to doubt Him? They were too famil- 
iar with Him in a human way, for He had grown up in 
their midst. It was a case of knowing Him after the 
flesh (see 2 Cor. 5:16) and not having the spiritual dis- 
cernment that God gives to those who will yield to 
Him (Matt. 11:25-30). These people walked by sight 
and not by faith. 

But, if His own friends and family did not trust 
Him, what hope was there that the nation would 
believe on Him? Early in His ministry, Jesus had 
preached at Nazareth (Luke 4:16-31) and had been 
rejected, and now He was rejected again. This was His 
final visit to Nazareth; those villagers had no more 
opportunities. Jesus would be known as “Jesus of 
Nazareth,” and His followers would be called 
“Nazarenes,” but Nazareth would not receive Him. 
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Matthew chose this event as a fitting close to the sec- 
tion “Rebellion against the King.” 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 
Matthew 14 


THE KING’S WITHDRAWAL 


hapters 14—20 I have called “The Retirement of 

the King.” During the period of time recorded by 

Matthew in these chapters, Jesus often withdrew 
from the crowds and spent time alone with His disci- 
ples (see Matt. 14:13; 15:21, 29; 16:13; 17:1-8). 
There were several reasons for these withdrawals: the 
growing hostility of His enemies, the need for physical 
rest, and the need to prepare His disciples for His 
future death on the cross. Unfortunately, the disciples 
were often caught up in the excitement generated by 
the crowds that wanted to make Jesus their King (see 
John 6:15). 

However, we must not think that these with- 
drawals, or periods of retirement from the crowds, were 
periods of inactivity. Often the crowds followed Jesus 
and He was unable to remain alone. He would 
unselfishly minister to their needs in spite of His own 
need for rest and solitude. In Matthew 14—20, we will 
see these three groups of people: Christ’s enemies, the 
needy multitudes, and the disciples. As the story 
reaches its climax, it appears that the enemies have 
won, but this is not true. In the closing chapter, 
Matthew describes the risen King commissioning His 
disciples to go into all the world and share the good 
news with the multitudes! 

We see these same three groups of people in this 
chapter and our Lord’s responses to them. 


His Enemies: Caution (14:1-13) 

The Herod family looms large in the four gospels and 
the book of Acts, and it is easy to confuse the various 
rulers. 

Herod the Great founded the dynasty and ruled 
from 37 BC to 4 BC. He was not a true Jew by birth, 
but was an Edomite, a descendant of Esau. “He was a 
heathen in practice, and a monster in character” 
(Unger’s Bible Dictionary). He had nine wives (some 
say ten), and he thought nothing of slaying his own 
sons or wives if they got in the way of his plans. It was 
he who had the infants slain in Bethlehem (Matt. 
2:13-18). 

Herod Antipas, the Herod of this chapter, was a son 
of Herod the Great. His title was “tetrarch,” which 
means “ruler over the fourth part of the kingdom.” He 
ruled from 4 BC to AD 39, and his rule was deceptive 
and selfish. He loved luxury and was very ambitious to 
become a great ruler. 

Herod Agrippa is the Herod who imprisoned Peter 
and killed James (Acts 12). He was a grandson of 
Herod the Great. 


Herod Agrippa II was the Herod who tried Paul 
(Acts 25:13ff.). He was a son of Agrippa I. 

All of the Herods had Edomite blood in them, and, 
like their ancestor Esau, they were hostile to the Jews 
(Gen. 25:19ff.). They practiced the Jewish religion 
when it helped fulfill their plans for gaining more 
power and wealth. 

Herod Antipas was guilty of gross sin: He had 
eloped with Herodias, the wife of his half-brother 
Philip I, divorcing his own wife and sending her back 
to her father, the king of Petra (Lev. 18:16; 20:21). 
Herod listened to the voice of temptation and plunged 
himself into terrible sin. 

But there were other voices that God sent to warn 
Herod. 

The voice of the prophet (vv. 3-5). Boldly, John 
the Baptist warned Herod and called him to repent. 
John knew that the sin of a ruler would only pollute 
the land and make it easier for others to sin, and that 
God would judge the sinners (Mal. 3:5). We must 
commend John for his courage in naming sin and 
denouncing it. Israel was God’s covenant nation, and 
the sins of the rulers (even though they were unbeliev- 
ers) would bring the chastening of God. 

Instead. of listening to God’s servant and obeying 
God’s Word, Herod arrested John and imprisoned him. 
John was put in the fortress of Machaerus, located 
about four miles east of the Dead Sea. It stood thirty- 
five hundred feet above sea level on a rocky ridge that 
was accessible from only one side. 

It was Herodias, Herod’s wife, who held the grudge 
against John (see Mark 6:19 Nass); and she influenced 
her husband. She plotted to have her teenage daughter 
perform a lascivious dance at Herod’s birthday feast. 
Herodias knew that her husband would succumb to 
her daughter’s charms and make some rash promise to 
her. She also knew that Herod would want to “save 
face” before his friends and officials. The plot worked, 
and John the Baptist was slain. 

The voice of conscience (vv. 1-2). When Herod 
heard of the marvelous works of Jesus, he was sure that 
John had been raised from the dead. His conscience 
was troubling him, and neither his wife nor his friends 
could console him. The voice of conscience is a power- 
ful voice, and it can be the voice of God to those who 
will listen. 

Instead of heeding his conscience, Herod deter- 
mined to kill Jesus just as he had killed John. Some 
Pharisees (probably in on the plot) warned Jesus that 
Herod wanted to kill Him (Luke 13:31-32). But Jesus 
was not disturbed by the report. The word fox in Luke 
13:32 is feminine. Jesus said, “Go, tell that vixen.” Was 
He perhaps referring to Herodias, the real power 
behind the throne? 

The voice of Jesus (Luke 23:6-11). When he 
finally did meet Jesus, Herod found that the Son of 
God was silent to him! Herod had silenced the voice of 
God! “Today, if you will hear his voice, harden not 
your hearts” (Heb. 3:7-8). 
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The voice of history. Herod should have known 
that he could not get away with his sin. History records 
that Herod lost prestige and power. His armies were 
defeated by the Arabs, and his appeals to be made a 
king (urged by his wife) were refused by Emperor 
Caligula. Herod was banished to Gaul (France) and 
then Spain, where he died. 

Herod is remembered as a weak ruler whose only 
concern was his own pleasure and position. He did not 
serve the people, he served himself. He has the dubious 
honor of being the man who killed the greatest prophet 
ever sent to proclaim God’s Word. 

What was our Lord’s response to the news of John’s 
murder? Caution: He quietly withdrew from that area 
and went to a “lonely place.” He lived according to a 
divine timetable (see John 2:4; 7:6, 30; 8:20; 12:23, 
27; 13:1; 17:1), and He did not want to deliberately 
provoke trouble with Herod. Because Herod’s agents 
were all around, the Lord had to exercise wisdom and 
caution. 

Certainly Jesus was deeply moved when He heard 
that John had been killed. The Jewish nation permitted 
John to be slain because they did nothing to assist him. 
But these same leaders would ask for Jesus to be slain! 
Jesus would never permit the Jewish rulers to forget the 
witness of John (Matt. 21:23ff.). Because they rejected 
John’s witness, they rejected their own Messiah and 
King. 


The Multitudes: Compassion (14:14-21) 

Jesus and His disciples desperately needed rest (Mark 
6:31), yet the needs of the multitudes touched His 
heart. The word translated “moved with compassion” 
literally means “to have one’s inner being (viscera) 
stirred.” It is stronger than sympathy. The word is used 
twelve times in the Gospels, and eight of these refer- 
ences are to Jesus Christ. 

Jesus was “moved with compassion” when He saw 
the needy multitudes (Matt. 9:36). They were like 
sheep that had been lacerated from brutal fleecing— 
torn, exhausted, and wandering. Twice He was “moved 
with compassion” when He beheld the hungry multi- 
tudes without food (Matt. 14:14; 15:32). The two 
blind men (Matt. 20:34) and the leper (Mark 1:41) 
also stirred His compassion, as did the sorrow of the 
widow at Nain (Luke 7:13). 

Jesus used this word in three of His parables. The king 
had compassion on his bankrupt servant and forgave him 
his debt, and we ought to forgive one another (Matt. 
18:21-35). The Samaritan had compassion on the Jewish 
victim and cared for him in love (Luke 10:25-37). The 
father had compassion on his wayward son and ran and 
greeted him when he came home (Luke 15:20). If our 
heavenly Father has such compassion toward. us, should 
we not have compassion toward others? 

The miracle of the feeding of the five thousand is 
recorded in all four gospels (Matt. 14:13-21; Mark 
6:35-44; Luke 9:12-17; John 6:4-13). It was defi- 


nitely a miracle. Those who teach that Jesus only 
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encouraged the people to bring out their own hidden 
lunches have ignored the clear statements of God’s 
Word. John 6:14 definitely calls the event a “sign” or 
“miracle.” Would the crowd have wanted to crown 
Jesus King simply because He tricked them into shar- 
ing their lunches (John 6:14-15)? Not likely! 

It takes little imagination to picture the embarrass- 
ing plight of the disciples. Here were more than five 
thousand hungry people, and they had nothing to feed 
them! Certainly the disciples knew that Jesus was pow- 
erful enough to meet the need, yet they did not turn 
to Him for help. Instead, they took inventory of their 
own food supply (a lad had five barley loaves and two 
fish) and their limited treasury. When they considered 
the time (evening) and the place (a desolate place), 
they came to the conclusion that nothing could be 
done to solve the problem. Their counsel to the Lord 
was: “Send them away!” 

How like many of God’s people today. For some 
reason, it is never the right time or place for God to 
work. Jesus watched His frustrated disciples as they 
tried to solve the problem, but “He Himself knew what 
He was intending to do” (John 6:6 nass). He wanted 
to teach them a lesson in faith and surrender. Note the 
steps we must take in solving life’s problems. 

Start with what you have. Andrew found a lad 
who had a small lunch, and he brought the lad to Jesus. 
Was the boy willing to give up his lunch? Yes, he was! 
God begins where we are and uses what we have. 

Give what you have to Jesus. Jesus took the sim- 
ple lunch, blessed it, and shared it. The miracle of 
multiplication was in His hands! “Little is much if 
God is in it.” Jesus broke the bread and gave the 
pieces to the disciples, and they, in turn, fed the 
multitudes. 

Obey what He commands. The disciples had the 
people sit down as Jesus ordered. They took the broken 
pieces and distributed them, and discovered that there 
was plenty for everybody. As His servants, we are “dis- 
tributors,” not “manufacturers.” If we give what we 
have to Him, He will bless it and give it back to us for 
use in feeding others. 

Conserve the results. There were twelve baskets 
filled with pieces of bread and fish after the people had 
eaten all they wanted. But these pieces were carefully 
collected so that nothing was wasted (Mark 6:43; John 
6:12). I wonder how many of the pieces the lad took 
back home with him? Imagine his mother’s amazement 
when the boy told her the story! 

The apostle John recorded a sermon on “the 
Bread of Life” that Jesus gave the next day in the syn- 
agogue in Capernaum (John 6:22ff.). The people 
were willing to receive the physical bread, but they 
would not receive the living Bread—the Son of God 
come down from heaven. The miracle of the feeding 
of the five thousand was actually a sermon in action. 
Jesus is the Bread of Life, and only He can satisfy the 
spiritual hunger in man’s heart. The tragedy is, men 
waste their time and money on “that which is not 
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bread” (Isa. 55:1-7). People today are making the 
same mistake. 

Jesus still has compassion on the hungry multi- 
tudes, and He still says to His church: “Give them 
something to eat.” How easy it is for us to send people 
away, to make excuses, to plead a lack of resources. 
Jesus asks that we give Him all that we have and let 
Him use it as He sees fit. A hungry world is feeding on 
empty substitutes while we deprive them of the Bread 
of Life. When we give Christ what we have, we never 
lose. We always end up with more blessing than when 
we started. 


The Disciples: Care and Concern (14:22-36) 

John recorded the reason why Jesus was in such a hurry 
to dismiss the crowd and send the disciples back in the 
boat: The crowd wanted to make Jesus King (John 
6:14-15). The Lord knew that their motives were not 
spiritual and that their purposes were out of God’s will. 
If the disciples had stayed, they would certainly have 
fallen in with the plans of the crowd, for as yet, the dis- 
ciples did not fully understand Christ’s plans. They were 
guilty of arguing over “who was the greatest,” and a 
popular uprising would have suited them perfectly. 

This experience of the disciples in the storm can be 
an encouragement to us when we go through the 
storms of life. When we find ourselves in the storm, we 
can rest on several assurances. 

“He brought me here.” The storm came because 
they were in the will of God and not (like Jonah) out 
of the will of God. Did Jesus know that the storm was 
coming? Certainly! Did He deliberately direct them 
into the storm? Yes! They were safer in the storm in 
God’s will than on land with the crowds out of God’s 
will. We must never judge our security on the basis of 
circumstances alone. 

As we read our Bibles, we discover that there are 
two kinds of storms: storms of correction, when God 
disciplines us, and storms of perfection, when God 
helps us to grow. Jonah was in a storm because he dis- 
obeyed God and had to be corrected. The disciples 
were in a storm because they obeyed Christ and had to 
be perfected. Jesus had tested them in a storm before, 
when He was in the boat with them (Matt. 8:23—27). 
But now He tested them by being out of the boat. 

Many Christians have the mistaken idea that obe- 
dience to God’s will produces “smooth sailing.” But 
this is not true. “In the world ye shall have tribula- 
tion,” Jesus promised (John 16:33). When we find 
ourselves in the storm because we have obeyed the 
Lord, we must remember that He brought us here and 
He can care for us. 

“He is praying for me.” This entire scene is a dra- 
matic picture of the church and the Lord today. God’s 
people are on the sea, in the midst of a storm. Yet Jesus 
Christ is in heaven “making intercession for us” (Rom. 
8:34). He saw the disciples and knew their plight 
(Mark 6:48), just as He sees us and knows our needs. 
He feels the burdens that we feel and knows what we 


are going through (Heb. 4:14-16). Jesus was praying 
for His disciples, that their faith would not fail. 

If you knew that Jesus Christ was in the next room, 
praying for you, would it not give you new courage to 
endure the storm and do His will? Of course it would. 
He is not in the next room, but He is in heaven inter- 
ceding for you. He sees your need, He knows your fears, 
and He is in control of the situation. 

“He will come to me.” Often we feel like Jesus has 
deserted us when we are going through the hard times 
of life. In the psalms, David complained that God 
seemed far away and unconcerned. Yet he knew that 
God would ultimately rescue him. Even the great apos- 
tle Paul got into a situation so difficult he felt 
“burdened excessively, beyond our strength, so that we 
despaired even of life” (2 Cor. 1:8 Nass). 

Jesus always comes to us in the storms of life. 
“When you pass through the waters, I will be with you” 
(Isa. 43:2 nass). He may not come at the time we 
think He should come, because He knows when we 
need Him the most. He waited until the ship was as far 
from land as possible, so that all human hope was gone. 
He was testing the disciples’ faith, and this meant 
removing every human prop. 

Why did Jesus walk on the water? To show His dis- 
ciples that the very thing they feared (the sea) was only 
a staircase for Him to come to them. Often we fear the 
difficult experiences of life (such as surgery or bereave- 
ment), only to discover that these experiences bring 
Jesus Christ closer to us. 

Why did they not recognize Jesus? Because they 
were not looking for Him. Had they been waiting by 
faith, they would have known Him immediately. 
Instead, they jumped to the false conclusion that the 
appearance was that of a ghost. Fear and faith cannot 
live in the same heart, for fear always blinds the eyes to 
the presence of the Lord. 

“He will help me grow.” This was the whole pur- 
pose of the storm, to help the disciples grow in their 
faith. After all, Jesus would one day leave them, and 
they would face many storms in their ministries. They 
had to learn to trust Him even though He was not 
present with them, and even though it looked as 
though He did not care. 

Now our center of interest shifts to Peter. Before we 
criticize Peter for sinking, let’s honor him for his mag- 
nificent demonstration of faith. He dared to be 
different. Anybody can sit in the boat and watch. But 
it takes a person of real faith to leave the boat and walk 
on the water. 

What caused Peter to sink? His faith began to waver 
because he took his eyes off the Lord and began to look 
at the circumstances around him. “Why did you 
doubt?” Jesus asked him (Matt. 14:31). This word 
translated doubt carries the meaning of “standing 
uncertainly at two ways.” Peter started out with great 
faith but ended up with little faith because he saw two 
ways instead of one. 

We must give Peter credit for knowing that he was 
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sinking and for crying out to the Lord for help. He 
cried out when he was “beginning to sink” and not 
when he was drowning. Perhaps this incident came to 
Peter’s mind years later when he wrote in his first epis- 
tle: “For the eyes of the Lord are over the righteous, and 
his ears are open unto their prayers” (1 Peter 3:12). 

This experience was difficult for Peter, but it helped 
him to grow in his knowledge of himself and of the 
Lord. The storms of life are not easy, but they are nec- 
essary. They teach us to trust Jesus Christ alone and to 
obey His Word no matter what the circumstances may 
be. It has well been said, “Faith is not believing in spite 
of evidence, but obeying in spite of consequence.” 

“He will see me through.” If Jesus says, “Come,” 
then that word is going to accomplish its intended pur- 
pose. Since He is the “author and finisher of our faith” 
(Heb. 12:2), whatever He starts, He completes. We 
may fail along the way, but in the end, God will suc- 
ceed. Jesus and Peter walked on the water together and 
went to the ship. 

Peter’s experience turned out to be a blessing to the 
other disciples as well as to himself. When they saw the 
power of Jesus Christ, in conquering and calming the 
storm, they could only fall down and worship Him. 
When Jesus calmed the first storm (Matt. 8:23-27), 
the disciples said, “What manner of man is this?” But 
now their clear testimony was, “Thou art the Son of 
God!” 

The disciples had helped to feed five thousand peo- 
ple, and then God permitted them to go through a 
storm. In the book of Acts, they won five thousand 
people (Acts 4:4), and then the storm of persecution 
began. No doubt Peter and the disciples recalled their 
storm experience with the Lord and took courage. 

This miracle magnifies the kingship of Jesus Christ. 
In fact, when Matthew wrote Peter’s request, “Bid me 
to come,” he used a Greek word that means “the com- 
mand of a king.” Peter knew that Jesus Christ was King 
over all nature, including the wind and the waves. His 
word is law and the elements must obey. 

The ship landed at Gennesaret, near Capernaum 
and Bethsaida, and there Jesus healed many people. 
Did these people know that He had come through a 
storm to meet their needs? Do we remember that He 
endured the storm of judgment to save our souls (Ps. 
42:7)? He endured the storm for us that we might 
never face the judgment of God. We ought to imitate 
the disciples, bow at His feet, and acknowledge that He 
is King of Kings and Lord of Lords! 


CHAPTER TWELVE 
Matthew 15 


THE KING’S CONCERN 


s in the previous chapter, we see the Lord in conflict 
with His enemies (Matt. 15:1-11), teaching His 
own disciples (Matt. 15:12-20), and ministering to 
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the needy multitudes (Matt. 15:21-31). This is the 
pattern during this period of withdrawal. 

Our Lord’s great concerns are truth and love. He 
taught the Jewish leaders the truth and exposed their 
hypocrisy, and He showed the Gentile crowds /ove as 
He met their needs. By studying these two concerns, 
we can understand the message of this chapter. 


Truth: He Rejected Jewish Tradition (15:1-20) 
This dramatic event involved three requests and three 
replies. 

The scribes and Pharisees (vv. 1-11). The fact 
that the scribes and Pharisees united in this attack, and 
came all the way from Jerusalem to speak to Jesus, indi- 
cates the seriousness of their purpose. It is likely that 
this committee represented the leaders of the 
Sanhedrin in Jerusalem. 

Their accusation about “washing hands” had noth- 
ing to do with cleanliness. They were referring to the 
ceremonial washings of the rigidly orthodox Jews (see 
Mark 7:1—4). It was bad enough that Jesus and His dis- 
ciples mingled with outcasts, but they did not even 
seek to be purified! Of course, in making this accusa- 
tion, these religious leaders were forcing Jesus to deal 
with the very foundation of their religious faith. If Jesus 
rejected the sacred traditions of the nation, then He 
was a heretic! 

Where did these traditions come from? They were 
handed down from the teachers of previous genera- 
tions. These traditions were originally the “oral law” 
that (said the rabbis) Moses gave to the elders, and they 
passed down to the nation. This oral law was finally 
written down and became the Mishnah. Unfortunately, 
the Mishnah became more important and more author- 
itative than the original law of Moses. 

Our Lord’s reply to their charge began with an 
accusation (Matt. 15:3). It was they who were breaking 
God’s law by practicing their traditions! He then pro- 
ceeded with an illustration (Matt. 15:4—6), their 
practice of “Corban” (see Mark 7:11). The Hebrew 
word Corban means “a gift.” If a Jew wanted to escape 
some financial responsibilities, he would declare his 
goods to be “Corban—a gift to God.” This meant he 
was free from other obligations, such as caring for his 
parents. But in so doing, the person was losing the 
power of God’s Word in his life, and thus hurting his 
character and missing God’s blessing. 

Jesus concluded His reply with an application 
(Matt. 15:7-11), quoting Isaiah 29:13. Jesus made it 
clear that obedience to tradition made a person disobe- 
dient to the Word of God, and this proved the 
tradition to be false. Exodus 20:12 taught a man to 
“honor” father and mother. But the “Corban” rule 
would make a person dishonor his parents, and, at the 
same time, disobey God. 

‘Tradition is something external, while God’s truth is 
internal, in the heart. People obey tradition to please 
men and gain status (Gal. 1:14), but we obey the Word 
to please God. Tradition deals with ritual, while God’s 
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truth deals with reality, Tradition brings empty words 
to the lips, but truth penetrates the heart and changes 
the life. Actually, tradition robs a person of the power 
of the Word of God. 

Unfortunately, there are many “evangelical tradi- 
tions” in churches today, man-made teachings that are 
often considered as authoritative as the Word of God— 
even though they contradict His Word. By obeying these 
traditions, Christians rob themselves of the power of 
God’s Word. 

God wants us to give Him our hearts, and not just 
our lip service. We believe in the heart (Rom, 10:9-10), 
love from the heart (Matt. 22:37), sing from the heart 
(Col. 3:16), obey from the heart (Rom. 6:17; Eph. 6:6), 
and give from the heart (2 Cor. 9:7). No wonder David 
prayed, “Create in me a clean heart, O God” (Ps. 
51:10). 

Jesus declared boldly to the multitudes that sin comes 
from the heart, not from the diet. It is what comes out of 
the mouth that defiles us, not what goes in. 

The disciples (vv. 12-14). The disciples were 
astounded by what Jesus taught about foods. After all, 
they had been raised good Jews (see Acts 10:14 for 
Peter’s testimony). They knew the difference between 
the “clean” and “unclean” foods (Lev. 11). 

But the disciples had another concern: This teach- 
ing had offended the Pharisees and was certain to 
create serious problems. But Jesus was not worried 
about the Pharisees. Neither they nor their teachings 
had been planted by God, and therefore would not last. 
While there are isolated groups that seek to maintain 
the traditions, for the most part, pharisaeism is gone. 
However, the spirit of pharisaeism (tradition, legalism, 
hypocrisy, externals) is still with us, what Jesus called 
“the leaven of the Pharisees” (Matt. 16:6). 

Jesus also pointed out that the Pharisees were blind 
and could only lead their converts into the ditch. In 
Matthew 23:16, He called them “blind guides”—quite 
a graphic description. Why be afraid of rootless plants 
that are dying, or blind guides who cannot see where 
they are going? 

Peter (vv. 15-20). Peter was not content until he 
had an explanation of the saying about foods. Patiently 
our Lord explained the lesson again. The meaning 
seems obvious to us, but it was astonishingly new to 
orthodox Jews. Whatever enters the mouth eventually 
goes into the stomach and comes out in human waste. 
Food never touches the heart. But what comes out of 
the mouth begins in the heart, and these things defile a 
person. Of course, actions are included with words; 
often actions speak louder than words. 

The Lord had to repeat this lesson on foods to Peter 
a few years later when He was going to call him to preach 
to the Gentiles (Acts 10). Paul repeated it in 1 Timothy 
4:36. He also dealt with it in Romans 14—15. 


Compassion: He Responded to Gentile Needs 
(15:21-39) 


Not only did Jesus teach that no foods were unclean, 


but He practiced His teaching by going into Gentile 
territory. He left Israel and withdrew again, this time 
into the area of Tyre and Sidon. The Gentiles were 
“unclean” as far as the Jews were concerned. In fact, 
Jews referred to the Gentiles as “dogs.” That Jesus 
would minister to Gentiles was no surprise (Matt. 
12:17-21), though at that time, the emphasis was on 
ministering to Israel (Matt. 10:5-6). 

The demonized (vv. 21-28). Jesus was trying to 
remain hidden (Mark 7:24), but somehow this 
Canaanite woman heard where He was and came to 
Him with her need. Keep in mind that our Lord 
responded to this woman as He did, not to destroy her 
faith, but to develop it. Her own replies showed that 
she was growing in faith and unwilling to let Him go 
without getting an answer. Godly Samuel Rutherford 
stated this principle perfectly: “It is faith’s work to 
claim and challenge loving-kindness out of all the 
roughest strokes of God.” 

When she approached Him as “Son of David,” she 
was definitely putting herself on Jewish ground, and this 
she could not do, because she was a Gentile. Of course, 
this title did reveal her faith in Him as the Messiah of 
God, for “Son of David” was a name for the Messiah 
(Matt. 22:42). Since she came to Him on Jewish terms, 
He was silent. Of course, He knew her heart, and even 
His silence encouraged her to continue asking. 

Impatient with her persistent following and crying 
out, the disciples said, “Send her away!” We are not 
sure whether they meant, “Give her what she wants 
and get rid of her” or just “Get rid of her!” In either 
case, they were not showing much compassion for 
either her or her demonized daughter. Our Lord’s reply 
in Matthew 15:24 indicates that they probably wanted 
Him to answer her request. 

We cannot but admire the patience and persist- 
ence of this Gentile mother. “Lord, help me!” was her 
next plea, and this time she avoided any messianic 
titles. She came as a sinner needing help, and she 
offered no argument. In His reply, Jesus did not call 
her a “dog” the way the Pharisees would have 
addressed a Gentile. The Greek word means “a little 
pet dog” and not the filthy curs that ran the streets 
and ate the garbage. “The children” referred, of 
course, to the people of Israel. 

Jesus was not playing games with the woman, nor 
was He trying to make the situation more difficult. He 
was drawing out of her a growing response of faith. She 
immediately seized on His illustration about the chil- 
dren’s bread, which was exactly what He wanted her to 
do. We may paraphrase her reply: “It is true that we 
Gentiles do not sit at the table as children and eat the 
bread. But even the pet dogs under the table can eat 
some of the crumbs!” What a tremendous testimony of 
faith! 

It was this faith that Jesus acknowledged, and 
immediately He healed her daughter. It is worth noting 
that both of the persons in the gospel of Matthew who 
had “great faith” were Gentiles: this Canaanite woman 
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and the Roman centurion (Matt. 8:5-13). In both 
cases, Jesus healed the one in need from a distance. 
Spiritually speaking, the Gentiles were “afar off” until 
Calvary, when Jesus Christ died for both Jews and 
Gentiles and made reconciliation possible (Eph. 
2:11ff.). 

This woman's faith was great because she persisted in 
asking and trusting when everything seemed against her. 
Certainly her race was against her: She was a Gentile. 
Her sex was against her, for most Jewish rabbis paid lit- 
tle attention to women. It seemed that the disciples were 
against her, and Christs words might have led her to 
believe that even He was against her. All of these obsta- 
cles only made her persist in asking. 

The sick and handicapped (vv. 29-31). Jesus 
departed from the borders of Tyre and Sidon and went 
to the region of the Decapolis. The Decapolis included 
ten cities that were in a league and were authorized by 
the Romans to mint their own coins, run their own 
courts, and have their own armies. This was predomi- 
nantly Gentile territory. 

Jesus healed there a man who was deaf and dumb 
(Mark 7:31-37). Even though the Lord cautioned the 
man to be silent, he and his friends spread the account 
of the miracle abroad. This apparently caused a great 
crowd to gather—including people who were lame, 
blind, dumb, and crippled (maimed). Jesus healed 
these people, and the Gentiles “glorified the God of 
Israel.” 

We cannot help but marvel at the contrast between 
these Gentiles and the Jewish leaders who knew the 
Old Testament Scriptures. The Gentiles glorified 
Israel’s God, but the Jewish leaders said that Jesus was 
in league with Satan (Matt. 12:22-24). Our Lord’s 
miracles did not cause the Jewish cities to repent (Matt. 
11:20ff.), yet the Gentiles believed in Him. The very 
miracles that He performed should have convinced the 
Jews that He was the Messiah (Isa. 29:18-19; 35:4—6; 
Matt. 11:1-6). Jesus marveled at the faith of a Gentile 
soldier and a Gentile mother. Yet He was amazed at the 
unbelief of His own people (Mark 6:6). 

The hungry (vv. 32-39). Critics have accused the 
gospel writers of deliberately falsifying the records in 
order to prove that Jesus performed more miracles. 
They claim that the feeding of the four thousand was 
merely an adaptation of the previous miracle of feeding 
five thousand. A careful examination of the records 
shows that this accusation is false and that the critics 
are wrong. This chart shows the differences between 
the two events. 


Feeding 5,000 

Primarily Jews 

Galilee, near Bethsaida 

5 loaves, 2 fish 

12 baskets over 

Crowd with Him 1 day 
Spring of year (green grass) 
Tried to make Him King 


Feeding 4,000 

Primarily Gentiles 

The Decapolis 

7 loaves, “a few fish” 

7 baskets over 

Crowd with Him 3 days 
Summer season 

No popular response 
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Since the crowd of four thousand had been with 
Him three days, they had used up their own supplies of 
food. Our Lord’s compassionate heart would not per- 
mit Him to send them on their way hungry, lest they 
faint along the way. The first motive for this miracle 
was simply the meeting of human needs. The people 
had already seen His miracles and glorified God, so the 
miracle was not for the purpose of preaching a sermon 
or authenticating His ministry. 

However, this miracle did have a special purpose for 
His disciples. We are amazed that they had forgotten 
the miracle of the feeding of the five thousand. (Read 
carefully Matt. 16:6-12.) The Twelve were perplexed 
when they should have been saying, “Jesus is able to 
multiply loaves and fish, so we have no need to worry!” 
Of course, it may be that they thought He would not 
perform that kind of a miracle in Gentile territory. Or, 
perhaps the fact that the previous crowd had tried to 
make Him King would cause Jesus to avoid repeating 
the miracle. 

As in the feeding of the five thousand, this miracle 
took place in His hands. As Jesus broke the bread and 
gave it to His disciples, the bread multiplied. 
Everybody ate and everybody was satisfied. Again, 
Jesus ordered the fragments to be collected so that 
nothing be wasted. The ability to perform miracles 
does not grant the authority to waste God’s gifts. 

The word translated baskets in Matthew 15:37 
means “a large hamper.” It is the same kind of basket 
that was used to lower Paul over the Damascus wall 
(Acts 9:25). The word for basket in Matthew 14:20 
means “a wicker basket,” the kind a person carried with 
food or other goods in it. The fact that these two dif- 
ferent words are used is further proof that the two 
miracles are different. 

Jesus did not preach a sermon to this crowd on “the 
Bread of Life” as He did to the Jews in Capernaum, fol- 
lowing the feeding of the five thousand (John 6:22ff.). 
The facts about the Old Testament manna and the 
“bread of God” would have been foreign to these 
Gentiles. Jesus always adapted His teaching to the 
needs and the understanding of the people to whom 
He ministered. 

Before leaving Matthew 15, let’s review several spir- 
itual lessons that it contains for us. 

(1) The enemies of truth are often religious people 
who live according to man’s traditions. Satan often uses 
“religion” to blind the minds of sinners to the simple 
truths of God’s Word. 

(2) We must beware of any religious system that 
gives us an excuse to sin and disobey God’s Word. 

(3) We must also beware of worship that comes 
from the lips only, and not from the heart. 

(4) If we major on the inner man, the outer man 
will be what God wants it to be. True holiness comes 
from within. 

(5) It is difficult to break free from tradition. There is 
something in us that wants to hold to the past and make 
no changes. Even Peter had to learn his lesson twice! 
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(6) We dare not limit Christ to any one nation or 
people. The gospel came “to the Jew first” (Rom. 1:16), 
but today is for all men in all nations. “Whosoever shall 
call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Rom. 
10:13). 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
Matthew 16 


THE KING’S SURPRISE 


he events recorded in Matthew 16 form a dramatic 
Tein point in our Lord’s ministry. For the first 
time, He mentioned the church (Matt. 16:18) and 
openly spoke about His death on the cross (Matt. 
16:21). He began to prepare the disciples for His arrest, 
crucifixion, and resurrection. But, as we shall see, they 
were slow to learn their lessons. 
The theme of faith runs through the events in this 
chapter. In these events, we see four different levels of 
faith and how they relate to Christ. 


No Faith—Tempting Christ (16:1-4) 

Their desire to silence Jesus had caused the two oppos- 
ing religious parties to unite in one common effort. 
They were waiting for Him when He returned to 
Galilee. The Pharisees, of course, were the traditional- 
ists of their day, while the Sadducees were quite liberal 
(see Acts 23:6-10). They united to issue a challenge to 
Jesus: “Show us a sign from heaven and we will believe 
You are the Christ.” 

The word translated sign means much more than 
simply a miracle or a demonstration of power. It means 
“a wonder by which one may recognize a person or 
confirm who he is.” 

This was the fourth time the religious leaders had 
asked for a sign (Matt. 12:38ff; John 2:12; 6:30). 
Later, they did it again (Luke 11:14ff.). But miracles do 
not convince people of sin or give a desire for salvation 
(Luke 16:27-31; John 12:10-11; Acts 14:8-20). 
Miracles will give confirmation where there is faith, but 
not where there is willful unbelief. 

Why did our Lord talk about the weather? To reveal 
to His enemies their own dishonesty and stubborn 
blindness. They could examine the evidence in God’s 
world and draw valid conclusions, but they would not 
examine the evidence He had presented. His enemies 
would not believe, and therefore they could not believe 
(John 12:37ff.). The Pharisees and Sadducees did not 
lack evidence; they lacked honesty and humility. 

Their demand for a sign revealed the sad condition 
of their hearts: they were evil and adulterous. He did 
not accuse them of being guilty of physical adultery, 
but of spiritual adultery (Isa. 57; James 4:4). These 
men were worshipping a false god of their own manu- 
facture, and this was spiritual adultery. Had they been 
worshipping the true God, they would have recognized 
His Son when He came. 


Jesus had mentioned the sign of Jonah before (see 
Matt. 12:38-45). This was the sign of death, burial, 
and resurrection. Our Lord’s crucifixion, burial, and 
resurrection were actually a sign to Israel that He was 
their Messiah. It was this sign that Peter preached 
about at Pentecost (Acts 2:22ff.). 

Matthew 16:4 records the Lord’s third departure 
from Galilee. He departed before to avoid Herod 
(Matt. 14:13) and to avoid the Pharisees (Matt. 15:21). 
It was certainly an act of judgment. 


Little Faith—Misunderstanding Christ (16:5-12) 
The disciples had but one loaf of bread with them 
(Mark 8:14). We are not told what happened to the 
many baskets of leftover food that resulted from His 
feeding the four thousand just a short time before. 
Perhaps they gave it away. Jesus used this embarrassing 
event as an occasion to teach an important spiritual 
truth: Beware of the false teachings of the Pharisees and 
Sadducees. 

The disciples misunderstood Him; they thought 
He was talking about material bread. Often in the min- 
istry of Jesus, people misconstrued His words by 
interpreting them literally rather than spiritually. 
Nicodemus thought that Jesus was talking about an 
actual physical birth (John 3:4), and the Samaritan 
woman thought He was referring to material water 
from the well (John 4:11). The Jewish crowd in the 
synagogue thought Jesus was speaking about eating 
actual flesh and blood (John 6:52ff.) when He was 
describing a spiritual experience (John 6:63). 

As we noted in our study of Matthew 13, leaven 
was to the Jews a symbol of evil. Both the Pharisees and 
the Sadducees had infected the religious beliefs of Israel 
with false doctrine. The Pharisees were legalists who 
taught that only obedience to the law and the tradi- 
tions would please God and usher in His kingdom for 
Israel. The Sadducees were liberal in their thinking and 
denied that there would be such a kingdom on earth. 
They even denied the truth of the resurrection and the 
existence of angels. 

Why would the Lord’s mention of leaven cause the 
disciples to discuss their lack of bread? Possibly they 
were planning to purchase bread on the other side of 
the sea, and they thought Jesus was cautioning them 
not to buy unclean bread, which Jews could not eat. If 
they had remembered how Jesus had multiplied bread 
on two occasions, they certainly would not have wor- 
ried. Their “little faith” kept them from understanding 
His teaching and depending on His power to meet 
their needs. 

“Little faith” was one of our Lord’s favorite names 
for His disciples (Matt. 6:30; 8:26; 14:31). Of course, 
“little faith” is better than no faith. The disciples had 
many lessons to learn before they would graduate to 
“great faith.” 


Saving Faith—Confessing Christ (16:13-20) 


Jesus took His disciples to Gentile territory, in the 
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region of Caesarea Philippi. They were about 120 miles 
from Jerusalem in the northern part of Palestine. The 
region was strongly identified with various religions: It 
had been a center for Baal worship; the Greek god Pan 
had shrines there; and Herod the Great had built a 
temple there to honor Augustus Caesar. It was in the 
midst of this pagan superstition that Peter confessed 
Jesus as the Son of God. And it was probably within 
sight of Caesar’s temple that Jesus announced a sur- 
prise: He would not yet establish His kingdom, but He 
would build His church. 

If anyone else asked, “Whom do men say that I 
am?” we would think him either mad or arrogant. But 
in the case of Jesus, a right confession of who He is is 
basic to salvation (Rom. 10:9-10; 1 John 2:18-23; 
4:1-3). His person and His work go together and must 
never be separated. It is amazing to see how confused 
the public was about Jesus (John 10:19-21). Perhaps, 
like Herod, the people thought Jesus was John raised 
from the dead. 

It had been prophesied that Elijah would come 
again (Mal. 4:5), and some thought that this prediction 
was fulfilled in Christ. However, Jesus did not minister 
as did Elijah; it was John the Baptist who came “in the 
spirit and power of Elias” (Luke 1:13-17). Jeremiah 
was the weeping prophet whose tender heart was bro- 
ken at the sight of the decay of the nation. Certainly 
this attitude was seen in Jesus, the Man of Sorrows. 

One thing is clear: We can never make a true deci- 
sion about Jesus Christ by taking a poll of the people. 
(But some people do get their “spiritual knowledge” 
this way!) The important thing is not what others say, 
but what do you and I personally say? The decisions of 
the crowd (wrong or right) can never substitute for per- 
sonal decisions. 

Peter had the correct response: “Thou art the Christ 
[the Messiah], the Son of the living God!” This confes- 
sion was Peters response to the revelation God the 
Father had given him. Jesus Himself explained this 
experience in Matthew 11:25-27. This revelation was 
not the result of Peters own investigation. It came as 
the gracious act of God. God had hidden these things 
from the proud Pharisees and Sadducees and revealed 
them to “babes,” the humble disciples. 

It should be noted that there had been other con- 
fessions of faith prior to this one. Nathanael had 
confessed Christ as the Son of God (John 1:49), and 
the disciples had declared Him God’s Son after He 
stilled the storm (Matt. 14:33). Peter had given a con- 
fession of faith when the crowds left Jesus after His 
sermon on the Bread of Life (John 6:68-69). In fact, 
when Andrew had brought his brother Simon to Jesus, 
it was on the basis of this belief (John 1:41). 

How, then, did this confession differ from those 
that preceded it? To begin with, Jesus explicitly asked 
for this confession. It was not an emotional response 
from people who had seen a miracle, but the studied 
and sincere statement of a man who had been taught 


by God. 
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Also, Jesus accepted this confession and built on it to 
teach them new truth. It must have rejoiced His heart 
to hear Peter’s words. The Lord knew that Peter could 
now be led into new steps of deeper truth and service. 
All of our Lord’s ministry to His disciples had prepared 
the way for this experience. Let’s look at these great 
words and concepts individually. 

Rock. These Jewish men, steeped in Old Testament 
Scripture, recognized the rock as a symbol of God. “He 
is the Rock, his work is perfect” (Deut. 32:4). “The 
Lord is my rock, and my fortress” (Ps. 18:2). “For who 
is God save the Lord? Or who is a rock save our God?” 
(Ps. 18:31). 

But let’s investigate the Greek words that the Holy 
Spirit led Matthew to use. “Thou art petros [a stone], 
and upon this rock [petra—a large rock] I will build my 
church.” Jesus had given Simon the new name of Peter 
(John 1:42) which means “a stone.” The Aramaic form 
is Cephas, which also means “a stone.” Everyone who 
believes in Jesus Christ and confesses Him as the Son 
and God and Savior, is a “living stone” (1 Peter 2:5 
NASB). 

Jesus Christ is the foundation rock on which the 
church is built. The Old Testament prophets said so 
(Ps. 118:22; Isa. 28:16). Jesus Himself said this (Matt. 
21:42) and so did Peter and the other apostles (Acts 
4:10-12). Paul also stated that the foundation for the 
church is Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 3:11). This foundation 
was laid by the apostles and prophets as they preached 
Christ to the lost (1 Cor. 2:1-2; 3:11; Eph. 2:20). 

In other words, when the evidence is examined, 
the total teaching of Scripture is that the church, 
Gods temple (Eph. 2:19-22), is built on Jesus 
Christ—not on Peter. How could God build His 
church on a fallible man like Peter? Later, the same 
Peter who confessed Christ became an adversary and 
entertained Satans thoughts (Matt. 16:22ff.). “But 
that was before Peter was filled with the Spirit,” some 
argue. Then consider Peters doctrinal blunders 
recorded in Galatians 2, blunders that had to be dealt 
with by Paul. This event occurred after Peter was filled 
with the Spirit. 

Church. This is the first occurrence of this 
important word in the New Testament. It is the 
Greek word ekklesia (ek-klay-SEE-uh) from which we 
get our English word ecclesiastical, referring to things 
that pertain to the church. The literal meaning is “a 
called-out assembly.” The word is used 114 times in 
the New Testament, and in ninety of these references, 
a local church (assembly) is in view. However, in this 
first use of ekklesia, it seems likely that Jesus had the 
whole church in mind. He was not just building a 
local assembly, but a universal church composed of 
all who make the same confession of faith that Peter 
made. 

The word ekklesia was not new to the disciples. This 
word was applied to the popular assembly of Greek cit- 
izens that helped to govern a city or district (Acts 
19:32, 39, 41). Also, the Greek translation of the Old 
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Testament (the Septuagint) used ekklesia to describe 
the congregation of Israel when it was gathered for reli- 
gious activity (Deut. 31:30; Judg. 20:2). However, this 
does not mean that the Old Testament congregation of 
Israel was a “church” in the same sense as the churches 
of the New Testament. Rather, Jesus was introducing 
something new to His disciples. 

Jesus spoke about “my church” in contrast to these 
other assemblies. This was to be something new and 
different, for in His church, Jesus Christ would unite 
believing Jews and Gentiles and form a new temple, a 
new body (Eph. 2:11—3:12). In His church, natural 
distinctions would be unimportant (Gal. 3:28). Jesus 
Christ would be the Builder of this church, the Head 
of this church (Eph. 1:22; Col. 1:18). 

Each believer in this church is a “living stone” (1 
Peter 2:5). Believers would meet in local congregations, 
or assemblies, to worship Christ and to serve Him, but 
they would also belong to a universal church, a temple 
being built by Christ. There is a oneness to the people 
of God (Eph. 4:1-6) that ought to be revealed to the 
world by love and unity (John 17:20-26). 

Gates of hell. A better translation would be “gates 
of hades.” Hell is the final destiny of all unsaved peo- 
ple after the judgment of the Great White Throne 
(Rev. 20:11-15). Hades is simply “the realm of the 
dead.” It holds the spirits of the unsaved dead and 
releases them at the resurrection (Rev. 20:13; where 
“hell” ought to read “hades”). According to Jesus, hades 
is down (Matt. 11:23), and it is a prison to which He 
holds the keys (Rev. 1:18). 

On the basis of Luke 16:19-31, some people 
believe that aX the dead went to hades prior to the 
death and resurrection of Christ—believers to a para- 
dise portion and unbelievers to a punishment portion. 
We are certain that believers today, when they die, go 
immediately into the presence of Christ (2 Cor. 5:6-8; 
Phil. 1:23). 

“Gates” represent, in the Bible, authority and 
power. The city gate was to a Jew what city hall is to 
people in the Western world. Important business was 
transacted at the city gate (Deut. 16:18; 17:8; Ruth 
4:11). “The gates of hades” then would symbolize the 
organized power of death and Satan. By His death and 
resurrection, Jesus Christ would conquer death, so that 
death would not be able to hold any of His people. 
Christ would “storm the gates” and deliver the captives! 
This declaration certainly is verified by 1 Corinthians 
15:50ff., Hebrews 2:14-15, and other Scriptures. 

Keys of the kingdom. A key is a badge of author- 
ity (Isa. 22:15, 22; Luke 11:52). “The kingdom of 
heaven” is not heaven, for no man on earth carries the 
keys to heaven! (All of the jokes about “St. Peter at the 
gate” stem from this misunderstanding. They are both 
unbiblical and in bad taste.) We use keys to open 
doors. Peter was given the privilege of opening “the 
door of faith” to the Jews at Pentecost (Acts 2), to the 
Samaritans (Acts 8:14ff.), and to the Gentiles (Acts 
10). But the other apostles shared this authority (Matt. 


18:18), and Paul had the privilege of “opening the door 
of faith” to the Gentiles outside of Palestine (Acts 
14:27). 

Nowhere in this passage, or in the rest of the New 
Testament, are we told that Peter or his successors had 
any special position or privilege in the church. 
Certainly Peter in his two epistles claimed to be noth- 
ing more than an apostle (1 Peter 1:1), an elder (1 Peter 
5:1), and a servant of Jesus Christ (2 Peter 1:1). 

Binding and loosing. This was a very familiar 
phrase to the Jews, for their rabbis often spoke of 
“binding and loosing,” that is, forbidding or permit- 
ting. Our Lord’s statement in Matthew 16:19 referred 
to Peter. But His statement later in Matthew 18:18 
included all of the apostles. As the representatives of 
their Lord, they would exercise authority according to 
His Word. 

The Greek verbs in Matthew 16:19 are most 
important. The Expanded Translation by Dr. Kenneth 
S. Wuest reads, “And whatever you bind on earth 
[forbid to be done], shall have been already bound 
in heaven; and whatever you loose on earth [permit 
to be done], shall have already been loosed in 
heaven.” Jesus did not say that God would obey 
what they did on earth, but that they should do on 
earth whatever God had already willed. The church 
does not get man’s will done in heaven; it obeys 
God’s will on earth. 

The apostles were not to share this truth about Jesus 
being the Son of God with other people until after His 
resurrection and ascension. Then the “sign of Jonah” 
would be completed, the Spirit would be given, and the 
message could be proclaimed. The nation in general, 
and certainly the religious leaders in particular, were 
not yet ready for this message. Read Peter’s sermon at 
Pentecost and see how he proclaimed Jesus as the 
Christ (Acts 2). 


Serving Faith—Following Christ (16:21-28) 

Having declared His person, Jesus now declared His 
work, for the two must go together. He would go to 
Jerusalem, suffer and die, and be raised from the dead. 
This was His first clear statement of His death, though 
He had hinted at this before (Matt. 12:39-40; 16:4; 
John 2:19; 3:14; 6:51). “And He was stating the mat- 
ter plainly” (Mark 8:32 Nass). 

Peter’s response to this shocking statement certainly 
represented the feelings of the rest of the disciples: 
“Pity thyself, Lord! This shall never happen to thee!” 
Jesus turned His back on Peter and said, “Get behind 
me, adversary! You are a stumbling block to me!” (lit- 
eral translation). Peter the “stone” who had just been 
blessed (Matt. 16:18) became Peter the stumbling 
block who was not a blessing to Jesus! 

What was Peter’s mistake? He was thinking like a 
man, for most men want to escape suffering and death. 
He did not have God’s mind in the matter. Where do 
we find the mind of God? In the Word of God. Until 
Peter was filled with the Spirit, he had a tendency to 
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argue with God’s Word. Peter had enough faith to 
confess that Jesus is the Son of God, but he did not 
have the faith to believe that it was right for Jesus to 
suffer and die. Of course, Satan agreed with Peter’s 
words, for he used the same approach to tempt Jesus 
in the wilderness (Matt. 4:8-10). 

Today the cross is an accepted symbol of love and 
sacrifice. But in that day the cross was a horrible 
means of capital punishment. The Romans would not 
mention the cross in polite society. In fact, no Roman 
citizen could be crucified; this terrible death was 
reserved for their enemies. Jesus had not yet specifi- 
cally stated that He would be crucified (He did this in 
Matt. 20:17-19). But His words that follow empha- 
size the cross. 

He presented to the disciples two approaches to life: 


deny yourself live for yourself 

take up your cross ignore the cross 

follow Christ follow the world 

lose your life for save your life for your 
His sake own sake 


forsake the world 

keep your soul 

share His reward 
and glory 


gain the world 
lose your soul 
lose His reward and 


glory 


To deny self does not mean to deny things. It means 
to give yourself wholly to Christ and share in His 
shame and death. Paul described this in Romans 
12:1-2 and Philippians 3:7—10, as well as in Galatians 
2:20. To take up a cross does not mean to carry bur- 
dens or have problems. (I once met a lady who told me 
her asthma was the cross she had to bear!) To take up 
the cross means to identify with Christ in His rejection, 
shame, suffering, and death. 

But suffering always leads to glory. This is why Jesus 
ended this short sermon with a reference to His glorious 
kingdom (Matt. 16:28). This statement would be ful- 
filled within a week on the Mount of Transfiguration, 
described in the next chapter. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
Matthew 17 


THE KING’S GLORY 


he chapter begins with a glorious scene on a 
T mountaintop, and ends with Peter catching a fish 

in order to pay his taxes. What a contrast! Yet, 
Jesus Christ the King is the theme of the entire chap- 
ter. The three events in this chapter give us three 
pictures of the King. 


The King in His Glory (17:1-13) 

Matthew and Mark state that the Transfiguration took 
place “six days later,” while Luke says “some eight days 
after” (Luke 9:28). There is no contradiction; Luke's 
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statement is the Jewish equivalent of “about a week 
later.” During that week, the disciples must have pon- 
dered and discussed what Jesus meant by His death and 
resurrection. No doubt they were also wondering what 
would happen to the Old Testament promises about 
the kingdom. If Jesus were going to build a church, 
what would happen to the promised kingdom? 

The text does not name the place where this mira- 
cle took place. It was probably on Mount Hermon, 
which is close to Caesarea Philippi. 

The Transfiguration revealed four aspects of the 
glory of Jesus Christ the King. 

The glory of His person. As far as the record is con- 
cerned, this is the only time Jesus revealed His glory in 
this way while He was on the earth. The word translated 
transfigured gives us our English word “metamorphosis.” 
A metamorphosis is a change on the outside that comes 
from the inside. When a caterpillar builds a cocoon and 
later emerges as a butterfly, it is due to the process of 
metamorphosis. Our Lord’s glory was not reflected but 
radiated from within. There was a change on the outside 
that came from within as He allowed His essential glory 
to shine forth (Heb. 1:3). 

Certainly this event would strengthen the faith of 
the disciples, particularly Peter, who had so recently 
confessed Jesus to be the Son of God. Had Peter made 
his confession afier the Transfiguration, it would not 
have been so meaningful. Peter believed, confessed his 
faith, and then received assurance (see John 11:40; 
Heb. 11:6). 

Many years later, John recalled this event as the 
Spirit guided him to write: “And we beheld his glory, 
the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of 
grace and truth” (John 1:14). In his gospel, John 
emphasized the deity of Christ and the glory of His 
person (John 2:11; 7:39; 11:4; 12:23; 13:31-32; 
20:31). 

Jesus Christ laid aside His glory when He came to 
earth (John 17:5). Because of His finished work on the 
cross, He has received back His glory and now shares it 
with us (John 17:22, 24). However, we do not have to 
wait for heaven to share in this “transfiguration glory.” 
When we surrender ourselves to God, He will “trans- 
figure” our minds (Rom. 12:1-2). As we yield to the 
Spirit of God, He changes (transfigures) us “from glory 
to glory” (2 Cor. 3:18). As we look into the Word of 
God, we see the Son of God and are transfigured by the 
Spirit of God into the glory of God. 

The glory of His kingdom. At the close of His ser- 
mon about cross-bearing, Jesus promised that some of 
the disciples would see “the Son of man coming in his 
kingdom” (Matt. 16:28). He selected Peter, James, and 
John as witnesses to this event. These three friends and 
business partners (Luke 5:10) had been with Jesus in 
the home of Jairus (Luke 8:51), and they would go 
with Him into the arden of Gethsemane before His 
crucifixion (see Matt. 26:37). 

Dr. G. Campbell Morgan has pointed out that 
these three occasions all had to do with death. Jesus was 
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teaching these three men that He was victor over death 
(He raised Jairus’ daughter) and surrendered to death 
(in the garden). The Transfiguration taught them that 
He was glorified in death. 

The presence of Moses and Elijah was significant. 
Moses represented the law and Elijah the prophets. All 
of the law and prophets point to Christ and are fulfilled 
in Christ (Luke 24:27; Heb. 1:1). Not one word of the 
Old Testament Scriptures will be unfulfilled. The 
promised kingdom would be established (Luke 
1:32-33, 68-77). Just as the three disciples saw Jesus 
glorified on earth, so God’s people would see Him in 
His glorious kingdom on earth (Rev. 19:11—20:6). 

Peter caught this message and never forgot it. “We 
were eyewitnesses of his majesty. And so we have the 
prophetic word made more sure” (see 2 Peter 1:12ff.). 
The experience Peter had on the mount only fortified 
his faith in the Old Testament prophecies. The impor- 
tant thing is not seeing wonderful sights, but hearing 
God’s Word. “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am 
well pleased; hear ye him” (Matt. 17:5). 

All who are born again belong to the kingdom of 
God (John 3:3-5). This is a spiritual kingdom that is 
separate from the material things of this world (Rom. 
14:17). But one day, when Jesus returns to this earth, 
there will be a glorious kingdom for one thousand 
years (Rev. 20:1-7) with Jesus Christ reigning as King. 
Those who have trusted Him shall reign on the earth 
with Him (Rev. 5:10). 

The glory of His cross. The disciples had to learn 
that suffering and glory go together. Peter had opposed 
His going to Jerusalem to die, so Jesus had to teach him 
that, apart from His suffering and death, there could be 
no glory. Peter certainly learned the lesson, for in his 
first epistle he repeatedly emphasized “suffering and 
glory” (1 Peter 1:6-8, 11; 4:12—5:11). 

Moses and Elijah talked with Jesus about His “exo- 
dus” that He would accomplish at Jerusalem (Luke 
9:31). His suffering and death would not be an acci- 
dent, but an accomplishment. Peter used the word 
exodus in describing his own impending death (2 Peter 
1:15). For the believer, death is not a one-way street 
into oblivion. It is an exodus—a release—from the 
bondage of this life into the glorious liberty of the life 
in heaven. 

Because Jesus died and paid the price, we have been 
redeemed—purchased and set free. The two Emmaus 
disciples had hoped that Jesus would set the nation free 
from Roman bondage (Luke 24:21). What He died to 
accomplish was not political freedom, but spiritual free- 
dom: freedom from the world system (Gal. 1:4); 
freedom from a vain and empty life (1 Peter 1:18); and 
freedom from iniquity (Titus 2:14). Our redemption 
in Christ is final and permanent. 

The glory of His submission. Peter could not 
understand why the Son of God would submit to evil 
men and willingly suffer. The Transfiguration was God’s 
way of teaching Peter that Jesus is glorified when we 
deny ourselves, take up our cross, and follow Him. The 


world’s philosophy is “Save yourself?” but the Christian’s 
philosophy is “Yield yourself to God!” As He stood 
there in glory, Jesus proved to the three disciples that 
surrender always leads to glory. First the suffering, then 
the glory; first the cross, then the crown. 

Each of the three disciples would have a need for 
this important truth. James would be the first of the 
disciples to die (Acts 12:1-2). John would be the last of 
the disciples to die, but he would go through severe 
persecution on the Isle of Patmos (Rev. 1:9). Peter 
would experience many occasions of suffering and 
would, in the end, give his life for Christ (John 
21:15-19; 2 Peter 1:12). 

Peter opposed the cross when Jesus first mentioned 
His death (Matt. 16:22ff.). In the garden, he used his 
sword to defend Jesus (John 18:10). In fact, even on 
the Mount of Transfiguration Peter tried to tell Jesus 
what to do. He wanted to build three booths for Jesus, 
Moses, and Elijah so that all of them could remain 
there and enjoy the glory! But the Father interrupted 
Peter and gave other directions: “Hear him!” The 
Father will not permit His beloved Son to be put on 
the same level as Moses and Elijah. “Jesus only” (Matt. 
17:8) is God’s pattern. 

As Jesus and His three disciples came down from 
the mountaintop, He cautioned them not to reveal 
what they had seen, not even to the other nine disci- 
ples. But the three men were still perplexed. They had 
been taught that Elijah would come first to prepare for 
the establishing of the kingdom. Was the presence of 
Elijah on the mountain the fulfillment of this prophecy 
(Mal. 4:5—6)? 

Jesus gave a twofold answer to their question. Yes, 
Elijah would come as Malachi 4:5-6 promised. But 
spiritually speaking, Elijah already came in the person 
of John the Baptist (see Matt. 11:10-15; Luke 1:17). 
The nation permitted John to be killed, and would ask 
for Jesus to be slain. Yet God’s program would be ful- 
filled in spite of the deeds of sinful leaders. 

When will Elijah come to restore all things? 
Some people believe that Elijah will be one of the 
“two witnesses” whose ministry is described in 
Revelation 11. Others believe that the prophecy was 
fulfilled in the ministry of John the Baptist so that 
there will be no future coming of Elijah. 


The King in His Power (17:14-21) 
We move from the mountain of glory to the valley of 
need. The sudden appearance of Jesus and the three 
disciples startled the multitudes (Mark 9:15). The dis- 
traught father had brought his demonized son to the 
nine disciples, begging them to deliver him, but they 
could not. The scribes had noticed their failure and 
were using it as a reason for argument. And while the 
disciples were defending themselves, and the scribes 
were accusing them, the demon was all but killing the 
helpless boy. 

When we compare the gospel accounts of this dra- 
matic scene, we discover that this only son was indeed 
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in great trouble and danger. Matthew recorded that the 
boy was an epileptic (lunatic), very ill, and suicidal, 
falling into the fire and the water. Mark described him 
as a mute, who often fell to the ground foaming at the 
mouth and grinding his teeth. After this display, the boy 
would go into a kind of rigor mortis. Dr. Luke said that 
the boy was an only son and that he would scream as he 
went into these convulsions. While some of these symp- 
toms can have natural causes, this boy was at the mercy 
of a demon. The disciples had been helpless to do any- 
thing. No wonder the father rushed to Jesus’ feet. 

Our Lord’s first response was one of sorrow. As He 
beheld the embarrassed disciples, the arguing scribes, 
and the needy father and son, He groaned inwardly 
and said, “How long shall I be with you, and put up 
with you?” (Luke 9:41 nass). Their unbelief and spiri- 
tual perversity were a burden to Him. What must our 
Lord feel as He looks at powerless believers today? 

Jesus delivered the boy and commanded the spirit 
never to return to him (Mark 9:25). The demon tried 
“one last throw” (as Spurgeon put it) so that the crowd 
thought the boy was dead (Mark 9:26). But Jesus raised 
the lad up and gave him to his father, while the crowds 
marveled and gave glory to God (Luke 9:43). 

The nine disciples should have been able to cast out 
the demon. Jesus had given them this power and 
authority (Matt. 10:1, 8). But somehow, they had lost 
their power! When they asked Jesus the cause of their 
shameful failure, He told them: their lack of faith 
(Matt. 17:20), their lack of prayer (Mark 9:29), and 
their lack of discipline (Matt. 17:21, though this verse 
is not found in many manuscripts). 

The nine were perhaps jealous because they had not 
been called to go to the mountaintop with Jesus. 
During the Lord’s absence, they began to grow self- 
indulgent. They neglected prayer; their faith weakened. 
Then, when the crisis came, they were unprepared. 
Like Samson, they went out to battle without realizing 
that their power was gone (Judg. 16:20). From their 
example, we see the importance of staying spiritually 
healthy. 

“Faith as a grain of mustard seed” suggests not only 
size (God will honor even a little faith), but also fe and 
growth, Faith like a mustard seed is ving faith that is 
nurtured and caused to grow. Faith must be cultivated 
so that it grows and does even greater exploits for God 
(1 Thess. 3:10; 2 Thess. 1:3). Had the nine disciples 
been praying, disciplining themselves, and meditating 
on the Word, they would have been able to cast out the 
demon and rescue the boy. 

This entire scene illustrates what Jesus will do when 
He leaves the glory of heaven to come to this earth. He 
will defeat Satan and bind him for one thousand years 
(Rev. 20:1-G). 


The King in His Humility (17:22-27) 

For a second time, Jesus mentioned His death and res- 
urrection. The disciples were deeply grieved and were 
afraid to ask Him about it. In fact, His disciples did not 
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believe the reports of His resurrection because they had 
forgotten His promises (Mark 16:14). But the enemy 
remembered what He said (John 2:19) and acted 
accordingly (Matt. 27:62-66). 

What a paradox: a king too poverty-stricken to pay 
the annual temple tax of only a half-shekel! The unique 
characteristics of this miracle are worth noting. 

It is recorded only by Matthew. Matthew, a for- 
mer tax collector, wrote the gospel of the King, and 
this miracle affirms our Lord’s kingship. The kings of 
the earth do not take tribute from their own sons. 
Jesus affirmed Himself to be free from this tribute 
because He was the Son of the King, the Son of God. 
Yet, as the Son of God, He was too poor to pay even a 
half-shekel, and His disciples were as poor as He was. 
He exercised His kingship over nature to provide what 
was needed. 

God gave Adam and Eve dominion over nature, 
and this included the fish in the sea (Gen. 1:26; Ps. 
8:6-8). Man lost this dominion because of sin, so Peter 
was not able to command the fish and find the money. 
Jesus Christ exercised dominion over not only the fish, 
but also over the animals (Matt. 21:1—7) and the birds 
(Matt. 26:34, 74-75). What Adam lost because of his 
disobedience, Jesus Christ regained through His obedi- 
ence (Heb. 2:6). 

While today believers do not have complete domin- 
ion over nature, one day we shall reign with Christ and 
exercise dominion with Him. Meanwhile, God cares 
for His own and makes sure that all of nature is work- 
ing for those who trust and obey. 

It is the only miracle He performed to meet His 
own needs. Satan had tempted Christ to use His 
divine powers for Himself (Matt. 4:3-4), but He had 
refused. However, in this case, He did not use His 
power selfishly, for others were involved in this miracle. 
“Lest we cause them to stumble,” was our Lord’s expla- 
nation for the miracle. He did not want the people to 
be offended because He, being a Jew, did not support 
the temple ministry. While Jesus did not hesitate to 
break the man-made traditions of the Pharisees, He 
was careful to obey the law of God. 

As Christians, we must never use our freedom in 
Christ to hurt or destroy others. Technically, Jesus did 
not have to pay the tax, but for practical reasons, He 
paid it. He also included Peter so that their testimony 
would not be hurt. 

It is the only miracle using money. Since 
Matthew had been a tax collector, we would expect 
him to be interested in this miracle. This tax had its 
origin in the days of Moses (Ex. 30:11ff.). The original 
tax money was used to make the silver sockets on 
which the tabernacle poles were erected (Ex. 
38:25-27). Subsequent taxes were used to support the 
ministry of the tabernacle and then the temple. The 
money was to be a reminder to the Jews that they had 
been redeemed from Egyptian slavery. We have been 
redeemed by the precious blood of Christ (1 Peter 
1:18-19). 
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It is the only miracle using one fish. Jesus had 
multiplied the fish for Peter (Luke 5:1-11), and He 
would repeat that miracle (John 21:1ff.). But in this 
case, He used only one fish. When we consider the 
complexity of this miracle, it amazes us. First, someone 
had to lose a coin in the water. Then, a fish had to take 
that coin in its mouth and retain it. That same fish 
then had to bite on Peter's hook—with an impediment 
in its mouth—and be caught. You cannot explain all of 
this in a natural way. It is too complex for an accident, 
and too difficult for human management. 

It was performed for Peter. How the other disciples 
paid their taxes, we are not told. This was one of many 
miracles that Jesus performed for Peter. He healed Peter’s 
mother-in-law (Mark 1:29-34), helped Peter to catch 
fish (Luke 5:1-11), enabled him to walk on the water 
(Matt. 14:22-33), healed Malchus’ ear (Matt. 
26:47-56), and delivered Peter from prison (Acts 
12:1ff.). No wonder Peter wrote, “Casting all your care 
upon him, for he cares for you” (1 Peter 5:7). 

Jesus knew Peter’s need and was able to meet that 
need. Peter thought he had the problem solved when 
he entered the house. But before he could tell Jesus 
what to do, Jesus told 4im what to do! God the Father 
had interrupted Peter on the mountain (Matt. 17:5), 
and now God the Son interrupted him in the house. If 
only we would let Jesus give the directions, we would 
see Him meet our needs for His glory. 

It is the only miracle that does not have the 
results recorded. We would expect another verse that 
would read: “And Peter went to the sea, cast in a hook, 
and drew up a fish; and when he had opened its 
mouth, he found there a coin, and used it to pay the 
temple tax for himself and for Jesus.” But Matthew 
17:28 is not there. Then, how do we know that the 
miracle took place? Because Jesus said it would! “There 
hath not failed one word of all his good promise” (1 
Kings 8:56). 

We must commend Peter for his faith. The people 
at the seashore were accustomed to seeing Peter with a 
net in his hand, not a hook and line. But Peter had 
faith in God’s Word, and God honored that faith. If we 
trust the King, He will meet our needs as we obey His 


Word. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
Matthew 18 


THE KING’S REBUKE 


W hy do some of God’s children have such a diffi- 


cult time getting along with each other? A 
poem I heard states the problem perfectly: 


To live above, with saints we love 
Will certainly be glory. 

To live below, with saints we know— 
Well, that’s another story! 


With so much division and dissension among pro- 
fessing Christians these days, we desperately need what 
Matthew 18 has to teach. Jesus rebuked His disciples 
for their pride and desire for worldly greatness, and He 
taught them the three essentials for unity and harmony 
among God’s people. 


Humility (18:1-14) 

Someone has accurately defined humility as “that grace 
that, when you know you have it, you've lost it!” It has 
well been said, “True humility is not thinking meanly 
of oneself; it is simply not thinking of oneself at all.” 

The need for humility (v. 1). “Which one of us is 
the greatest?” was a repeated topic of discussion among 
the disciples, for we find it mentioned often in the 
gospel records. Recent events would have aggravated 
the problem, particularly with reference to Peter. After 
all, Peter had walked on the water, had been on the 
mountaintop with the Lord, and had even had his taxes 
paid by means of a miracle. 

The fact that Jesus had been sharing with the disci- 
ples the truth about His coming suffering and death 
did not affect them. They were thinking only of them- 
selves and what position they would have in His 
kingdom. So absorbed were the disciples in this matter 
that they actually argued with each other (Luke 9:46)! 

The selfishness and disunity of God’s people is a 
scandal to the Christian faith. What causes these prob- 
lems? Pride—thinking ourselves more important than 
we really are. It was pride that led man into sin at the 
beginning (Gen. 3:5). When Christians are living for 
themselves and not for others, then there is bound to 
be conflict and division (Phil. 2:1ff.). 

The example of humility (vv. 2-6, 10-14). The 
disciples waited breathlessly for Jesus to name the 
greatest man among them. But He bypassed them 
completely and called a little child into their midst. 
This child was the example of true greatness. 

True humility means knowing yourself, accepting 
yourself, and being yourself—your best self—to the 
glory of God. It means avoiding two extremes: thinking 
less of yourself than you ought to (as did Moses when 
God called him, Ex. 3: 1 1ff.), or thinking more of your- 
self than you ought to (Rom. 12:3). The truly humble 
person does not deny the gifts God has given him, but 
uses them to the glory of God. 

An unspoiled child has the characteristics that make 
for humility: trust (Matt. 18:6), dependence, the desire 
to make others happy, an absence of boasting or selfish 
desire to be greater than others. By nature, all of us are 
rebels who want to be celebrities instead of servants. It 
takes a great deal of teaching for us to learn the lessons 
of humility. 

The disciples wanted to know who was greatest in 
the kingdom. But Jesus warned them that, apart from 
humility, they could not even enter the kingdom! They 
had to be converted—turned around in their think- 
ing—or they would never make it. 

It seems that Jesus is, in these verses, blending two 
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concepts: the human child as an example of humility, 
and the child of God no matter what his age might be. 
As Christians, we must not only accept the little chil- 
dren for Jesus’ sake, but we must also receive all of 
God’s children and seek to minister to them (Rom. 
14:1ff.). It is a serious matter to cause a child to sin or 
to lead him astray. It is equally as serious to cause 
another believer to stumble because of our poor exam- 
ple (Rom. 14:13ff; 1 Cor. 8:9ff). True humility thinks 
of others, not of self. 

Jesus explained that we can have four different atti- 
tudes toward the children and, consequently, toward 
true humility. We can seek to become like the children 
(Matt. 18:3-4) in true humility, as to the Lord. Or, we 
can only receive them (Matt. 18:5) because Jesus told us 
to. If we are not careful, we will cause them to stumble 
(Matt. 18:6), and even end up despising them (Matt. 
18:10). 

It is a dangerous thing to look down on the chil- 
dren, because God values them highly. When we 
welcome a child (or a Christian believer), we welcome 
Christ (Matt. 18:5). The Father cares for them and the 
angels watch over them (Matt. 18:10). Like the good 
shepherd, God seeks the lost and saves them, and we 
must not cause them to perish. If the shepherd goes 
after an adult sheep, how much more important is it 
that he protect the lambs! 

In these days of child neglect and child abuse, we 
need to take Christ’s warning seriously. It is better to 
drown with a heavy millstone around one’s neck, than 
to abuse a child and face the judgment of God (Matt. 
18:6). 

The cost of humility (vv. 7-9). The truly humble 
person helps to build up others, not to tear them down. 
He is a stepping-stone, not a stumbling block. 
Therefore, anything that makes me stumble must be 
removed from my life, for if it is not, I cause others to 
stumble. Jesus had uttered similar words in the Sermon 
on the Mount (Matt. 5:29-30). Paul used the eye, 
hand, and foot to illustrate the mutual dependence of 
members of the body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:14-17). 

Humility begins with self-examination, and it con- 
tinues with self-denial. Jesus was not suggesting that we 
maim our bodies, for harming our physical bodies can 
never change the spiritual condition of our hearts. 
Rather, He was instructing us to perform “spiritual sur- 
gery” on ourselves, removing anything that causes us to 
stumble or that causes others to stumble. The humble 
person lives for Jesus first and others next—he puts 
himself last. He is happy to deprive himself even of 
good things, if it will make others happy. Perhaps the 
best commentary on this is Philippians 2:1-18. 


Honesty (18:15-20) 

We dont always practice humility. There are times 
when, deliberately or unconsciously, we offend others 
and hurt them. Even the Old Testament law recognized 
“sins of ignorance” (Num. 15:22), and David prayed to 
be delivered from “secret faults” (Ps. 19:12), meaning 
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“faults that are even hidden from my own eyes.” What 
should we do when another Christian has sinned 
against us or caused us to stumble? Our Lord gave sev- 
eral instructions. 

Keep the matter private. Approach the person 
who sinned and speak with him alone. It is possible 
that he does not even realize what he has done. Or, 
even if he did it deliberately, your own attitude of sub- 
mission and love will help him to repent and apologize. 
Above all else, go to him with the idea of winning your 
brother, not winning an argument. It is possible to win 
the argument and lose your brother. 

We must have a spirit of meekness and gentleness 
when we seek to restore a brother or sister (Gal. 6:1). 
We must not go about condemning the offender, or 
spreading gossip. We must lovingly seek to help him in 
the same way we would want him to help us if the sit- 
uation were reversed. The word restore in Galatians 6:1 
is a Greek medical word that means “to set a broken 
bone.” Think of the patience and tenderness that 
requires! 

Ask for help from others. If the offender refuses to 
make things right, then we may feel free to share the 
burden with one or two dependable believers. We 
should share the facts as we see them and ask the 
brethren for their prayerful counsel. After all, it may be 
that we are wrong. If the brethren feel the cause is right, 
then together we can go to the offender and try once 
again to win him. Not only can these men assist in 
prayer and persuasion, but they can be witnesses to the 
church of the truth of the conversation (Deut. 19:15; 
2 Cor. 13:1). 

When sin is not dealt with honestly, it always 
spreads. What was once a matter between two people 
has now grown to involve four or five people. No won- 
der Jesus and Paul both compared sin to leaven (yeast), 
because leaven spreads. 

Ask the church for help. Remember, our goal is not 
the winning of a case but the winning of a brother. The 
word gained in Matthew 18:15 is used in 1 Corinthians 
9:19-22 to refer to winning the lost, but it is also impor- 
tant to win the saved. This is our Lord’s second mention 
of the church (see Matt. 16:18), and here it has the 
meaning of a local assembly of believers. Our Lord’s dis- 
ciples were raised in the Jewish synagogue, so they were 
familiar with congregational discipline. 

What started as a private problem between two 
people is now out in the open for the whole church to 
see. Church discipline is a neglected ministry these 
days, yet it is taught here and in the Epistles (see 1 Cor. 
5; 2 Thess. 3:6-16; 2 Tim. 2:23—26; Titus 3:10). Just 
as children in the home need discipline, so God’s chil- 
dren in the church need discipline. If by the time the 
matter comes to the whole church, the offender has not 
yet changed his mind and repented, then he must be 
disciplined. He cannot be treated as a spiritual brother, 
for he has forfeited that position. He can only be 
treated as one outside the church, not hated, but not 


held in close fellowship. 
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Keep the local church spiritual (vv. 18-20). It is 
important that the local assembly be at its best spiritu- 
ally before it seeks to discipline a member. When a 
church disciplines a member, it is actually examining 
itself and disciplining itself. This is why our Lord 
added these words about authority, prayer, and fellow- 
ship. We cannot discipline others if we ourselves are 
not disciplined. Whatever we loose (permit) in the 
assembly must first have been permitted by God (see 
the comments on Matt. 16:19). 

The church must be under the authority of God’s 
Word. Church discipline does not refer to a group of 
Christian policemen throwing their weight around. 
Rather, it means God exercising His authority in and 
through a local body, to restore one of His erring 
children. 

Not only must there be the authority of the Word, 
but there must also be prayer (Matt. 18:19). The word 
agree in the Greek gives us our English word symphony” 
The church must agree in prayer as it seeks to discipline 
the erring member. It is through prayer and the Word 
that we ascertain the will of the Father in the matter. 

Finally, there must be fellowship (Matt. 18:20). 
The local church must be a worshipping community, 
recognizing the presence of the Lord in their midst. 
The Holy Spirit of God can convict both the offender 
and the church, and He can even judge sin in the midst 
(Acts 5). 

There is a desperate need for honesty in the church 
today. “Speaking the truth in love” is God’s standard 
(Eph. 4:15). If we practice love without truth, it is 
hypocrisy. But if we try to have truth without love, it 
may be brutality. Jesus always taught the truth in love. 
If the truth hurts, it is because “Faithful are the wounds 
of a friend” (Prov. 27:6). 

But keep in mind that humility must come before 
honesty. A proud Christian cannot speak the truth in 
love. He will use a brother’s faults as a weapon to fight 
with and not as a tool to build with. The result will be 
only greater disharmony and disagreement. 

The first internal problem of the New Testament 
church was dishonesty (Acts 5). Ananias and Sapphira 
tried to make the church members believe that they 
were more spiritual than they really were. They lied to 
themselves in thinking they could get away with the 
masquerade; they lied to their fellow Christians and the 
church leaders; and they tried to lie to the Holy Spirit. 
The result was judgment and death. God may not kill 
every hypocrite in the church today, but hypocrisy cer- 
tainly helps to kill the church. 

The second internal problem (Acts 6) had to do with 
people being neglected. The members and leaders faced 
this problem with truth and love, and the result was bless- 
ing. It takes both truth and love, and both must be used 
with humility. 


Forgiveness (18:21-35) 
When we start living in an atmosphere of humility 
and honesty, we must take some risks and expect some 


dangers. Unless humility and honesty result in forgive- 
ness, relationships cannot be mended and strengthened. 
Peter recognized the risks involved and asked Jesus how 
he should handle them in the future. 

But Peter made some serious mistakes. To begin 
with, he lacked humility himself. He was sure his 
brother would sin against him, but not he against his 
brother! Peter’s second mistake was in asking for limits 
and measures. Where there is love, there can be no lim- 
its or dimensions (Eph. 3:17—19). Peter thought he was 
showing great faith and love when he offered to forgive 
at least seven times. After all, the rabbis taught that 
three times was sufficient. 

Our Lord’s reply, “Until seventy times seven” 
(490 times) must have startled Peter. Who could 
keep count for that many offenses? But that was 
exactly the point Jesus was making: Love “keeps no 
record of wrongs” (1 Cor. 13:5 nv). By the time we 
have forgiven a brother that many times, we are in 
the habit of forgiving. 

But Jesus was not advising careless or shallow for- 
giveness. Christian love is not blind (Phil. 1:9-10). The 
forgiveness Christ requires is on the basis of the 
instructions He gave in Matthew 18:15-20. If a 
brother is guilty of a repeated sin, no doubt he would 
find strength and power to conquer that sin through 
the encouragement of his loving and forgiving 
brethren. If we condemn a brother, we bring out the 
worst in him. But if we create an atmosphere of love 
and forgiveness, we can help God bring out the best in 
him. 

The parable illustrates the power of forgiveness. It is 
important to note that this parable is not about salva- 
tion, for salvation is wholly of grace and is 
unconditionally given. To make God’s forgiveness a 
temporary thing is to violate the very truth of Scripture 
(Rom. 5:8; Eph. 2:8-9; Titus 3:3-7). The parable deals 
with forgiveness between brothers, not between lost sin- 
ners and God. The emphasis in this chapter is on 
brother forgiving brother (Matt. 18:15, 21). 

The main character in this parable went through 
three stages in his experience of forgiveness. 

He was a debtor (vv. 23-27). This man had been 
stealing funds from the king and, when the books were 
audited, his crime was discovered. The total tax levy in 
Palestine was about 800 talents a year, so you can see 
how dishonest this man was. In terms of today’s buy- 
ing power, this was probably equivalent to over $10 
million. 

But this man actually thought he could get out of 
the debt. He told the king that, given enough time, he 
could pay it back. We detect two sins here: pride and a 
lack of sincere repentance. The man was not ashamed 
because he stole the money; he was ashamed because he 
got caught. And he actually thought he was big enough 
to earn the money to repay the king’s account. In the 
economy of that day, a man would have had to work 
twenty years to earn one talent. 

His case was hopeless, except for one thing: The 
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king was a man of compassion. He assumed the loss 
and forgave the servant. This meant that the man was 
free and that he and his family would not be thrown 
into a debtor's prison. The servant did not deserve this 
forgiveness; it was purely an act of love and mercy on 
the part of the master. 

He was a creditor (v. 28—30). The servant left the 
presence of the king and went and found a fellow ser- 
vant who owed him one hundred pence. The average 
worker earned one penny a day, so this debt was 
insignificant compared to what the servant had owed 
the king. Instead of sharing with his friend the joy of 
his own release, the servant mistreated his friend and 
demanded that he pay the debt. The debtor used the 
same approach as the servant: “Have patience with me 
and I will pay you all of it!” But the unjust servant was 
unwilling to grant to others what he wanted others to 
grant to him. 

Perhaps he had the /ega/ right to throw the man in 
prison, but he did not have the moral right. He had 
been forgiven himself—should he not forgive his fel- 
low servant? He and his family had been spared the 
shame and suffering of prison. Should he not spare his 
friend? 

He became a prisoner (vv. 31-34). The king orig- 
inally delivered him from prison, but the servant put 
himself back in. The servant exercised justice and cast 
his friend into prison. “So you want to live by justice?” 
asked the king. “Then you shall have justice! Throw the 
wicked servant in prison and torment him! I will do to 
him as he has done to others.” (There is no suggestion 
that the entire family was sentenced. After all, it was 
the father who abused the other servant and ignored 
the king’s kindness.) 

The world’s worst prison is the prison of an unfor- 
giving heart. If we refuse to forgive others, then we are 
only imprisoning ourselves and causing our own tor- 
ment. Some of the most miserable people I have met in 
my ministry have been people who would not forgive 
others. They lived only to imagine ways to punish these 
people who had wronged them. But they were really 
only punishing themselves. 

What was wrong with this man? The same thing 
that is wrong with many professing Christians: They 
have received forgiveness, but they have not really expe- 
rienced forgiveness deep in their hearts. Therefore, they 
are unable to share forgiveness with those who have 
wronged them. If we live only according to justice, 
always seeking to get what is ours, we will put ourselves 
into prison. But if we live according to forgiveness, 
sharing with others what God has shared with us, then 
we will enjoy freedom and joy. Peter asked for a just 
measuring rod; Jesus told him to practice forgiveness 
and forget the measuring rod. 

Our Lord’s warning is serious. He did not say that 
God saves only those who forgive others. The theme of 
this parable is forgiveness between brothers, not salva- 
tion for lost sinners. Jesus warned us that God cannot 
forgive us if we do not have humble and repentant hearts. 
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We reveal the true condition of our hearts by the way 
we treat others. When our hearts are humble and 
repentant, we will gladly forgive our brothers. But 
where there is pride and a desire for revenge, there can 
be no true repentance, and this means God cannot for- 
give. 

In other words, it is not enough to receive God’s for- 
giveness, or even the forgiveness of others. We must 
experience that forgiveness in our hearts so that it hum- 
bles us and makes us gentle and forgiving toward 
others. The servant in the parable did not have a deep 
experience of forgiveness and humility. He was simply 
glad to be ‘off the hook.” He had never really repented. 

“And be ye kind one to another, tenderhearted, for- 
giving one another, even as God for Christ’s sake hath 
forgiven you” (Eph. 4:32). “Forbearing one another, 
and forgiving one another, if any man have a quarrel 
against any: even as Christ forgave you, so also do ye” 


(Col. 3:13). 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
Matthew 19:1-15 


THE KING’S INSTRUCTIONS 


he King’s “retirement” from the crowds was about 
IÈ come to an end. But the attacks of the enemy 

would grow more intense, culminating in His 
arrest and crucifixion. The religious leaders had already 
tried to ensnare Him with questions about the Sabbath 
and signs, and they had failed. They tried again, this 
time with a most controversial issue—divorce. 

This subject is both important and controversial 
today. The divorce rate continues to climb (at this writ- 
ing, one divorce for every 1.8 marriages), and divorce 
has invaded even the homes of Christian leaders. 
Someone has commented that couples “are married for 
better or for worse, but not for long.” We need to 
examine again what Jesus taught about this subject. He 
explained four different laws relating to marriage and 
divorce. 


The Original Creation Law (19:3-6) 

Instead of going back to Deuteronomy, Jesus went 
back to Genesis. What God did when He established 
the first marriage teaches us positively what He had in 
mind for a man and a woman. If we build a marriage 
after God’s ideal pattern, we will not have to worry 
about divorce laws. 

The reasons for marriage. The only thing that was 
not “good” about creation was the fact that the man 
was alone (Gen. 2:18). The woman was created to meet 
this need. Adam could not find fellowship with the 
animals. He needed a companion who was equal to 
him and with whom he could find fulfillment. God’s 
answer to this need was Eve. 

Marriage makes possible the continuation of the 
race. “Be fruitful, and multiply” was God’s mandate 
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to the first married couple (Gen. 1:28). From the 
beginning it was God’s command that sex be prac- 
ticed in the commitment of marriage. Outside of 
marriage, sex becomes a destructive force; but within 
the loving commitment of marriage, sex can be cre- 
ative and constructive. 

Marriage is one way to avoid sexual sins (1 Cor. 
7:1-6). Of course, a man should not marry simply to 
legalize lust! If he is lustful outside of marriage, he will 
no doubt be lustful after he is married. He should not 
think that getting married will solve all of his personal 
problems with lust. But marriage is God’s appointed 
way for a man and a woman to share the physical joys 
of sex. 

Paul used marriage as an illustration of the intimate 
relationship between Christ and the church (Eph. 
5:22-23). Just as Eve was taken from the side of Adam 
(Gen. 2:21), so the church was born from the suffering 
and death of Christ on the cross. Christ loves His 
church, nourishes it with His Word, cleanses it, and 
cares for it. Christ’s relationship to His church is the 
example for all husbands to follow. 

The characteristics of marriage. By going back to 
the original Edenic law, Jesus reminded His listeners of 
the true characteristics of marriage. If we remember 
these characteristics, we will better know how to build 
a happy and enduring marriage. 

It is a divinely appointed union. God established 
marriage, and therefore only God can control its char- 
acter and laws. No court of law can change what God 
has established. 

It is a physical union. The man and woman become 
“one flesh.” While it is important that a husband and 
wife be of one mind and heart, the basic union in mar- 
riage is physical. If a man and woman became “one 
spirit” in marriage, then death would not dissolve the 
marriage, for the spirit never dies. Even if a man and 
woman disagree, are “incompatible,” and cannot get 
along, they are still married, for the union is a physical 
one. 

It is a permanent union. God's original design was 
that one man and one woman spend one life together. 
God’s original law knows nothing of “trial marriages.” 
God’s law requires that the husband and wife enter into 
marriage without reservations. 

It is a union between one man and one woman. God 
did not create two men and one woman, two women 
and one man, two men, or two women. “Group mar- 
riages,” “gay marriages,” and other variations are 
contrary to the will of God, no matter what some psy- 
chologists and jurists may say. 


The Seventh Commandment (5:27-30) 
While Jesus did not refer to the seventh commandment 
in this discussion, He did quote it in the Sermon on 
the Mount (Matt. 5:27—32). Lets examine what He 
said. 

Jesus and the New Testament writers affirm the 
authority of “Thou shalt not commit adultery” (Ex. 


20:14). While the word fornication seems to cover 
many kinds of sexual sins (see Mark 7:21; Rom. 1:29; 
1 Cor. 6:13), adultery involves only married people. 
When a married person has intercourse with someone 
other than his or her mate, that is adultery. God has 
declared that it is wrong and it is sin. There are numer- 
ous warnings in the New Testament against sexual sins, 
including adultery (Acts 15:20; 1 Cor. 6:15-18; Gal. 
5:19ff; Eph. 4:17ff.; 5:3-12; Col. 3:5; 1 Thess. 4:3-7; 
Heb. 13:4). 

This commandment affirms the sanctity of sex. 
God created it, God protects it, and God punishes 
when His law is violated. Nine of the Ten 
Commandments are repeated in the New Testament 
for us to heed. (The Sabbath commandment was given 
only to Israel and does not apply to the church today.) 
We must not think that because we are “under grace” 
we can flaunt God’s law and get away with it. 
“Fornicators and adulterers God will judge” (Heb. 13:4 
NASB). 

However, Jesus went much deeper in His discussion 
of adultery. He showed that this can be a sin of the 
heart as well as a sin of the body. It is not enough sim- 
ply to control the body; we must also control the inner 
thoughts and desires. To look at a woman for the pur- 
pose of lusting after her is to commit adultery in the 
heart. This does not mean that we cannot admire a 
beautiful person or picture, for it is possible to do that 
and not sin. It is when we look with the intention of sat- 
isfying lustful desires that we commit adultery in the 
heart. 

A sanctified sex life begins with the inner desires. 
Jesus singled out the eye and the hand, because seeing 
and feeling are usually the first steps toward sexual sin. 
Of course, He did not command us to perform physi- 
cal surgery, since He was clearly dealing with the inner 
desires. He commanded us to deal drastically with sin, 
to remove from our lives anything that would pamper 
our wrong desires. We must “hunger and thirst after 
righteousness.” 

Jesus did not alter the original Edenic law of mar- 
riage, nor did He annul the seventh commandment 
What He taught was based solidly on God’s creation 
and God’s moral law. 


The Mosaic Law of Divorce (19:7-8) 

Like many people who “argue religion,” these Pharisees 
were not interested in discovering truth. They were 
interested only in defending themselves and what they 
believed. This was why they asked about the Jewish law 
of divorce recorded in Deuteronomy 24:1—4. 

I suggest you read this important passage in the 
New American Standard Bible to distinguish the tenses 
of the verbs. This translation makes it clear that Moses 
gave only one commandment: The divorced wife could 
not return to her first husband if she was put away by 
a second husband. Moses did not command divorce; he 
permitted it. He commanded that the husband give his 
ex-wife a legal bill of divorcement. But the wife could 
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not return to her first husband after being remarried 
and divorced. 

What a wise law this was. To begin with, the hus- 
band would think twice before hastily putting away his 
wife, since he could not get her back again. 
Furthermore, it would have taken time to find a scribe 
(not everyone could write legal documents), and dur- 
ing that time the two estranged people might have 
been reconciled. The Pharisees were interpreting 
Moses’ law as though it were a commandment. Jesus 
made it clear that Moses was only giving permission for 
divorce. 

But what did Moses mean by “some uncleanness in 
her”? The Hebrew means “some matter of nakedness,” 
but this need not refer to sexual sin. That phrase is the 
equivalent of “some shameful thing” (see Gen. 2:25; 
3:7, 10). It is the interpretation of this phrase that 
divided the two schools of Rabbi Hillel and Rabbi 
Shammai, famous first-century Jewish scholars. Hillel 
took a very lax view and said that the husband could 
divorce his wife for almost any reason, while Shammai 
took the stricter view and said Moses was speaking only 
about sexual sin. No matter which side Jesus took, He 
would surely offend somebody. 

There were several laws of marriage given to the 
Jews, and we must examine them in order to get some 
perspective. For example, if a man married a woman 
and discovered that she was not a virgin, he could 
expose her sin and have her stoned (Deut. 22:13-21). 
Of course, he had to have proof, and if he did not, he 
was fined and had to live with the woman all of his life. 
This law was as much a protection to the woman as to 
the man. 

Ifa man suspected his wife of unfaithfulness, he fol- 
lowed the procedure outlined in Numbers 5:11ff We 
cannot follow that procedure today (which certainly 
included elements of divine judgment) since there is no 
priesthood or tabernacle. 

Remember that the law of Moses demanded the 
death penalty for those who committed adultery (Lev. 
20:10; Deut. 22:22). Our Lord’s enemies appealed to 
this law when they tried to trap Him (John 8:1). While 
we have no record in the Old Testament that anyone 
was stoned for committing adultery, this was the divine 
law. The experience of Joseph (Matt. 1:18-25) indi- 
cates that the Jews used divorce rather than stoning in 
dealing with an adulterous wife. 

Why did God command that the adulterer or adul- 
teress be stoned to death? Certainly as an example to 
warn the people, for adultery undermines the very fab- 
ric of society and the home. There must be 
commitment in marriage, and faithfulness to each 
other and to God, if there is to be stability in society 
and in the church. God had to preserve Israel because 
the promised Savior would come through that nation. 
God opposed divorce in Israel because it weakened the 
nation and threatened the birth of the Messiah (see 
Mal. 2:10—16). 

But there was another reason for capital punishment: 
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This left the other party free to marry again. Death 
breaks the marriage bond, since marriage is a physical 
union (Rom. 7:1-3). It was important that families be 
continued in Israel that they might protect their inheri- 
tance (Num. 36). 

We must note one final fact before leaving this sec- 
tion: The divorce that Moses permitted in 
Deuteronomy 24 actually severed the original marriage 
relationship. God permitted the woman to marry again, 
and her second marriage was not considered adulter- 
ous. The second man she married was called a 
“husband” and not an adulterer. This explains how the 
woman of Samaria could have had five husbands, and 
yet be living with a man not her husband (John 
4:16-18). Apparently all five of those marriages had 
been legal and scriptural. 

This means that scriptural divorce does sever the 
marriage relationship. Man cannot break this relation- 
ship by his laws, but God can break it. The same God 
who gives the laws that join people together can also 
give laws to put them asunder. God can do it, but man 
cannot. 

Finally, Jesus made it clear that this Mosaic law of 
divorce was a concession on God’s part. God’s original 
law of marriage left no room for divorce, but that law 
was laid down before man had sinned. Rather than 
have two people living together in constant conflict, 
with one or both of them seeking fulfillment elsewhere 
and thus commit sin, God permitted divorce. This 
divorce included the right to remarriage. The Pharisees 
did not ask about remarriage, for this was no problem. 
They accepted the fact that the parties would seek 
other mates, and this was allowed by Moses. 


Our Lord’s Law of Marriage (19:9-12; 5:31-32) 
When Jesus said “And I say unto you,” He was claim- 
ing to be God, for only God can establish or alter the 
laws of marriage. He declared that marriage was a 
permanent union that could only be broken by sexual 
sin. The word fornication in the New Testament covers 
many kinds of sexual sins. The definition of fornication 
as “sexual sin between two unmarried persons” would 
not apply here, for Jesus was talking about married per- 
sons. Are we to believe that the 23,000 men who 
committed fornication under the enticement of 
Baalam (Num. 25) were all unmarried men? Was the 
admonition of Acts 15:20, 29 sent only to single 
church members? 

Marriage is a permanent physical union that can be 
broken only by a physical cause: death or sexual sin. (I 
would take it that homosexuality and bestiality would 
qualify.) Man cannot break the union, but God can. 
Under the Old Testament law, the sinner was stoned to 
death. But the church today does not bear the sword 
(Rom. 13:1-4). Were adultery and fornication more 
serious under the law than the same sins are today? Of 
course not! If anything, such sins are even worse today 
in the light of the full revelation of God’s grace and 
holiness that we now have in Jesus Christ. 
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The conclusion seems to be that divorce in the New 
Testament is the equivalent of death in the Old 
Testament: It permitted the innocent party freedom to 
remarry. 

Notice that our Lord’s new law of marriage and 
divorce was based on the three previous laws. From the 
Edenic law He took the principle that marriage was a 
physical union that could only be broken by a physi- 
cal cause, and that only God could permit the 
breaking of the union. From the seventh command- 
ment He took the principle that sexual sin did indeed 
break the marriage union. From the Mosaic law of 
divorce He took the principle that God could ordain 
divorce and effectively break the marriage union, and 
that the freed party could remarry and not be guilty of 
adultery. 

Our Lord’s teaching is that there is only one scriptural 
basis for divorce, and that is sexual sin (fornication). If 
two people are divorced on any other basis, and marry 
other mates, they are committing adultery. 

Jesus did not teach that the offended mate had to 
get a divorce. Certainly there can be forgiveness, 
patient healing, and a restoration of the broken rela- 
tionship. This would be the Christian approach to the 
problem. But, sad to say, because of the hardness of our 
hearts, it is sometimes impossible to heal the wounds 
and save the marriage. Divorce is the final option, not 
the first option. 

Happy marriages are not accidents. They are the 
result of commitment, love, mutual understanding, 
sacrifice, and hard work. If a husband and wife are ful- 
filling their marriage vows, they will enjoy a growing 
relationship that will satisfy them and keep them true 
to each other. Except for the possibility of sudden 
temptation, no husband or wife would think of a rela- 
tionship with another person, so long as their 
relationship at home is growing and satisfying. And the 
pure love of a husband or wife is a great protection 
against even sudden temptation. 

The disciples’ response to Christ’s teaching showed 
that they disagreed with Him. “If there is no way to get 
out of a bad marriage, then you are better off staying 
single!” was their argument. Jesus did not want them to 
consider divorce as an “out” because then they would 
not have a serious attitude toward marriage. 

In Matthew 19:12, Jesus made it clear that each 
man (and woman) must consider God’s will concern- 
ing marriage. Some people should not get married 
because of physical or emotional problems from birth. 
Others should not get married because of their respon- 
sibilities in society; they have been “made eunuchs by 
man.” An only child who must care for aged parents 
might be an example of this category. Some, like the 
apostle Paul, stay single that they might better serve the 
Lord (1 Cor. 7:7). 

It is fitting that our Lord’s teaching about marriage 
should be followed by His blessing of the children, for 
children are the happy heritage of those who are mar- 
ried. Jesus did not look on the children as a curse or a 


burden. “Two shall become one flesh” is fulfilled in the 
birth of children, and the love of the parents is deep- 
ened and matured as it is shared with others in the 
home. 

The parents brought the children to Jesus that He 
might bless them. There is no thought here of baptism 
or even of salvation. Children who have not reached 
the age of accountability (Isa. 7:16) are surely covered 
by the death of Christ (Rom. 5:17—21). Children are 
born sinners (Ps. 51:5), but if they die before they are 
accountable, they are regenerated and taken to heaven 
(2 Sam. 12:23; Ps. 23:6). 

The children were certainly privileged to have Jesus 
take them in His arms and pray for them. Our practice 
of baby dedication today seeks to follow this example. 
How happy those children are whose parents are mar- 
ried in the will of God, and who are seeking to obey 
God, and who bring them to Jesus for His blessing. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
Matthew 19:16—20:34 


THE KING’S DEMANDS 


e cannot follow the King without paying a 
W: After all, He went to the cross for us! 

Have we the right to escape sacrifice and suffer- 
ing? In this section, our Lord explains the rightful 
demands that He makes on those who want to trust 
Him and be His disciples. 


We Must Love Christ Supremely (19:16-26) 

Fach of the first three Gospels records this event. 
When we combine the facts, we learn that this man 
was rich, young, and a ruler—probably the ruler of a 
synagogue. We can certainly commend this young 
man for coming publicly to Christ and asking about 
external matters. He seemed to have no ulterior 
motive and was willing to listen and learn. Sadly, he 
made the wrong decision. 

The event seems to develop around several impor- 
tant questions. 

“What good thing shall I do, that I may have 
eternal life?” (vv. 16-17). The man was obviously sin- 
cere, though his approach to salvation was centered on 
works and not faith. But this was to be expected among 
the Jews of that day. However, in spite of his position 
in society, his morality, and his religion, he felt a defi- 
nite need for something more. 

But our Lord’s reply did not focus on salvation. He 
forced the young man to think seriously about the 
word good that he had used in addressing Jesus. “Only 
God is good,” Jesus said. “Do you believe that I am 
good and therefore that I am God?” If Jesus is only one 
of many religious teachers in history, then His words 
carry no more weight than the pronouncements of any 
other religious leader. But if Jesus is good, then He is 
God, and we had better heed what He says. 


Matthew 19—20 


Why did Jesus bring up the commandments? Did 
He actually teach that people receive eternal life by 
obeying God’s law? If anyone could keep the com- 
mandments, he certainly would enter into life. But no 
one can keep God’s law perfectly. “Therefore by the 
deeds of the law there shall no flesh be justified in his 
sight: for by the law is the knowledge of sin” (Rom. 
3:20). Jesus did not introduce the law to show the 
young man how to be saved, but to show him that Ae 
needed to be saved. The law is a mirror that reveals what 
we are (James 1:22ff.). 

“Which commandments?” (vv. 18—19). Was the 
young man being evasive? I don’t think so. But he was 
making a mistake, for one part of God’s law cannot be 
separated from another part. To classify God’s laws into 
“lesser” and “greater” is to miss the whole purpose of 
the law. “For whosoever shall keep the whole law, and 
yet offend in one point, he is guilty of all” (James 
2:10). The law represents the authority of God, and to 
disobey what we may think is a minor law is still to 
rebel against His authority. 

Of course, the young man thought only of external 
obedience. He forgot about the attitudes of the heart. 
Jesus had taught in the Sermon on the Mount that 
hatred was the moral equivalent of murder, and that 
lust was the equivalent of adultery. We rejoice that this 
young man had such good manners and morals. But 
we regret that he did not see his sin, repent, and trust 
Christ. 

The one commandment that especially applied 
to him, Jesus did not quote: “Thou shalt not covet” 
(Ex. 20:17). The young man should have pondered 
all of the commandments and not just the ones that 
Jesus quoted. Was he looking for easy discipleship? 
Was he being dishonest with himself? I believe that 
his testimony was sincere, as far as he knew. But he 
did not permit the light of the Word to penetrate 
deeply enough. Jesus felt a sudden love for this 
young man (Mark 10:21), so He continued to try to 
help him. 

“What lack I yet?” (vv. 20-22). Nowhere in the 
Bible are we taught that a sinner is saved by selling his 
goods and giving the money away. Jesus never told 
Nicodemus to do this, or any other sinner whose story 
is recorded in the Gospels. Jesus knew that this man 
was covetous; he loved material wealth. By asking him 
to sell his goods, Jesus was forcing him to examine his 
own heart and determine his priorities. With all of his 
commendable qualities, the young man still did not 
truly love God with all of his heart. Possessions were 
his god. He was unable to obey the command, “Go and 
sell ... come and follow.” 

The young man went away grieved, but he could 
have gone away in great joy and peace. We cannot love 
and serve two masters (Matt. 6:24ff.). We can be sure 
that, apart from Christ, even the material possessions 
of life give no lasting joy or pleasure. It is good to have 
the things money can buy provided we do not lose the 
things that money cannot buy. Unless this rich ruler 
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eventually turned to Christ, he died without salvation, 
one of the “richest” men in the cemetery. 

“Who then can be saved?” (vv. 23-26). The 
Jewish people of that day believed that riches were an 
evidence of God’s blessing. They based this on the 
promises God gave the Jewish nation at the beginning 
of their history. It is true that God did promise mate- 
rial blessing if they obeyed, and material loss if they 
disobeyed (see Deut. 26—28). But in the infancy of 
the race, the only way God could teach them was 
through rewards and punishments. We teach young 
children in the same manner. 

However, the highest kind of obedience is not based 
on a desire for reward or the fear of punishment. It is 
motivated by love. In His life and His teaching, Jesus 
tried to show the people that the inner spiritual bless- 
ings are far more important than the material gains. 
God sees the heart, and God wants to build character. 
Salvation is the gift of God in response to man’s faith. 
Material riches are not a guarantee that God is pleased 
with a man. 

The disciples, being good Jews, were amazed at the 
Lord’s statement about riches. Their question reflected 
their theology: “If a rich man cannot be saved, what 
hope is there for the rest of us?” Of course, Jesus did 
not say that the possessing of wealth kept a man from 
the kingdom. Some manuscripts of Mark 10:24 read, 
“How hard it is for those who trust in riches to enter 
the kingdom of God.” This is certainly the import of 
our Lord’s teaching. Abraham was a very wealthy man, 
yet he was a man of great faith. It is good to possess 
wealth if wealth does not possess you. 

We cannot follow the King and live for worldly 
wealth. We cannot serve God and money. The love of 
money is the root of all kinds of evil (1 Tim. 6:6-10). 
Jesus Christ demands of all who will follow Him that 
they love Him supremely. 


We Must Obey Him Unreservedly (19:27—20:16) 
Peter was quick to see the contrast between the wealthy 
ruler and poor disciples. “We have forsaken all, and fol- 
lowed thee; what shall we have therefore?” Jesus gave 
them a marvelous promise of rewards in this life and in 
the next. They would even share thrones when He 
established His kingdom. Whatever good things they 
had forsaken for His sake would be returned to them a 
hundredfold. In other words, they were not making 
sacrifices—they were making investments. But not all 
of the dividends would be received in this life. 

However, Jesus detected in Peter’s question the pos- 
sibility of a wrong motive for service. This was why He 
added the warning that some who were first in their 
own eyes would be last in the judgment, and some who 
were last would end up first. This truth was amplified 
in the parable of the workers in the vineyard. 

This parable has nothing to do with salvation. The 
penny (a day’s wages in that time) does not represent 
salvation, for nobody works for his salvation. Nor is the 
parable talking about rewards, for we are not all going 


60 


to receive the same reward. “And every man shall 
receive his own reward according to his own labor” (1 
Cor. 3:8). 

The parable is emphasizing a right attitude in serv- 
ice. It is important to note that there were actually two 
kinds of workers hired that day: those who wanted a 
contract and agreed to work for a penny a day, and 
those who had no contract and agreed to take whatever 
the owner thought was right. The first laborers that he 
hired insisted on a contract. 

This explains why the householder paid the work- 
ers as he did: He wanted those who were hired first 
(who insisted on a contract) to see how much he paid 
the workers who were hired later. It was one way the 
owner could show those workers how really generous 
he was. 

Put yourself in the place of those workers who were 
hired first but paid last. They each expected to get a 
penny, because that was what they agreed to accept. 
But imagine their surprise when they saw the laborers 
who were hired /ast each receiving a penny! This meant 
their own wages should have been twelve pennies each! 

But the three o'clock workers also received a 
penny—for only three hours of work. The men last in 
line quickly recalculated their wages: four pennies for 
the day’s work. When the men hired at noon also were 
paid a penny, this cut the salary of the contract work- 
ers considerably, for now they would earn only two 
pennies. 

But the owner gave them one penny each. Of 
course, they complained! But they had no argument, 
because they had agreed to work for a penny. They 
received what they asked for. Had they trusted the 
goodness of the owner, they would have received far 
more. But they insisted on a contract. 

The lesson for Christ’s disciples is obvious. We 
should not serve Him because we want to receive an 
expected reward, and we should not insist on knowing 
what we will get. God is infinitely generous and gra- 
cious and will always give us better than we deserve. 

Now we can understand the perils that were hidden 
in Peter’s question in Matthew 19:27. For one thing, 
we must not “suppose” (Matt. 20:10) that we will get 
something more if we really do not deserve it. It is pos- 
sible to do the Father’s work and yet not do His will 
from the heart (Eph. 6:6). If we serve Him only for the 
benefits (temporal and eternal), then we will miss the 
best blessings He has for us. We must trust Him unre- 
servedly and believe that He will always give what is 
best. 

There is the danger of pride. “What shall we have?” 
asked Peter. This parable warned him, “How do you 
know you will have anything?” Beware of overconfi- 
dence when it comes to the rewards God will give, for 
those first in their own eyes (and in the eyes of others) 
may end up last! Likewise, do not get discouraged, for 
those who consider themselves “unprofitable servants” 
may end up first. 

Beware of the danger of watching other workers 


and measuring yourself by them. “Judge nothing 
before the time,” Paul warns in 1 Corinthians 4:5. We 
see the worker and the work, but God sees the heart. 

Finally, we must beware of criticizing God and 
feeling that we have been left out. Had the early morn- 
ing workers trusted the owner and not asked for an 
agreement, the owner would have given them much 
more. He was generous, but they would not trust him. 
They did not rejoice that others received more; 
instead, they were jealous and complained. The good- 
ness of the owner did not lead them to repentance 
(Rom. 2:4). It revealed the true character of their 
hearts: They were selfish! Whenever we find a com- 
plaining servant, we know he has not fully yielded to 
the master’s will. 


We Must Glorify Him Completely (20:17-34) 

For the third time, Jesus announced His arrest, cruci- 
fixion, and resurrection (see Matt. 16:21; 17:22). In 
the previous announcements, He had not specified 
how He would die. But now He clearly mentioned the 
cross. He also clearly mentioned His resurrection, but 
the message did not penetrate the disciples’ hearts. 

In contrast to this announcement of suffering and 
death, we have the request of James and John and their 
mother, Salome. Jesus spoke about a cross, but they were 
interested in a crown. They wanted reserved seats on spe- 
cial thrones! We get the impression that the mother, 
Salome, was the real inspiration behind this request, and 
that she was interested in promoting her sons. 

Before we criticize what they did, let’s notice some 
commendable features in this event. For one thing, 
they did believe in prayer, and they dared to believe the 
promise Jesus had given about sitting on thrones 
(Matt. 19:28). The word regeneration in that verse 
means “new birth,” and refers to the new world over 
which Jesus and His followers will reign when He 
returns to earth. It must have taken faith on their part 
to believe He would establish these thrones, because 
He had just told them that He was going to die. 

But there were several things wrong with their 
request. To begin with, it was born in ignorance. “Ye 
know not what ye ask,” Jesus replied. Little did Salome 
realize that the path to the throne is a difficult one. 
James was the first of the disciples to be martyred, and 
John had to endure hard days on the Isle of Patmos. 
These three believers wanted their will, not God’s will, 
and they wanted it their way. 

Another factor was their lack of heavenly direction. 
They were thinking like the world: James and John 
wanted to “lord it over” the other disciples the way the 
unsaved Gentile rulers lorded it over their subjects. 
Their request was fleshly (sensual), because they were 
selfishly asking for glory for themselves, not for the 
Lord. No doubt they felt relieved that they had gotten 
to Jesus with this request before Peter did! 

Finally, the request was not only of the world and 
the flesh, but it was of the devil. It was motivated by 
pride. Satan had sought a throne (Isa. 14:12-15) and 
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had been cast down. Satan had offered Jesus a throne 
and had been refused (Matt. 4:8-11). Satan magnifies 
the end (a throne) but not the means to that end. Jesus 
warned Salome and her sons that the special thrones 
were available to those who were worthy of them. 
There are no shortcuts in the kingdom of God. 

The result of this request was “indignation” on the 
part of the other disciples—probably because they had 
not thought of it first! The wisdom from above always 
leads to peace; the wisdom of this world leads to war 
(James 3:13—4:3). Selfishness will only result in dis- 
sension and division. 

This disagreement gave Jesus the opportunity to 
teach a practical lesson on leadership. In His kingdom, 
we must not follow the examples of the world. Our 
example is Jesus, not some corporation president or 
wealthy celebrity. Jesus came as a servant; therefore, we 
should serve one another. He came to give His life; 
therefore, we should give our lives in service to Him 
and others. 

The word minister in Matthew 20:26 means “a ser- 
vant.” Our English word deacon comes from it. The 
word servant in Matthew 20:27 means “a slave.” Not 
every servant was a slave, but every slave was a servant. 
It is sad to note in the church today that we have many 
celebrities, but very few servants. There are many who 
want to “exercise authority” (Matt. 20:25), but few 
who want to take the towel and basin and wash feet. 

The key to greatness is not found in position or 
power, but in character. We get a throne by paying with 
our lives, not by praying with our lips. We must iden- 
tify with Jesus Christ in His service and suffering, for 
even He could not reach the throne except by way of 
the cross. The best commentary on this is Philippians 
2:1-18. 

To improve our praying we must improve our serv- 
ing. If we are serving Him and others, then we will not 
be praying selfishly. If we honestly can say, “Speak, 
Lord, for thy servant heareth,” then He will say to us, 
“Speak, servant, for thy Lord heareth.” If our prayers 
do not make us better servants, then there is something 
wrong with them. 

Do our prayers make us easier to live with? The two 
disciples prayed selfishly and threw the fellowship into 
an uproar! Do our prayers make us more like Jesus 
Christ? Do our prayers cost us anything? Prayer in the 
will of God does not mean escape; it means involve- 
ment. If our prayers do not bring us nearer to the cross, 
they are out of God’s will. 

Salome learned her lesson. When Jesus was cruci- 
fied, she was standing near the cross (John 19:25, “his 
mother’s sister”) and sharing in His sorrow and pain. 
She did not see two thrones on either side of her 
Lord—she saw two thieves on two crosses. And she 
heard Jesus give her son, John, to His mother, Mary. 
Salome’s selfishness was rebuked, and she meekly 
accepted it. 

The closing event of Matthew 20 is the healing of 
Bartimaeus and his friend, both of whom were blind 
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(see Mark 10:46-52). Here Jesus put into practice 
what He had just taught the disciples. He became a ser- 
vant to two rejected blind beggars. The crowds around 
Jesus tried to silence the two men. After all, what claim 
did they have on the great Teacher? But Jesus had com- 
passion on them and healed them. He was the servant 
even of beggars. 

This chapter contains some hard things for us to 
receive and practice. If we love the things of this world, 
we cannot love God supremely. If we are not yielded 
completely to His will, we cannot obey Him unre- 
servedly. If we seek glory for ourselves, or if we 
compare ourselves with other believers, then we cannot 
glorify Him. 

We cannot acknowledge Jesus as our King unless we 
love Him supremely, obey Him unreservedly, and glo- 
rify Him completely. But if we do these things, we will 
share in His life and joy, and one day reign with Him! 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
Matthew 21:1—22:14 


THE KING’S JUDGMENTS 


e now enter the fourth major section of 
Matthew’s gospel, “The Rejection of the King.” 
In this section (Matt. 21:1—22:14), the Lord 


Jesus revealed the sins of Israel and explained why the 
religious leaders rejected Him and His message. 


Spiritual Blindness (21:1-11) 

Since it was Passover, there were probably about two 
million people in and around Jerusalem. This was the 
only time in His ministry that Jesus actually planned 
and promoted a public demonstration. Up to this time, 
He had cautioned people not to tell who He was, and 
He had deliberately avoided public scenes. 

Why did Jesus plan this demonstration? For one 
thing, He was obeying the Word and fulfilling the 
prophecy recorded in Zechariah 9:9. This prophecy 
could apply only to Jesus Christ, for He is the only 
One with credentials that prove He is Israel’s King. We 
usually do not associate the lowly donkey with king- 
ship, but this was the royal animal of Jewish monarchs 
(1 Kings 2:32ff.). There were actually two animals 
involved, the mother and the colt (foal). Jesus sat on 
the colt with the mother walking beside. 

By comparing Matthew’s quotation with the orig- 
inal prophecy in Zechariah, we discover some 
interesting facts. Zechariah’s prophecy opens with, 
“Rejoice greatly” but Matthew omitted this phrase. 
When Jesus approached the city, He wept! How 
could He (or the people) rejoice when judgment was 
coming? 

Mathew also omitted “He is just, and having sal- 
vation.” Our Lord’s coming to Jerusalem was an act of 
mercy and grace, not an act of justice or judgment. 
He did have salvation for them, but they refused to 
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accept it (John 1:11). The next time Israel sees the 
King, He will ride in great power and glory (Rev. 
19:11ff.). 

This colt had never been ridden (Mark 11:2), yet he 
meekly bore his burden. The presence of the mother 
helped, of course. But keep in mind that his rider was 
the King who has “dominion over ... all sheep and 
oxen, yea, and the beasts of the field” (Ps. 8:6-7). The 
fact that Jesus rode this beast and kept him in control 
is another evidence of His kingship. 

There was a second reason for this public presenta- 
tion: It forced the Jewish leaders to act. When they saw 
the spontaneous demonstration of the people, they 
concluded that Jesus had to be destroyed (see John 
12:19). The prophetic Scriptures required that the 
Lamb of God be crucified on Passover. This demon- 
stration of Christ’s popularity incited the rulers to act. 

The people acclaimed Jesus as their King both by 
their words and their deeds. They shouted Hosanna, 
which means, “Save now!” They were quoting from 
Psalm 118:25-26, and this psalm is definitely mes- 
sianic in character. Later that week, Jesus Himself 
would refer to this psalm and apply it to Himself (Ps. 
118:22—23; Matt. 21:42). 

Keep in mind that this Passover crowd was com- 
posed of at least three groups: the Jews who lived in 
Jerusalem, the crowd from Galilee, and the people who 
saw Jesus raise Lazarus from the dead (John 12:17-18). 
Sharing the news of this miracle undoubtedly helped to 
draw such a large crowd. The people wanted to see this 
miracle-worker for themselves. 

But the Jews still did not recognize Jesus as their King. 
What caused Israel’s spiritual blindness? For one thing, 
their religious leaders had robbed them of the truth of 
their own Word and had substituted man-made tradi- 
tions (Luke 11:52). The leaders were not interested in 
truth; they were concerned only with protecting their 
own interests (John 11:47-53). “We have no king but 
Caesar!” was their confession of willful blindness. Even 
our Lord’s miracles did not convince them. And the 
longer they resisted the truth, the blinder they became 
(John 12:35ff). 


Hypocrisy (21:12-22) 
Jesus performed two acts of judgment: He cleansed the 
temple, and He cursed a fig tree. Both acts were con- 
trary to His usual manner of ministry, for He did not 
come to earth to judge, but to save (John 3:17). Both 
of these acts revealed the hypocrisy of Israel: The tem- 
ple was a den of thieves, and the nation (symbolized by 
the fig tree) was without fruit. Inward corruption and 
outward fruitlessness were evidences of their hypocrisy. 
Cleansing the temple (vv. 12-16). Jesus had 
opened His ministry with a similar act (John 2:13-25). 
Now, three years later, the temple was defiled again by 
the “religious business” of the leaders. They had turned 
the court of the Gentiles into a place where foreign 
Jews could exchange money and purchase sacrifices. 
What had begun as a service and convenience for 


visitors from other lands soon turned into a lucrative 
business. The dealers charged exorbitant prices and no 
one could compete with them or oppose them. 
Historians tell us that Annas, the former high priest, 
was the manager of this enterprise, assisted by his sons. 

The purpose of the court of the Gentiles in the 
temple was to give the “outcasts” an opportunity to 
enter the temple and learn from Israel about the true 
God. But the presence of this “religious market” turned 
many sensitive Gentiles away from the witness of Israel. 
The court of the Gentiles was used for mercenary busi- 
ness, not missionary business. 

When Jesus called the temple “my house,” He was 
affirming that He is God. When He called it “my 
house of prayer,” He was quoting Isaiah 56:7. The 
entire fifty-sixth chapter of Isaiah denounces the 
unfaithful leaders of Israel. The phrase “den of robbers” 
comes from Jeremiah 7:11 and is part of a long sermon 
that Jeremiah delivered in the gate of the temple, 
rebuking the people for the same sins that Jesus saw 
and judged in His day. 

Why did Jesus call the temple “a den of thieves”? 
Because the place where thieves hide is called a den. 
The religious leaders, and some of the people, were 
using the temple and the Jewish religion to cover up 
their sins. 

What does God want in His house? God wants 
prayer among His people (1 Tim. 2:1ff.), for true prayer 
is an evidence of our dependence on God and our faith 
in His Word. He also wants people being helped (Matt. 
21:14). The needy should feel welcome and should 
find the kind of help they need. There should be power 
in God’s house, the power of God working to change 
people. Praise is another feature of God’s house (Matt. 
21:15-16). Here Jesus quoted from Psalm 8:2. 

Cursing the tree (vv. 17-22). That Jesus would 
curse a tree may surprise us. The same power that killed 
the tree could also have given it new life and fruit. Jesus 
certainly would not hold a tree morally responsible for 
being fruitless. 

When we consider the time and place of this event, 
we understand it better. Jesus was near Jerusalem in the 
last week of His public ministry to His people. The fig 
tree symbolized the nation of Israel (Jer. 8:13; Hos 
9:10, 16; Luke 13:6-9). Just as this tree had leaves but 
no fruit, so Israel had a show of religion but no practi- 
cal experience of faith resulting in godly living. Jesus 
was not angry at the tree. Rather, He used this tree to 
teach several lessons to His disciples. 

God wants to produce fruit in the lives of His people. 
Fruit is the product of life. The presence of leaves usu- 
ally indicates the presence of fruit, but this was not the 
case. In the parable of the fig tree (Luke 13:6-9), the 
gardener was given more time to care for the tree, but 
now the time was up. This tree was taking up space and 
doing no good. 

While we can make a personal application of this 
event, the main interpretation has to do with Israel. 
The time of judgment had come. The sentence was 
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pronounced by the Judge, but it would not be executed 
for about forty years. Then Rome would come and 
destroy the city and temple and scatter the people. 

Jesus used this event to teach His disciples a practi- 
cal lesson about faith and prayer. The temple was 
supposed to be a “house of prayer,” and the nation was 
to be a believing people. But both of these essentials 
were missing. We too must beware of the peril of fruit- 
lessness. 


Disobedience to the Word (21:23—22:14) 

This series of three parables grew out of the demand of 
the chief priests and elders for Jesus to explain what 
authority He had for cleansing the temple. As the cus- 
todians of the spiritual life of the nation, they had the 
right to ask this question. But we are amazed at their 
ignorance. Jesus had given them three years of ministry, 
and they still would not face the facts. They wanted 
more evidence. 

In taking them back to the ministry of John, Jesus 
was not trying to avoid the issue. John had prepared 
the way for Jesus. Had the rulers received John’s min- 
istry, they would have received Jesus. Instead, the 
leaders permitted Herod to arrest John and then to kill 
him. If they would not accept the authority of John, 
they would not accept the authority of Jesus, for both 
John and Jesus were sent by God. 

It is a basic principle of Christian living that we 
cannot learn new truth if we disobey what God has 
already told us. “If any man is willing to do His will, he 
shall know of the teaching, whether it is of God” (John 
7:17 Nass). The religious rulers had rejected the truth 
preached by John, and therefore Jesus could not impart 
new truth. Both He and John were under the same 
authority. 

They rejected God the Father (21:23-32). The 
vineyard, of course, speaks of the nation of Israel (Ps. 
80:8-16; Isa. 5). The two sons represent the two classes 
of people in that nation: the self-righteous religious 
people, and the publicans and sinners. When John 
came ministering, the religious crowd showed great 
interest in his work, but they would not repent and 
humble themselves and be baptized (Matt. 3:7-12; 
John 1:19-28). The nonreligious crowd, however, con- 
fessed their sins and obeyed John’s words and were 
baptized. 

The leaders committed two sins: They would not 
believe John’s message and they would not repent of 
their sins. Of course, the leaders felt that they had no 
need to repent (Luke 18:9-14). But when they saw 
what repentance did for the publicans and sinners, they 
should have been convinced that John’s message was 
true and salvation was real. Again and again, the reli- 
gious rulers rejected the clear evidence God gave them. 

Their rejection of John was actually a rejection of the 
Father who had sent him. But God is gracious, and 
instead of sending judgment, He sent His Son. This leads 
to the next parable. 

They rejected the Son (21:33-46). We are still at 


63 


Matthew 21—22 


the vineyard. This parable is based on Isaiah 5:1-7, and 
in it Jesus reminded the Jews of God’s goodness to 
them as a nation. God delivered them from Egypt and 
planted them in a rich land of milk and honey. He gave 
them material and spiritual blessings and asked only 
that they bear fruit for His glory. From time to time, 
God sent His servants (the prophets) to the people to 
receive the fruit. But the people mistreated the ser- 
vants, and even killed some of them. 

What should the householder do? He could have 
sent his armies to destroy these wicked men. But 
instead he sent his own son to them. The reference, of 
course, is to Jesus Christ, the Son of God. He is the 
“heir” (Heb. 1:2). Instead of receiving and honoring 
the son, the men cast him out of the vineyard and 
killed him. Jesus was crucified “outside the gate” (Heb. 
13:12-13 Nass), rejected by His own nation. 

The people listening to the parable were caught up 
in the drama and did not realize that they passed sen- 
tence on themselves. Jesus quoted Psalm 118:22—23 to 
explain that He was that Son and the religious leaders 
were the husbandmen (Matt. 21:45). The crowds had 
quoted from Psalm 118:26 when they had welcomed 
Jesus into the city, so this Scripture was fresh in the 
minds of the rulers. 

Often in the Old Testament, God is referred to as a 
rock or a stone (Deut. 32:4, 18, 30-31; Ps. 18:2, 31, 
46). The stone is also a messianic title. To Israel, Jesus 
was a stumbling stone (Isa. 8:14-15; Rom. 9:32-33; 1 
Cor. 1:23). Israel rejected the Messiah, but in His death 
and resurrection He created the church. To the church, 
Jesus is the foundation stone, the head of the corner 
(Eph. 2:20-22; 1 Peter 2:4-5). At the end of the age, 
Jesus will come as the smiting stone (Dan. 2:34), 
destroy Gentile kingdoms, and establish His own glo- 
rious kingdom. 

Of course, the Jewish leaders knew the messianic 
import of the Scripture Jesus quoted. They were the 
builders who rejected the stone (Acts 4:11). What were 
the consequences? For one thing, the kingdom would 
be taken from Israel and given to another nation, the 
church (1 Peter 2:9, and note the context, 1 Peter 
2:6-10). Those who would attack this stone would be 
“pulverized”; those whom Christ judges will be crushed 
to bits. 

They rejected the Holy Spirit (22:1-14). This 
parable must not be confused with the parable of the 
great supper (Luke 14:16-24) even though they have 
elements in common. Again we meet the Father and 
the Son, and the Son is alive (in spite of what the hus- 
bandmen did) and has a bride. The suggestion is that 
the Lord Jesus and His church are depicted (Eph. 
5:22-33). The period described in this parable must be 
after His resurrection and ascension and the coming of 
the Holy Spirit. 

The Father is still inviting the people of Israel to 
come, in spite of what they did to His Son. When we 
study the first seven chapters of Acts, we discover that 
the message is going out to none but Jews (Acts 2:5, 10, 
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14, 22, 36; 3:25; 6:7). “To the Jew first” was God’s plan 
(Acts 3:26; Rom. 1:16). How did the nation’s leaders 
respond to the ministry of the Holy Spirit through the 
apostles? They rejected the Word and persecuted the 
church. The same rulers who permitted John to be 
killed, and who asked for Jesus to be killed, themselves 
killed Stephen! Later, Herod killed James (Acts 12:1ff.). 

How did the king in the parable respond to the way 
the people treated his servants? He became angry and 
sent his armies to destroy them and their city. He then 
turned to other people and invited them to come to the 
feast. This is a picture of God’s dealing with Israel. 
They rejected the Father when they refused to obey 
John the Baptist’s preaching. Israel rejected the Son 
when they arrested Him and crucified Him. In His 
grace and patience, God sent other witnesses. The 
Holy Spirit came on the early believers and they wit- 
nessed with great power that Jesus was alive and the 
nation could be saved (Acts 2:32-36; 3:19-26). The 
miracles they did were proof that God was at work in 
and through them. 

But Israel also rejected the Holy Spirit! This was 
Stephen’s indictment against the nation: “You do 
always resist the Holy Ghost” (Acts 7:51). With the 
stoning of Stephen, God’s patience with Israel began to 
end, though He delayed the judgment for almost forty 
years. In Acts 8 we read that the message went to the 
Samaritans, and in Acts 10 we read that it even went to 
the Gentiles. 

This final rejection is, to me, the awful “blasphemy 
against the Holy Spirit” that Jesus spoke about in 
Matthew 12:22-32. This was a national sin, commit- 
ted by Israel. When they rejected John, they rejected 
the Father who sent him, but there remained the min- 
istry of the Son. When they rejected the Son, they were 
forgiven because of their ignorance (Luke 23:34; Acts 
3:17). No sinner today can be forgiven for rejecting 
Christ, for this rejection is what condemns the soul 
(John 3:16-22). 

But there remained the ministry of the Holy Spirit. 
The Spirit came on the church at Pentecost, and the 
apostles performed great signs and wonders (Acts 2:43; 
Heb. 2:1—4). The rulers rejected the witness of the 
Spirit, and this brought final judgment. They had 
rejected the Father, the Son, and the Spirit, and there 
were no more opportunities left. 

This “sin against the Holy Spirit” cannot be com- 
mitted today in the same way as Israel committed it, 
because the situation is different. The Spirit of God is 
bearing witness through the Word to the person and 
work of Jesus Christ. It is the Spirit who convinces the 
world of sin (John 16:7-11). The Spirit can be resisted 
by unbelievers (Acts 7:51), but nobody knows that cri- 
sis hour (if there is one) when the Spirit stops dealing 
with a lost sinner. 

Matthew 22:11-14 seems like an appendix to the 
parable, but it is vitally important. The wedding gar- 
ment was provided by the host so that everybody was 
properly attired and the poor did not feel conspicuous. 


Salvation is personal and individual. We must accept 
what God gives to us—the righteousness of Christ— 
and not try to make it on our own. Since these parables 
had a definite ational emphasis, this personal empha- 
sis at the end was most important. 

The nation’s leaders were guilty of spiritual blind- 
ness, hypocrisy, and deliberate disobedience to the 
Word. Instead of accepting this indictment from Jesus, 
and repenting, they decided to attack Him and argue 
with Him. The result: judgment. We should be careful 
not to follow their example of disobedience. 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 
Matthew 22:15-46 


THE KING’S DEFENSE 


n Tuesday of Passover week, our Lord’s enemies 

tried to trap Him by using a series of “loaded” 

questions. These men were still smarting from the 
treatment they had received in the series of parables He 
had given. He had exposed their evil intentions and 
warned them that they were only asking for judgment. 
The religious leaders did not enjoy being humiliated 
before the crowds. They were wholeheartedly bent on 
destroying Jesus, and they hoped to trap Him into say- 
ing something that would permit them to arrest Him. 

But there was another reason for the questions, one 
that His enemies did not realize. Jesus was going to die 
as the Lamb of God, and it was necessary for the lamb 
to be examined before Passover (Ex. 12:3-6). If any 
blemish whatsoever was found on the lamb, it could 
not be sacrificed. Jesus was examined publicly by His 
enemies, and they could find no fault in Him. 

Of course, this personal interchange between our 
Lord and the religious leaders was also an opportunity 
for them to believe and be saved. In fact, one Pharisee 
came very close to the kingdom (Mark 12:32-34). 
Even at the last minute, there is hope for the lost sin- 
ner, if he will receive the truth, repent, and believe. 

There are four questions involved in this public dis- 
cussion, three of them from the enemy, and one from 


Jesus Christ. 


A Political Question about Taxes (22:15-22) 
The Pharisees and the Herodians were enemies; but 
their common foe brought them together. The 
Pharisees opposed the Roman poll tax for several rea- 
sons: (1) They did not want to submit to a Gentile 
power; (2) Caesar was revered as a god; and (3) they 
had better uses for the money than to give it to Rome. 
Since the Herodians were the party supporting Herod, 
they were in favor of the tax. After all, Herod’s author- 
ity was given to him by Caesar, and Herod would have 
had a difficult time staying in power without Rome’s 
support. 

Palestine was an occupied nation, and the Jews had 
no special love for their conquerors. Every tax the poor 
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people had to pay was another reminder that they were 
not free. The Zealots, an “underground” organization 
of fanatical Jews, often staged protests against Rome. 
They would oppose any Roman tax. 

It is easy to see why the Pharisees and Herodians 
chose the poll tax as the bait for their trap. It appeared 
that no matter which side Jesus took, He would create 
problems for Himself and His ministry. If He opposed 
the tax, He would be in trouble with Rome. If He 
approved the tax, He would be in trouble with the 
Jews. 

Jesus immediately saw through their scheme. He 
knew that their real purpose was not to get an answer 
to a question, but to try to trap Him. They were only 
acting a part, and this made them hypocrites. On this 
basis alone, He could have refused to answer them. But 
He knew the people around Him would not under- 
stand. Here was an opportunity for Him to silence His 
enemies and, at the same time, teach the people an 
important spiritual truth. 

Each ruler minted his own coins and put his own 
image on them. The “penny” (denarius) had Caesar’s 
image on it, so it belonged to Caesar. “Give back to 
Caesar what belongs to Caesar,” was His reply. “And 
give back to God what belongs to God.” In this simple, 
but profound reply, Jesus taught several important 
truths. 

Christians must honor and obey rulers. This is 
taught elsewhere in the New Testament (Rom. 13; 1 
Peter 2:13-17; 1 Tim. 2:1ff.). Christians have a dual 
citizenship, in heaven (Phil. 3:20) and on earth. We 
must respect our earthly rulers (or elected leaders), 
obey the law, pay taxes, and pray for all who are in 
authority. 

Christians must honor and obey God. Caesar was 
not God. While governments cannot enforce religion 
(Acts 5:29), neither should they restrict freedom of 
worship. The best citizen honors his country because 
he worships God. 

Man bears God’s image and owes God his all. 
Caesar's image was on the coin; God’s image is on man 
(Gen. 1:26-27). Sin has marred that image, but 
through Jesus Christ, it can be restored (Eph. 4:24; 
Col. 3:10). 

The relationship between religion and government 
is personal and individual. It is right for the people of 
God to serve in government (remember Daniel and 
Joseph). But it is wrong for government to control the 
church, or for the church to control government. 


A Doctrinal Question about the Resurrection 
(22:23-33) 

In spite of the fact that the Pharisees and Herodians 
had been worsted, the Sadducees entered the field and 
tried their attack. Keep in mind that this group 
accepted only the authority of the five Books of Moses. 
The Sadducees did not believe in a spirit world or in 
the doctrine of the resurrection (Acts 23:8). They had 
often challenged the Pharisees to prove the doctrine of 
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the resurrection from Moses, but the Pharisees were 
not too successful with their arguments. 

The Sadducees’ hypothetical illustration was based 
on the Jewish law of “levirate marriage” from 
Deuteronomy 25:5-10. (The word /evirate comes form 
the Latin word /evir which means “a husband’s 
brother.” It has nothing to do with the tribe of Levi.) 
The purpose of this custom was to preserve a man’s 
name should he die without a male heir. In a nation 
like Israel, where family inheritance was a major thing, 
it was important that each home have an heir. It was 
considered a disgrace for a man to refuse to raise up a 
family for his dead brother. 

The Sadducees based their disbelief of the resurrec- 
tion on the fact that no woman could have seven 
husbands in the future life. Like many people today, 
they conceived of the future life as an extension of their 
present life—only better. 

But Jesus told them that they were ignorant. They 
did not know the Scriptures, nor did they know the 
power of God, which inferred that they really did not 
know God. There will be no need for marriage in the 
next life because there will be no death. Therefore it 
will not be necessary to bear children to replace those 
who die. 

Jesus did not say that we would be angels when we 
are glorified in heaven. He said we would be “as the 
angels” in that we would be sexless and not married or 
given in marriage. The foolish stories we hear and the 
cartoons we see about people dying and becoming 
angels are certainly unbiblical. 

Our Lord was not content to refute the Sadducees’ 
foolish views about the future life. He also wanted to 
answer their claim that there was no resurrection, and 
He did it by referring to Moses! He knew that Moses was 
the only authority they would accept. He reminded 
them of Exodus 3:6 where God said to Moses, “I am the 
God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of 
Jacob.” He did not say, “I was the God of Abraham,” for 
that would mean that Abraham was no more. By saying 
“I am,” the Lord made it clear that these three men of 
faith were at that time alive. And by repeating “the God 
of,” the Lord was saying that He knew them and loved 
them personally and individually. 

It is a dangerous thing to speculate about the future 
life. We must rest on the authority of the Word of God, 
for only there do we have truth that answers man’s 
questions about the future. The Bible does not tell us 
everything about the future life, but it does encourage 
and enlighten us. Jesus answered the foolish, ignorant 
Sadducees so completely that they were “muzzled” (the 
word silence in Matt. 22:34). Even the crowds were 
astonished and amazed at His answer. 


An Ethical Question about the Law (22:34-40) 

The Pharisees probably enjoyed the embarrassment of 
their enemies, the Sadducees. One of their number 
showed respect for the Lord and His answer (Mark 
12:28) and asked a question of his own: “Teacher, 
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which is the great commandment in the Law?” (Matt. 
22:36 NasB). We have every reason to believe that he 
asked the question in sincerity and with a humble 
attitude. 

This was not a new question, for the scribes had 
been debating it for centuries. They had documented 
613 commandments in the law, 248 positive and 365 
negative. No person could ever hope to know and fully 
obey all of these commandments. So, to make it easier, 
the experts divided the commandments into “heavy” 
(important) and “light” (unimportant). A person could 
major on the “heavy commandments” and not worry 
about the trivial ones. 

The fallacy behind this approach is obvious: You need 
only break one law, heavy or light, to be guilty before 
God. “For whosoever shall keep the whole law, and yet 
offend in one point, he is guilty of all” (James 2:10). 

Jesus quoted the “Shema” (Deut. 6:4), a statement 
of faith that was recited daily by every orthodox Jew. 
(The word Shema comes from the Hebrew word that 
means “to hear.”) The confession of faith begins with, 
“Hear, O Israel!”) The greatest commandment is to 
love God with all that we are and have—heart, soul, 
mind, strength, possessions, service. To love God is not 
to “have good feelings about Him,” for true love 
involves the will as well as the heart. Where there is 
love, there will be service and obedience. 

But love for God cannot be divorced from love for 
one’s neighbor, so Jesus also quoted Leviticus 19:18 
and put it on the same level as the Shema. All of the 
law and the prophets hang on doth of these command- 
ments. We might add that the teachings of the Epistles 
in the New Testament agree with this statement. If a 
man really loves God, he must also love his brother and 
his neighbor (1 John 3:10-18; 4:7-21). 

If we have a right relationship with God, we will 
have no problems with His commandments. Love is 
the basis for obedience, In fact, all of the law is 
summed up in love (Rom. 13:8-10). If we love God, 
we will love our neighbor, and if we love our neighbor, 
we will not want to do anything to harm him. 

But Jesus had a deeper meaning to convey in this 
marvelous answer. The Jews were afraid of idolatry. 
When Jesus claimed to be God, they opposed Him 
because they could not believe it was right to worship 
a creature. Jesus received worship and did not rebuke 
those who honored Him. Was this idolatry? No, 
because He is God! But if the law commands us to love 
God and our neighbor, then it would not be wrong for 
the Jews to love Jesus. Instead, they were plotting to kill 
Him. He had said to them one day, “If God were your 
Father, ye would love me” (John 8:42). They accepted 
the authority of the law, yet they refused to obey it in 
their lives. 

The scribe who had asked the original question 
seemed to be an honest and sincere man. Not all of the 
Pharisees were hypocrites. He publicly agreed with 
Jesus (Mark 12:32-33). This must have given his fel- 
low Pharisees a fright. Jesus discerned that the man’s 


heart was sincere, and He commended him for his 
intelligence and honesty. Did the man ever get all the 
way into the kingdom, when he was so very near? We 
trust so. 

Jesus had now answered three difficult questions. 
He had dealt with the relationship between religion 
and government, between this life and the next life, 
and between God and our neighbors. These are funda- 
mental relationships, and we cannot ignore our Lord’s 
teachings. But there is a question more fundamental 
than these, and Jesus asked it of His enemies. 


A Personal Question about the Messiah (22:41-46) 
Jesus did not phrase this question as He had when He 
asked His disciples, “Whom say you that I am?” (Matt. 
16:15). These men who had been arguing with Him 
were not sympathetic with His cause, nor were they 
honest in their assessment of His credentials. Jesus had 
to take an indirect approach with His enemies. He 
made this sound like another theological question, 
when in reality it was the most important personal 
question they would ever face. 

“Whose Son is the Messiah?” He asked them. As 
trained experts in the law, they knew the answer: “He 
is the Son of David.” Had they been asked, they could 
have referred to numbers of Old Testament Scriptures, 
including 2 Samuel 7:12-13, Psalm 78:68-72, and 
Micah 5:2. Once they had given this answer, Jesus 
asked a second question, this time quoting from Psalm 
110:1—*The Lord [Jehovah] said unto my Lord 
[Hebrew “Adonai”], ‘Sit thou at my right hand, until I 
make thine enemies thy footstool.” 

Every orthodox Jewish scholar interpreted this to 
refer to the Messiah. Only the Messiah could sit at the 
right hand of Jehovah God. Jesus believed in the inspi- 
ration and accuracy of the Old Testament Scriptures, 
for He said that David spoke these words “in the 
Spirit” (Matt. 22:43 Nass). Nobody dared to question 
the accuracy or the authority of the text. 

“If Messiah is David’s Son,” Jesus asked, “then how 
could Messiah also be David’s Lord?” There is only one 
answer to this question. As God, Messiah is David’s 
Lord; as man, He is David’s Son. He is both “the root 
and the offspring of David” (Rev. 22:16). Psalm 110:1 
teaches the deity and the humanity of Messiah. He is 
David’s Lord and He is David’s Son. 

When He was ministering on earth, Jesus often 
accepted the messianic title “Son of David” (see Matt. 
9:27; 12:23; 15:22; 20:30-31; 21:9, 15). The rulers 
had heard the multitudes proclaim Him as “Son of 
David” when He rode into Jerusalem. The fact that 
He accepted this title is evidence that Jesus knew 
Himself to be the Messiah, the Son of God. As God, 
He was David’s Lord, but as man, He was David's 
Son, for He was born into the family of David (Matt. 
1:1, 20). 

The scholars in that day were confused about the 
Messiah. They saw two pictures of Messiah in the Old 
Testament and could not reconcile them. One picture 
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showed a Suffering Servant, the other a conquering and 
reigning Monarch. Were there two Messiahs? How 
could God’s servant suffer and die? (See 1 Peter 
1:10-12.) 

Had they listened to what Jesus said, they would 
have learned that there was only one Messiah, but that 
He would be both human and divine. He would suffer 
and die as a sacrifice for sins. He would then rise from 
the dead in triumph, and one day return to defeat His 
enemies. However, these religious leaders had their 
own ideas, and they did not want to change. If they 
had accepted His teaching, then they would also have 
to accept Him as the Messiah, and this they were 
unwilling to do. 

The result of this day of dialogue was silence on the 
part of His enemies. They dared not ask Jesus any more 
questions, not because they had believed the truth, but 
because they were afraid to face the truth. “For they did 
not have courage to question Him any longer about 
anything” (Luke 20:40 Nass). But neither did they 
have courage to face the truth and act on it. 

Making a decision about Jesus Christ is a matter of 
life or death. The evidence is there for all to examine. 
We can examine it defensively and miss the truth. Or 
we can examine it honestly and humbly, and discover 
the truth, believe, and be saved. The religious leaders 
were so blinded by tradition, position, and selfish pride 
that they could not—and would not—see the truth and 
receive it. We dare not make the same mistake today. 


CHAPTER TWENTY 
Matthew 23 


THE KING’S DENUNCIATION 


his was our Lord’s last public message. It is a 
[he denunciation of false religion that 

paraded under the guise of truth. Some of the 
common people no doubt were shocked at His words, 
for they considered the Pharisees to be righteous. 

Perhaps we should remind ourselves that not all of 
the Pharisees were hypocrites. There were about six 
thousand Pharisees in that day, with many more who 
were “followers” but not full members of the group. 
Most of the Pharisees were middle-class businessmen, 
and no doubt they were sincere in their quest for truth 
and holiness. The name “Pharisees” came from a word 
that means “to separate.” The Pharisees were separated 
from the Gentiles, the “unclean” Jews who did not 
practice the law (“publicans and sinners,” Luke 
15:1-2), and from any who opposed the tradition that 
governed their lives. 

Among the Pharisees were a few members who 
sought for true spiritual religion. Nicodemus (John 3; 
7:50-53), Joseph of Arimathea (John 19:38ff.), and 
the unnamed man mentioned in Mark 12:32-34 come 
to mind. Even Gamaliel showed a great deal of toler- 
ance toward the newly formed church (Acts 5:34ff.). 
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But for the most part, the Pharisees used their religion 
to promote themselves and their material gain. No 
wonder Jesus denounced them. Note the three divi- 
sions in this message. 


Explanation to the Crowd (23:1-12) 
In this section, Jesus explained the basic flaws of phar- 
isaical religion. 

They had a false concept of righteousness (vv. 
2-3). To begin with, they had assumed an authority 
not their own. “The scribes and the Pharisees have 
seated themselves in Moses’ seat” is the literal transla- 
tion. There is no record in the Scriptures that God 
assigned any authority to this group. Their only 
authority was the Word of God. Therefore, the people 
were to obey whatever the Pharisees taught from the 
Word. But the people were not to obey the traditions 
and the man-made rules of the Pharisees. 

To the Pharisee, righteousness meant outward 
conformity to the law of God. They ignored the 
inward condition of the heart. Religion consisted in 
obeying numerous rules that goverened every detail 
of life, including what you did with the spices in 
your cupboard (Matt. 23:23-24). The Pharisees 
were careful to say the right words and follow the 
right ceremonies, but they did not inwardly obey the 
law. God desired truth in the inward parts (Ps. 
51:6). To preach one thing and practice another is 
only hypocrisy. 

They had a false concept of ministry (v. 4). To 
them, ministry meant handing down laws to the peo- 
ple and adding to their burdens. In other words, the 
Pharisees were harder on others than they were on 
themselves. Jesus came to lighten men’s burdens (Matt. 
11:28-30), but legalistic religion always seeks to make 
burdens heavier. Jesus never asks us to do anything that 
He has not first done. The Pharisees commanded, but 
they did not participate. They were hypocritical reli- 
gious dictators, not spiritual leaders. 

They had a false concept of greatness (vv. 5-12). 
To them, success meant recognition by men and praise 
from men. They were not concerned about the 
approval of God. They used their religion to attract 
attention, not to glorify God (Matt. 5:16). This even 
meant using religious ornaments to display their piety. 
“Phylacteries” were small leather boxes into which the 
Pharisees placed portions of the Scriptures. They wore 
these boxes on their foreheads and arms, in literal obe- 
dience to Deuteronomy 6:8 and 11:18. They also 
increased the size of their “tassels” on the hems of their 
garments (Num. 15:38; see Matt. 9:20). 

The Pharisees also thought that position was a mark 
of greatness, so they sought the best seats in the syna- 
gogue and at the public dinners. Where a man sits 
bears no relationship to what a man is. Albert Einstein 
wrote, “Try not to become a man of success, but rather 
try to become a man of value.” 

They also thought that titles of honor were a mark of 
greatness. The title “rabbi” means “my great one” and 
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was coveted by the religious leaders. (Today religious 
leaders covet honorary doctor’s degrees.) Jesus forbad 
His disciples to use the title rabbi because all of them 
were brothers, and Jesus alone was their Teacher 
(“Master” in Matt. 23:8). There is a spiritual equality 
among the children of God, under the lordship of Jesus 
Christ. 

Jesus also forbad them to use the tide father with 
reference to spiritual things. Certainly it is not wrong 
to call one’s biological father by that name, but it is 
wrong to use it when addressing a spiritual leader. Paul 
referred to himself as a “spiritual father” because he had 
begotten people through the gospel (1 Cor. 4:15), but 
he did not ask them to use that term when addressing 
him. 

A third title that was forbidden was master (Matt. 
23:10), which means “guide, instructor, leader.” This is 
not the same word that is translated “Master” in 
Matthew 23:8 in the King James Version. That word 
means “teacher,” while this one means “one who goes 
before and guides.” Perhaps a modern equivalent 
would be “authority.” God has placed spiritual leaders 
in the church, but they must not replace God in our 
lives. A true spiritual leader directs his people into free- 
dom and a closer fellowship with Christ, not into 
bondage to his ideas and beliefs. 

True greatness is found in serving others, not in 
forcing others to serve us (John 3:30; 13:12-17). True 
greatness is not manufactured; it can only come from 
God as we obey Him. If we exalt ourselves, God will 


humble us. But if we humble ourselves, in due time 
God will exalt us (1 Peter 5:6). 


Denunciation of the Pharisees (23:13-36) 

We must not read this series of denunciations with the 
idea that Jesus lost His temper and was bitterly angry. 
Certainly He was angry at their sins and what those 
sins were doing to the people. But His attitude was one 
of painful sorrow that the Pharisees were blinded to 
God’s truth and to their own sins. 

Perhaps the best way to deal with these eight “woes” 
is to contrast them with the eight beatitudes found in 
Matthew 5:1—12. In the Sermon on the Mount the 
Lord described true righteousness; here He described a 
false righteousness. 

Entering the kingdom—shutting up the king- 
dom (v. 13; 5:3). The poor in spirit enter the 
kingdom, but the proud in spirit keep themselves out 
and even keep others out. The Greek verb indicates 
people trying to get in who cannot. It is bad enough to 
keep yourself out of the kingdom, but worse when you 
stand in the way of others. By teaching man-made tra- 
ditions instead of God’s truth, they “took away the key 
of knowledge” and closed the door to salvation (Luke 
11:52). 

Mourners comforted—destroyers condemned (v. 
14; 5:4). While this verse is not in some manuscripts of 
Matthew, it is found in Mark 12:40 and Luke 20:47. 
Instead of mourning over their own sins, and mourning 


with needy widows, the Pharisees took advantage of 
people in order to rob them. They used their religion as 
a “cloak of covetousness” (1 Thess. 2:5). 

Meek inherit the earth—proud send souls to hell 
(v. 15; 5:5). A proselyte is a convert to a cause. The 
Pharisees were out to win others to their legalistic sys- 
tem, yet they could not introduce these people to the 
living God. Instead of saving souls, the Pharisees were 
condemning souls! 

A “child of hell” is the equivalent of “child of the 
devil,” which is what Jesus called the Pharisees (Matt. 
12:34; 23:33; John 8:44). A “child of the devil” is a 
person who has rejected God’s way of salvation (righ- 
teousness through faith in Christ). This person parades 
his own self-righteousness through whatever religious 
system he belongs to. The convert usually shows more 
zeal than his leader, and this “double devotion” only 
produces double condemnation. How tragic that peo- 
ple can think they are going to heaven, when actually 
they are going to hell! 

Hungering for holiness—greedy for gain (vv. 
16-22; 5:6). “Blind guides” is a perfect description, 
one that must have brought a smile to the lips of the 
listeners. Jesus had used it before (Matt. 15:14). The 
Pharisees were blind to the true values of life. Their pri- 
orities were confused. They would take an oath and use 
some sacred object to substantiate that oath—the gold 
in the temple, for example, or the gift on the altar. But 
they would not swear by the temple itself or the altar. 
It was the temple that sanctified the gold and the altar 
that sanctified the gift. They were leaving God out of 
their priorities. 

Jesus knew that the Pharisees wanted both the gold 
and the gifts on the altar. This is why the Pharisees 
practiced “Corban’—anything dedicated to God could 
not be used for others (Matt. 15:1-9; Mark 7:10-13). 
These men were not seeking for the righteousness of 
God; they were greedy for gain. They worked out a 
“religious system” that permitted them to rob God and 
others and still maintain their reputations. 

Obtaining mercy—rejecting mercy (vv. 23-24; 
5:7). The Pharisees majored on minors. They had rules 
for every minute area of life, while at the same time 
they forgot about the important things. It is usually the 
case that legalists are sticklers for details, but blind to 
great principles. This crowd thought nothing of con- 
demning an innocent man, yet they were afraid to 
enter Pilates judgment hall lest they be defiled (John 
18:28). 

There is no question that the Old Testament law 
required tithing (Lev. 27:30; Deut. 14:22ff.). Abraham 
had practiced tithing long before the law was given 
(Gen. 14:20), and Jacob followed his grandfather's 
example (Gen. 28:20-22). The principles of Christian 
giving under grace are given in 2 Corinthians 8—9. We 
are not content simply to give a tithe (10 percent), but 
we also want to bring offerings to the Lord out of 
hearts filled with love. 

Justice, mercy, and faithfulness are the important 
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qualities God is seeking. Obeying the rules is no sub- 
stitute. While it is good to pay attention to details, we 
must never lose our sense of priorities in spiritual mat- 
ters. Jesus did not condemn the practice of tithing. But 
He did condemn those who allowed their legalistic 
scruples to keep them from developing true Christian 
character. 

Pure in heart—defiled in heart (vv. 25-28; 5:8). 
Jesus used two illustrations: the cup and platter, and 
the sepulcher. They both stated the same truth: it is 
possible to be clean on the outside and at the same time 
defiled on the inside. Imagine using dishes that were 
defiled! Whatever you put into the dish or cup would 
also become defiled. The Pharisees were careful to keep 
the outside very clean, because that was the part that 
men would see, and they wanted the praise of men. But 
God sees the heart (1 Sam. 16:7). When God looked 
within, He saw “greed and self-indulgence” (Matt. 
23:25 NIV). 

Jewish people were careful not to touch dead bod- 
ies or anything relating to the dead, because this would 
make them ceremonially unclean (Num. 19:11ff). 
They would whitewash the tombs lest someone acci- 
dentally get defiled, and this was done especially at 
Passover season. What a graphic picture of the hyp- 
ocrite: white on the outside, but filled with defilement 
and death on the inside! 

“Blessed are the pure in heart” was our Lord’s 
promise. “Watch over your heart with all diligence, for 
from it flow the springs of life” (Prov. 4:23 Nass). D. L. 
Moody used to say, “If I take care of my character, my 
reputation will take care of itself.” The Pharisees lived 
for reputation, not character. 

Peacemakers and persecuted are God’s children— 
persecutors are the devil’s children (vv. 29-33; 
5:9-12). When Jesus called the Pharisees “serpents 
generation of vipers,” He was identifying them with 
Satan, who is the serpent (Gen. 3:1ff.). In His parable 
of the tares, Jesus made it clear that Satan has a family 
(Matt. 13:38). Satan is a murderer and a liar (John 
8:44), and his children follow his example. The 
Pharisees were liars (Matt. 23:30) and murderers 
(Matt. 23:34). 

It was traditional for the Pharisees to build, 
improve, and embellish the tombs of the martyrs. But 
it was “their fathers” who killed the martyrs! Not their 
biological fathers, of course, but their “spiritual 
fathers’—the hypocrites of the past ages. 

There have always been counterfeit believers in the 
world, starting with Cain (Gen. 4:1-15; 1 John 
3:10-15). The Pharisees and their kind are guilty of all 
the righteous blood shed in the name of “religion.” The 
first martyr recorded in Old Testament Scripture was 
Abel (Gen. 4), and the last one recorded was the 
prophet Zechariah (2 Chron. 24:20-22—the Hebrew 
Bible ends with 2 Chronicles, not Malachi). 

What will be the result of this long history of mur- 
ders? Terrible judgment! “This generation” (the 
“generation of vipers,” Matt. 23:33) would taste the 
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wrath of God when the cup of iniquity was full (Gen. 
15:16; Matt. 23:32). Some of this judgment came 
when Jerusalem was destroyed, and the rest will be 
meted out in eternity. 

As we review these tragic woes from the lips of our 
Lord, we can see why the Pharisees were His enemies. 
He emphasized the inner man; they were concerned 
with externals. He taught a spiritual life based on prin- 
ciples, while the Pharisees majored on rules and 
regulations. Jesus measured spirituality in terms of 
character, while the Pharisees measured it in terms of 
religious activities and conformity to external laws. 
Jesus taught humility and sacrificial service, but the 
Pharisees were proud and used people to accomplish 
their own purposes. The holy life of Jesus exposed their 
artificial piety and shallow religion. Instead of coming 
out of the darkness, the Pharisees tried to put out the 
Light, and they failed. 


Lamentation over Jerusalem (23:37-39) 

Jesus spoke these words of lamentation as a sincere 
expression of His love for Jersualem, and His grief over 
the many opportunities for salvation that they had 
passed by. “Jerusalem” refers to the entire nation of 
Israel. The nation’s leaders had been guilty of repeated 
crimes as they rejected God’s messengers, and even 
killed some of them. But in His grace, Jesus came to 
gather the people and save them. 

“I would have ye would not” summarizes the 
tragedy of final rejection of the truth. There is no argu- 
ment here about divine sovereignty and human 
responsibility, for both are included. God could not 
force His salvation on the people; neither could He 
change the consequences of their stubborn rejection. 
“You will not come to me that you may have life” (John 
5:40). 

The image of the mother bird gathering and cover- 
ing her brood is a familiar one. Moses used it in his 
farewell sermon (Deut. 32:11). It is a picture of love, 
tender care, and a willingness to die to protect others. 
Jesus did die for the sins of the world, including the 
nation of Israel: but “his own received him not” (John 
1:11). 

“Your house” probably means both the temple and 
the city, both of which would be destroyed in AD 70 by 
invading Roman armies. The temple was “my house” in 
Matthew 21:13, but now it has been abandoned and 
left empty. Jesus left both the temple and the city and 
went out to the Mount of Olives (Matt. 24:1-3). 

Yet, Jesus left the nation with a promise: He would 
one day return, and the nation would see Him and say, 
“Blessed be he that cometh in the name of the Lord!” 
This is a quotation from Psalm 118:26, that great mes- 
sianic psalm that was quoted so many times in His last 
week of ministry. The crowds had used those words on 
Palm Sunday (Matt. 21:9). 

When would this promise be fulfilled? At the end of 
the age when Jesus Christ returns to earth to deliver 
Israel and defeat their enemies (Zech. 12; Rom. 
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11:25-27). The fact that Israel rejected the King would 
not hinder God’s great plan of redemption. Instead of 
establishing His glorious kingdom on earth, Jesus 
would build His church (Matt. 16:18; Eph. 2:11-22). 
When that work is finished, He will return and take 
His church to heaven (1 Thess. 4:13—-18). Then there 
will be a time of judgment on earth (“the day of the 
Lord,” “the time of Jacob’s trouble”), at the end of 
which He will return to deliver Israel. 

We cannot read this severe denunciation without 
marveling at the patience and goodness of the Lord. 
No nation has been blessed like Israel, and yet no 
nation has sinned against God’s goodness as has Israel. 
They have been the channel of God’s blessing to the 
world, for “salvation is of the Jews” (John 4:22). Yet 
they have suffered greatly in this world. 

Jesus was born a Jew, and He loved His nation. We 
who are Gentiles ought to thank God for the Jews, for 
they gave us the witness of the one true God, they gave 
us the Bible, and they gave us Jesus Christ the Savior. 
Like Jesus, we ought to love the Jews, seek to win them, 
pray for the peace of Jerusalem, and encourage them 
every way we can. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
Matthew 24:1-44 


THE KING’S RETURN—PART | 


he Olivet Discourse grew out of some questions 
Te disciples asked when Jesus told them that the 

temple would one day be destroyed. First, they 
wanted to know when. This answer is not recorded in 
Matthew but is given in Luke 21:20-24. Second, they 
asked about the sign of Christs return. This is 
answered in Matthew 24:29-44. In their final ques- 
tion, they asked about the sign of the end of the age. 
Christ’s reply is in Matthew 24:4-8. 

We must keep in mind that the “atmosphere” of 
this discourse is Jewish. Jesus talked about Judea (Matt. 
24:16), the Sabbath (Matt. 24:20), and the prophecies 
of Daniel concerning the Jewish people (Matt. 24:15). 
The full truth about the rapture of the church (1 Cor. 
15:51ff; 1 Thess. 4:13-18) had not yet been revealed, 
for it was a mystery (Eph. 3:1-12). 

Matthew 24:1—44 indicates that our Lord was dis- 
cussing events that will take place on earth during the 
time of tribulation. (See Matt. 24:8, where “birth- 
pangs” are a symbol of the tribulation, and see also 
Matt. 24:21, 29). After the church has been suddenly 
taken out of the world, there will be a period of “peace 
and safety” (1 Thess. 5:1—4) followed by a time of ter- 
rible suffering. Many Bible scholars believe this period 
will last seven years (Dan. 9:24-27). It is this period of 
“tribulation” that Jesus described in the Olivet 
Discourse. At the end of that period, Jesus will return 
to the earth, defeat His foes, and establish the promised 
kingdom. 


In the section before us, Jesus explained three dif- 
ferent periods in the time of the tribulation. 


The Beginning of the Tribulation (24:4-14) 

The events described in this section are “the beginning 
of birth-pangs” (Matt. 24:8). The image of a woman in 
travail is a picture of the tribulation period (Isa. 
13:6-11; 1 Thess. 5:5). Lets consider some of the sig- 
nificant events that will occur at the beginning of this 
period. 

Religious deception (vv. 4-5). The Jews have 
often been led astray by false prophets and false christs. 
The rider on the white horse in Revelation 6:1—2 is the 
Antichrist, that final world dictator who will lead the 
nations astray. He will begin his career as a peacemaker, 
signing a covenant with Israel to protect her from her 
enemies (Dan. 9:27). Israel will welcome this man as 
their great benefactor (John 5:43). 

Wars (v. 6). Note that wars are not a sign of the 
end. There have always been wars in the world, and 
will be until the very end. Wars of themselves do not 
announce the end of the age or the coming of the Lord. 

Famines (v. 7a). War and famine usually go 
together. Revelation 6:6 suggests terribly high prices 
for staple foods, for a “penny” was a day’s wages. 

Death (vv. 7b-8). Earthquakes help to create 
famines, and both help to cause epidemics that take 
many lives. 

Martyrs (v. 9). Christians have always been hated 
by the world, but here we have an acceleration of per- 
secutions and murders. All nations will be involved. 
This certainly was not true in the history of the early 
church. 

Worldwide chaos (vv. 10-13). Those who once 
were true to each other will betray each other. This sug- 
gests that marriages, homes, and nations will be torn 
asunder because of lack of loyalty. Lawlessness will 
abound (Matt. 24:12), for even the law enforcement 
agencies will not be able to keep the peace. 

Matthew 24:13 has nothing to do with personal 
salvation in this present age of grace. “The end” does 
not mean the end of this life; it refers to the end of the 
age (Matt. 24:14). Those believers on earth during 
this terrible period, who endure in their faith, will be 
saved when the Lord comes at the end and delivers 
them. 

Worldwide preaching (v. 14). Revelation 7:1-8 
teaches that God will choose and seal 144,000 Jewish 
evangelists who will carry the kingdom message to the 
ends of the earth. This verse does not teach that the 
gospel of God’s grace must be spread to every nation 
today before Jesus can return for His church. It is the 
Lord’s return at the end of the age that is in view here. 


The Middle of the Tribulation (24:15-22) 

The midpoint of the tribulation period is most 
important, for at that time an event will take place 
that was prophesied centuries ago by Daniel (Dan. 
9:24-27). Please notice that this prophecy concerns 
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only the Jews and the city of Jerusalem (“thy people 
and ... thy holy city,” Dan. 9:24). To apply it to the 
church or to any other people or place is to misinter- 
pret God’s Word. 

The prophecy involves seventy weeks, and the 
Hebrew word week means “a week of years,” or seven 
years. Seventy sevens would equal 490 years. But this 
period of 490 years is broken up into three parts: 

(1) During seven weeks (forty-nine years) the city 
of Jerusalem would be rebuilt and the worship 
reestablished. 

(2) After sixty-three weeks (434 years) Messiah 
would come to Jerusalem and die for the sins of the 
world. 

(3) The prince will make an agreement with the 
Jews for one week (seven years) to protect them from 
their enemies. 

The decree to rebuild Jerusalem was given in 445 
BC by Cyrus (2 Chron. 36:22-23; Ezra 1). The city 
was rebuilt in troubled times. Sir Robert Anderson in 
his classic book The Coming Prime (Kregel, 1975) has 
proved that there were exactly 482 prophetic years (of 
360 days each) between the giving of the decree and 
the day that Jesus rode into Jerusalem as the King. 

But we must account for the remaining “week” of 
seven years. Where does it fit in? Note that the same 
city that was rebuilt will also be destroyed “by the peo- 
ple of the prince that shall come” (Dan. 9:26), that is, 
the Romans. (“The prince that shall come” is a name 
for the Antichrist.) This event took place in AD 70. 
But the Jewish nation would be spared and the city 
restored again. For at some future date, the prince that 
shall come (Antichrist) will make a covenant with the 
Jews for seven years. This is where the missing “week” 
fits in. He will agree to protect them from their ene- 
mies and permit them to rebuild their temple. (Dan. 
9:27 talks about a restoration of the sacrifices, and this 
would demand a temple.) 

The logical place for this seven-year period is after 
the rapture of the church. “The time of Jacob’s trou- 
ble,” the tribulation period, will be seven years long. 
Second Thessalonians 2:1-12 indicates that the 
Antichrist cannot be revealed until the restrainer is 
taken out of the midst. That restrainer is the Holy 
Spirit in the church. Once the church is out of the 
world, then Satan can produce his masterpiece, the 
Antichrist. 

He will make the agreement for seven years, but after 
three-and-one-half years (“in the midst of the week”) he 
will break that agreement. He will then move into the 
Jewish temple himself and proclaim that he is God (2 
Thess. 2:3—4; Rev. 13). 

The Antichrist will cause a living statue of himself 
to be put into the temple, and his associate (the false 
prophet, Rev. 20:10) will cause the whole earth to wor- 
ship it. Satan has always wanted the world’s worship, 
and in the middle of the tribulation he will begin to 
receive it (Matt. 4:8-11). Jesus called this statue “the 
abomination of desolation” (Dan. 9:27; Matt. 24:15). 
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An interesting parenthesis occurs at the end of 
Matthew 24:15—“whoso readeth, let him under- 
stand.” This statement indicates that what Jesus was 
teaching would have greater significance for people 
reading Matthew’s gospel in the latter days. By reading 
the prophet Daniel and the words of Jesus, these believ- 
ers will understand the events and know what to do. 
This is another evidence that the Olivet Discourse 
applies to people during the tribulation period. 

Prophetic scholars have speculated as to why the 
Antichrist would break his covenant with the Jews 
after three-and-one-half years. It has been suggested 
that the invasion of Israel by Russia, prophesied in 
Ezekiel 38—39, would occur at that point. Certainly 
Israel will be at ease and dwelling in safety at that time, 
for she will be protected by the Antichrist (Ezek. 
38:11). At that time, he will be the ruler of a ten- 
nation alliance, “The United States of Europe” (Rev. 
17:12-13). Russia, of course, will be soundly beaten, 
not by Israel, but by Almighty God. When the 
Antichrist sees that his great enemy, Russia, has been 
beaten, he will take advantage of the opportunity and 
move into Israel, breaking his covenant and taking 
over the temple. 

The readers of this prophecy in the latter days will 
know what to do: Get out of Judea! These instruc- 
tions are similar to those given in Luke 21:20ff., but 
they refer to a different time period. Luke’s instruc- 
tions apply to the siege of Jerusalem in AD 70, and 
the “sign” was the gathering of the armies around the 
city. Matthew’s instructions apply to Jewish believers 
in the middle of the tribulation, and the “sign” is the 
desecration of the temple by the image of the 
Antichrist. Those who have confused those two “sign 
events” have ended up believing that Jesus Christ 
returned in AD 70! 

This entire paragraph relates only to Jews, for no 
Christian believer would worry about breaking a 
Sabbath law. This event ushers in “the Great 
Tribulation,” the last half of Daniel’s seventieth week, 
when the judgments of God will be hurled on the 
earth. During the first three-and-one-half years of the 
tribulation, the judgments were natural: wars, famines, 
earthquakes, etc. But during the last half, the judg- 
ments will be supernatural and devastating. 

During this period, God will care for His elect 
(Matt. 24:22), referring to Jews and Gentiles who 
believe and are converted. “The elect” here does not 
refer to the church since the church will have been rap- 
tured at least three-and-one-half years previously. 


The End of the Tribulation (24:23-44) 

World conditions will be so terrible that men will won- 
der if any relief will come, and this will give false christs 
opportunities to deceive many. Satan is capable of per- 
forming “lying wonders” (2 Thess. 2:9-12; Rev. 
13:13-14). The fact that a religious leader performs 
miracles is no assurance that he has come from God. 
Many Jews will be deceived, for “the Jews require a 
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sign” (1 Cor. 1:22). Jesus performed true signs in His 
Father’s name, and the nation rejected Him (John 
12:37ff.). Satan’s miracles they will accept. 

Matthew 24:27 indicates that the return of Jesus to 
the earth will be sudden, like a stroke of lightning. The 
event that precedes His return is the gathering of the 
Gentile nations at Armageddon (Rev. 16:13-16; 
19:11ff.). The eagles flying around the carcass picture 
the awful carnage that will result from this great battle 
(Rev. 19:17-19). The cosmic changes mentioned in 
Matthew 24:29 precede the return of Jesus Christ to 
the earth. 

We are not told what “the sign of the Son of man in 
heaven” is, but the people on earth at that time will rec- 
ognize it. When Jesus comes for the church, He will 
come in the air and His people will be caught up to 
meet Him in the air (1 Thess. 4:17). But our Lord’s sec- 
ond coming at the end of the tribulation will be a great 
public event, with every eye seeing Him (Rev. 1:7). 

This event will have special meaning for Israel. Jesus 
will return at that hour when Israel is about to be 
defeated by the Gentile armies (Zech. 12). He will res- 
cue His people, and they will see Him and recognize 
that He is their Messiah (Zech. 12:9-14). There will be 
a national repentance, national cleansing, and national 
restoration under the gracious leadership of their 
Messiah. 

We must not confuse the trumpet of Matthew 
24:31 with the “trump of God” mentioned in 1 
Thessalonians 4:16. “His elect” in Matthew 24:31 
refers to people on earth, Jews and Gentiles, who have 
trusted Christ and been saved. In the Old Testament, 
Israel’s movements were announced by trumpet signals 
(Num. 10; Joel 2:1ff.). Israel has been a scattered peo- 
ple for many centuries. The angels will gather Israel 
with trumpets just as the priests did in Old Testament 
times (Lev. 23:23—25). 

Scholars of prophecy do not agree on all the details 
of future events. But the following summary is a fair 
representation of what many prophetic scholars believe 
as to the order of events: 

1. The rapture of the church (1 Cor. 15:51-58; 1 
Thess. 4:13-18). This can occur at any time. 

2. The leader of the ten European nations makes a 
seven-year agreement with Israel (Dan. 9:26-27). 

3. After three-and-one-half years, he breaks the 
agreement (Dan. 9:27). 

4. He moves to Jerusalem and sets up his image in 
the temple (2 Thess. 2:34; Rev. 13). 

5. The Antichrist begins to control the world and 
forces all people to worship and obey him. At this time 
God sends great tribulation upon the earth (Matt. 
24:21). 

6. The nations gather at Armageddon to fight the 
Antichrist and Israel, but see the sign of Christs com- 
ing and unite to fight Him (Zech. 12; Rev. 13:13-14; 
19:11ff.). 

7. Jesus returns to the earth, defeats His enemies, is 
received by the Jews, and establishes His kingdom on 


earth (Rev. 19:11ff; Zech 12:7—13:1). He will reign 
on earth for one thousand years (Rev. 20:1—5). 

The purpose of prophecy is not to entertain the 
curious, but to encourage the consecrated. Jesus closed 
this section of His discourse with three practical admo- 
nitions, built around three illustrations: a fig tree, 
Noah, and a thief in the night. Matthew 24:36 makes 
it clear that no one will know the day or the hour of the 
Lord’s coming. But they can be aware of the move- 
ments of events and not be caught by surprise. 

The fig tree (vv. 32-35). Luke 21:29 reads, 
“Behold the fig tree and all the trees” (Nass). The fig 
tree in the Bible is often a picture of Israel (Hos. 9:10; 
Luke 13:6-10), and the other trees would picture the 
nations of the world. Perhaps our Lord was suggesting 
that increased nationalism will be one of the signs of 
the end times. Certainly future events cast their shad- 
ows before them. “And when these things begin to 
come to pass” (Luke 21:28, italics mine) suggests that 
a sign need not be full-blown before it is important to 
God’s people. 

The budding of the trees indicates that summer is 
near. The beginning of these signs indicates that the 
Lord’s coming is near. The generation alive on earth 
at that time will see these events take place. Our gen- 
eration sees a foreshadowing of these signs. We do 
not look for signs as such: we look for the Savior 
(Phil. 3:20). Jesus can come for His church at any 
time. 

The days of Noah (vv. 36—42). Here the emphasis 
is on the fact that the people did not know the day 
when judgment would strike. Noah and his family in 
the ark are a picture of God’s miraculous preservation 
of Israel during the awful time of the tribulation. 
(Enoch is a picture of the church, which is raptured 
before the tribulation—Gen. 5:21-24; Heb. 11:5; 1 
Thess. 1:10; 5:1-10.) 

What kept the people from listening to Noah’s 
message and obeying? The common interests of life— 
eating, drinking, marrying, giving in marriage. They 
lost the best by living for the good. It is a dangerous 
thing to get so absorbed in the pursuits of life that we 
forget Jesus is coming. 

The verb “taken” in Matthew 24:39-41 means 
“taken away in judgment.” Do not apply these verses to 
the rapture of the church when believers are caught up in 
the air to meet the Lord. During the tribulation, a divi- 
sion will take place: Some people will perish in 
judgment (be taken away), while others will remain to 
enter into the kingdom. The use of “took them all 
away” in Matthew 24:39 makes this clear. 

The thief in the night (vv. 42-44). Jesus used 
Noah to warn that men will not know the day, and He 
used the picture of the burglar to warn that they will 
not know the hour. After the rapture of the church, 
there will be a time of peace and safety on earth (1 
Thess. 5:1ff.). Then suddenly God’s judgments will fall 
(2 Peter 3:10ff.). 


People alive on earth during the tribulation period 
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will be able, from the Scriptures, to tell the drift of 
events, but they will not be able to calculate the exact 
day or hour of Christ’s return. Added to this is the fact 
that the days will be “shortened ... for the elect’s sake” 
(Matt. 24:22). This may mean fewer days of tribula- 
tion, or it may mean fewer hours so that the people on 
earth suffer a bit less (Rev. 8:12). 

When we combine the exhortations found in these 
three pictures, we end up with: “Know that he is near! 
Watch therefore! Be ye also ready!” Believers alive dur- 
ing that period of history will certainly find great 
comfort in the promises of the Word of God. 

While the interpretation of this section relates to 
Israel during the tribulation, we may apply the Word to 
our own hearts. We do not know when our Lord will 
return for His church. Therefore, we must be alert, 
watchful, and faithful. Jesus dealt with this in detail in 
the next section of the Olivet Discourse (Matt. 
24:45—25:30). 

How grateful we ought to be that God has not 
appointed us to wrath, but to obtain salvation when 
Jesus Christ appears. He has saved us from the wrath to 
come (1 Thess. 1:10; 5:9-10). As the people of God, 
we will certainly go through tribulation (John 16:33; 
Acts 14:22), but not the tribulation. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
Matthew 24:45—25:46 


THE KING’S RETURN—PART II 


e noted that the “atmosphere” of the first sec- 
W tion of the Olivet Discourse was definitely 

Jewish. A careful reading of this section indi- 
cates that the “atmosphere” has changed. Jesus had 
been describing the sign-events of the tribulation 
period, and had named one judgment after another, 
culminating in His return to earth. But in this section, 
the emphasis is on the Lord delaying His return (Matt. 
24:48; 25:5, 19). 

It seems reasonable to assign Matthew 24:45— 
25:30 to our present age of the church, during which 
time it appears that the Lord is delaying His return (2 
Peter 3). The closing section (Matt. 25:31—46) 
describes the judgment the Lord will execute when He 
returns to earth. In general, the teachings in the Olivet 
Discourse relate to the Jews (Matt. 24:4—44), the pro- 
fessing church (Matt. 24:45—25:30), and the Gentile 
nations (Matt. 25:31-46). This corresponds with the 
threefold division of mankind mentioned by Paul in 1 
Corinthians 10:32. We have already studied in detail 
our Lord’s coming as it relates to Israel, so let us look at 
it in the two remaining relationships. 


Christ’s Coming and the Professing Church 
(24:45—25:30) 

We must not be surprised that our Lord suddenly 
changed from discussing His return as it relates to 
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Israel to His return as it relates to the church. It is 
not uncommon in Scripture for a speaker or writer 
to change emphasis right in the middle of a sen- 
tence. For example, the entire church age occurs in 
the time period between the words given and and in 
Isaiah 9:6. A similar “leap” is seen in Isaiah 61:2, 
where the church age takes place in the period 
between the “year of the Lord” and the “day of 
vengeance.” 

In the section devoted to Israel, Jesus described pri- 
marily the outward events of the period; in this section, 
He described inward attitudes. While everyone who 
has trusted Jesus Christ as Savior is going to heaven 
(John 3:16-18; 17:24), not every believer is ready to 
meet the Lord. 

When Jesus Christ returns and takes His church to 
heaven, He will sit on His judgment seat and judge His 
own people (Rom. 14:10-12; 2 Cor. 5:8-11). He will 
not judge our sins, because these have already been 
judged on the cross (Rom. 8:1—4). But He will judge 
our works and will give rewards to those who have 
earned them (1 Cor. 3:9-15). These parables suggest 
that Jesus will judge three different groups of professed 
believers. 

Obedient and disobedient servants (24:45-51). 
God’s people on earth are called a household (Gal. 
6:10; Eph. 2:19). God has put servants over each 
household to feed the members. This suggests to us the 
local church family with its spiritual leaders. The pur- 
pose of spiritual leadership is that the leaders feed the 
people, not that the people feed the leaders! The apos- 
tle Peter caught this truth and emphasized it in his first 
letter (1 Peter 5:1—4). 

It is a serious thing to be a pastor or other officer in 
a local church. We must take care that our motives are 
right and that we serve Christ and His people in love. 
Both in word and deed, we must lead the family in the 
right way (Heb. 13:7-8). The members of the family 
should submit to spiritual leadership, because one day 
both people and leaders will face the judgment seat of 
Christ (Heb. 13:17). 

The servant’s task is not to be popular, but to be 
obedient. He must feed the family the food that it 
needs, when it needs it. He should bring out of his 
“spiritual cupboard” things new and old (Matt. 13:52). 
Some Bible teachers, in their search for something new 
and exciting, forget the nutrition of the old truths of 
the Word. But other ministers are so wrapped up in the 
old that they fail to discover the new insights and new 
applications of the old truths. The new grows out of 
the old, and the old is made more meaningful by the 
new. 

If the spiritual leader is obediently doing his job 
when the Lord returns, he shall be rewarded. But if that 
leader is not doing his job when the Lord returns, he 
will be dealt with in a severe way. I prefer to translate 
Matthew 24:51: “And shall punish him severely and 
appoint him his portion with the hypocrites.” (Even in 
that day of despotic rule, it would be unthinkable for a 
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master to cut his servant in half.) The whole picture is 
one of pain and loss. This does not suggest punitive 
measures at the judgment seat of Christ, because there 
we will have glorified bodies. But it does suggest loss of 
reward and loss of opportunity. 

Jesus did not amplify the truth here, but from other 
Scriptures we learn that one reward for obedient serv- 
ice will be ministry in the kingdom that He will 
establish on earth (Luke 19:11ff.). The reward for obe- 
dient service is the capacity for greater service. Not to 
have a place of ministry in His kingdom would, to me, 
be a tremendous loss. 

What caused this servant’s downfall? Something went 
wrong in his heart: He ceased to expect his Lord to return 
(Matt. 24:48). He lived like the world and mistreated his 
fellow servants. Whenever God’s servants cannot work 
together, it is often because somebody has forgotten that 
the Lord will return. Looking for His appearing, and 
loving His appearing, should motivate us to be faithful 
and loving (1 Thess. 2:19-20; 1 John 2:28). 

Wise and foolish witnesses (25:1-13). A wedding 
in that day had two parts. First, the bridegroom and his 
friends would go from his house to claim the bride 
from her parents. Then the bride and groom would 
return to the groom’s house for the marriage feast. The 
suggestion here is that the groom has already claimed 
his bride and is now on his way back home. However, 
we must not press the image of the church as a bride 
too far, because much of this truth was not revealed 
until the ministry of Paul (Eph. 5:22ff.). 

The church has known for two thousand years that 
Jesus is coming again, and yet many believers have 
become lethargic and drowsy. They are no longer 
excited about the soon-coming of the Lord. As a result, 
there is little effective witness given that the Lord is 
returning. 

The oil for burning reminds us of the special oil 
used in the tabernacle services (Ex. 27:20-21). Oil is 
usually a symbol of the Spirit of God, but I wonder 
if this particular oil is not also a symbol of the Word 
of God. The church should be “holding forth the 
word of life” in this dark and wicked world (Phil. 
2:12-16). We need to keep the word of His patience 
(Rev. 3:10) and keep witnessing of the return of Jesus 
Christ. 

When the bridegroom and bride appeared, half of 
the bridesmaids were unable to light their lamps 
because they had no oil. “Our lamps are going out!” 
they cried. The bridesmaids who had oil were able to 
light their lamps and keep them shining bright. It was 
they who entered into the wedding feast and not the 
foolish girls who had no oil. This suggests that not 
every professing Christian will enter heaven, for some 
really have not trusted Jesus Christ sincerely. Without 
the Spirit of God and the Word of God, there can be 
no true salvation. 

Jesus ended this parable with the warning He had 
uttered before: “Watch” (Matt. 24:42; 25:13). This 


does not mean standing on a mountaintop gazing at 


the heavens (Acts 1:9-11). It means “to stay awake and 
be alert” (Matt. 26:38-41). 

Profitable and unprofitable servants (25:14-30). 
This parable must not be confused with the parable of 
the pounds (Luke 19:11-27), though the two parables 
do have similarities. Please note that each servant in 
this parable was given money (a talent was worth about 
twenty years’ wages) according to his ability. The man 
with much ability was given five talents; the man with 
average ability received two talents; the man with min- 
imal ability received one talent. 

The talents represent opportunities to use our abil- 
ities. If five talents were given to a person with minimal 
ability, he would be destroyed by the heavy responsibil- 
ity. But if only one talent were given to a man of great 
ability, he would be disgraced and degraded. God 
assigns work and opportunity according to ability. We 
are living in the period of time between Matthew 
25:18 and 19. We have been assigned our ministries 
according to the abilities and gifts God has given us. It 
is our privilege to serve the Lord and multiply His 
goods. 

The three servants fell into two categories: faith- 
ful and unfaithful. The faithful servants took their 
talents and put them to work for their Lord. The 
unfaithful servant hid his talent in the earth. Instead 
of using his opportunities, he buried them! He did 
not purposely do evil. But by doing nothing, he was 
committing sin and robbing his Lord of service and 
increase. 

The two men who put their money to work each 
received the same commendation (Matt. 25:21, 23). 
It was not the portion but the proportion that made 
the difference. They started as servants, but their 
Lord promoted them to rulers. They were faithful 
with a few things, so the Lord trusted them with 
many things. They had worked and toiled, and now 
they entered into joy. Their faithfulness gave each of 
them a capacity for greater service and responsibility. 

The third servant was unfaithful and therefore was 
unrewarded. Because this man was afraid he might fail, 
he never tried to succeed. He feared life and his respon- 
sibilities. This paralyzed him with anxiety, so he buried 
the talent to protect it. The least he could have done 
was put the money in a bank and collect some interest. 
There was no real risk in that. 

What we do not use for the Lord, we are in danger 
of losing. The master reprimanded the unfaithful, 
unprofitable servant, and then took his talent from 
him. The man with the most talents received the extra 
talent. 

Some feel that this unprofitable servant was not a 
true believer. But it seems that he was a true servant, 
even though he proved to be unprofitable. The “outer 
darkness” of Matthew 25:30 need not refer to hell, 
even though that is often the case in the Gospels 
(Matt. 8:12; 22:13). It is dangerous to build theology 
on parables, for parables illustrate truth in vivid ways. 
The man was dealt with by the Lord, he lost his 
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opportunity for service, and he gained no praise or 
reward. To me, that is outer darkness. 

It is possible that the one-talent man thought that 
his one talent was not really very important He did 
not have five talents, or even two. Why worry about 
one? Because he was appointed as a steward by the 
Lord. Were it not for the one-talent people in our 
world, very little would get accomplished. His one 
talent could have increased to two and brought glory 
to his master. 

These three parables encourage us to love His 
appearing, look for His appearing, and labor faithfully 
until He comes. We should be watching, witnessing, 
and working. We may not be successful in the eyes of 
men, or even popular with others. But if we are faith- 
ful and profitable, we shall receive our reward. 


Christ's Coming and the Gentile Nations (25:31-46) 
This section explains to us how Jesus Christ will judge 
the Gentile nations. The word nations in Matthew 
25:32 means “Gentiles,” and it is in the neuter gender 
in the Greek. The word them in that same verse is in 
the masculine. This means that the nations will be 
gathered before Jesus Christ, but He will judge them as 
individuals. This will not be a judgment of groups 
(Germany, Italy, Japan, etc.) but of individuals within 
these nations. 

We must not confuse this judgment with the Great 
White Throne Judgment described in Revelation 
20:11-15. Some scholars merge both passages and call 
this “the general judgment.” The Bible knows nothing 
of a “general judgment.” This judgment takes place on 
earth immediately after the Battle of Armageddon. The 
White Throne Judgment takes place in space some- 
where (“the earth and the heaven fled away,” Rev. 
20:11). The judgment here in Matthew 25 takes place 
before the kingdom is established on earth, for the 
saved are told to “inherit the kingdom” (Matt. 25:34). 
The White Throne Judgment will take place after the 
one thousand-year reign of Christ (Rev. 20:7ff.). 

There is another error we must avoid. We must not 
force this passage to teach salvation by good works. A 
superficial reading would give the impression that 
helping one’s neighbor is sufficient to earn salvation 
and go to heaven. But this is not the message of this 
passage. Nobody at any time in the history of the world 
was ever saved by good works. 

The Old Testament saints were saved by faith (Heb. 
11); the New Testament saints were saved by faith in 
Jesus Christ (Eph. 2:8-10). People today are saved the 
same way. The gospel of “do good” is not a scriptural 
message. It is right for believers to do good (Gal. 6:10; 
Heb. 13:16), but this is not the way unbelievers can be 
saved. 

If we keep in mind the three groups in the account, 
it will help to solve this problem: There were sheep, 
goats, and brethren. Who are these people that the 
King dares to call “my brethren”? It seems likely that 
they are the believing Jews from the tribulation period. 
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These are people who will hear the message of the 
144,000 and trust Jesus Christ. Since these believing 
Jews will not receive the “mark of the beast” (Rev. 
13:16-17), they will be unable to buy or sell. How, 
then, can they survive? Through the loving care of the 
Gentiles who have trusted Christ and who care for His 
brethren. 

The interesting thing about this judgment is that 
the sheep individuals are surprised at what they hear. 
They will not remember having seen the Lord Jesus 
Christ and ministering to His needs. But just as they 
lovingly ministered to the believing Jews, they did it to 
Christ. Their motive was not reward, but sacrificial 
love. In fact, these Gentiles took their own lives in their 
hands when they welcomed the homeless Jews and 
cared for them. “He that receiveth you receiveth me,” 
Jesus said to His disciples (Matt. 10:40); and surely this 
would also apply to His brethren. 

The individuals designated goats were judged 
because they did not trust Jesus Christ and give evi- 
dence of that faith by caring for His brethren. They 
apparently received the mark of the beast and took care 
of themselves and their own, but they had no time for 
the Jewish remnant that was suffering on earth (Rev. 
12:17). There are sins of omission as well as sins of 
commission (James 4:17). Not doing good is the moral 
equivalent of doing evil. 

When we compare the two judicial sentences 
(Matt. 25:34, 41), we discover some interesting truths. 
To being with, the sheep were blessed of the Father, but 
it does not say that the goats were “cursed of the 
Father.” The sheep inherit the kingdom, and inheri- 
tance is based on birth. Because they had been born 
again through faith, they inherited the kingdom. 

This kingdom was prepared for these saved individ- 
uals, but Matthew 25:41 does not state that the 
everlasting fire was prepared for the goats. It was pre- 
pared for the devil and his angels (Rev. 20:10). God 
never prepared hell for people. There is no evidence 
from Scripture that God predestines people to go to 
hell. If sinners listen to Satan, and follow his ways, they 
will end up where he ends up—in the torments of hell. 
There are only two eternal destinies: everlasting pun- 
ishment for those who reject Christ or eternal life for 
those who trust Him. 

The sheep will be ushered into the kingdom to 
share in Christ’s glory. The church will be reigning with 
Christ, and Israel will enjoy the fulfillment of the 
promises made through the prophets. All of creation 
will share in the glorious liberty of God’s children 
(Rom. 8:19-21). Jesus Christ will rule from David's 
throne in Jerusalem (Luke 1:30-33), and peace will 
reign for one thousand years (Isa. 11). 

As we look back over the Olivet Discourse, we 
should review several facts. To begin with, God is not 
finished with the people of Israel. Jesus made it clear in 
this sermon that Israel would be purified and brought 
to faith in the Messiah. God has not cast away His peo- 
ple (Rom. 11:1). 
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Second, the Old Testament promises of the king- 
dom will be fulfilled. The tribulation period will be a 
very difficult time for people on the earth. But it will 
be “travail” in preparation for the birth of the king- 
dom. The suffering will lead to glory. 

Third, God is going to judge this world. He is not 
sending cataclysmic judgments today because this is a 
day of grace when His message is, “Be ye reconciled to 
God” (2 Cor. 5:14ff.). The heavens are silent because 
man’s sins have already been judged at the cross. God 
has spoken once and for all through His Son, and He 
will not speak to this earth again until He sends His 
judgments during the tribulation. 

Fourth, we as Christians and members of His 
church are not looking for signs. “The Jews require a 
sign” (1 Cor. 1:22). There will be no signs given prior 
to the sudden return of Christ in the air for His church. 
However, as we see some of these tribulation signs 
beginning (“When these things begin to take place,” 
Luke 21:28 Nass), we feel that the end is not far away. 
It seems that international tensions and problems are 
increasing to the point where the world will cry out for 
a dictator, and Satan will have his candidate ready. 

Finally, no matter what view of prophecy we take, 
we know that Jesus is coming again. As Christians, we 
must be alert and ready. We must not waste our oppor- 
tunities. We may not have a great deal of ability or a 
great many gifts, but we can still be faithful in the call- 
ing He has given us. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
Matthew 26:1-56 


THE KING’S PREPARATION 


vents were now moving to a climax. The King was 
Fin to suffer and die. This preparation was 

in three stages and at three different locations. As 
we examine these stages, we can see the growing con- 
flict between Christ and the enemy. 


At Bethany: Worship versus Waste (26:1-16) 
Matthew does not claim to give us a chronological 
account of the events of the last week. At this point he 
inserted a flashback to describe the feast in Bethany 
and the beautiful act that Mary performed. The reli- 
gious leaders were meeting to plot against Jesus, but 
His friends were meeting to show their love and devo- 
tion to Him. Also, by joining these two accounts, 
Matthew showed the connection between Mary's wor- 
ship and Judas’s betrayal. It was after the feast in 
Bethany that Judas went to the priests and offered his 
help (Mark 14:10-11). The Lord’s rebuke triggered 
Judas’s response. 

The feast at Bethany took place “six days before the 
Passover” (John 12:1) in the house of Simon the leper. 
Apparently he had been healed by the Lord Jesus. 


There were at least seventeen people at this dinner: 


Simon, Mary, Martha, Lazarus, Jesus, and the twelve 
apostles. True to her character as the “doer” in the fam- 
ily, Martha did the serving (Luke 10:38-42). The three 
key persons in this event are Mary, Judas, and Jesus. 

Mary (v. 7). Only John identifies this woman as 
Mary, sister of Martha and Lazarus. She is found only 
three times in the Gospels, and in each instance she is 
at the feet of Jesus. She sat at His feet and listened to 
the Word (Luke 10:38—42); she came to His feet in sor- 
row after the death of Lazarus (John 11:28-32); and 
she worshipped at His feet when she anointed Him 
with the ointment (John 12:1ff.). Mary was a deeply 
spiritual woman. She found at His feet her blessing, she 
brought to His feet her burdens, and she gave at His 
feet her best. 

When we combine the gospel records, we learn that 
she anointed both His head and His feet, and wiped 
His feet with her hair. A woman’s hair is her glory (1 
Cor. 11:15). She surrendered her glory to the Lord and 
worshipped Him with the precious gift that she 
brought. It was an act of love and devotion that 
brought fragrance to the whole house. 

Because she had listened to His word, Mary knew 
that soon Jesus would die and be buried. She also knew 
that His body would not need the traditional care 
given to the dead because His body would not see cor- 
ruption (Ps. 16:10; Acts 2:22-28). Instead of anointing 
His body after His death, she did so before His death. It 
was an act of faith and love. 

Judas (vv. 8-9). The disciples did not know the 
true character of Judas. His criticism of Mary sounded 
so “spiritual” that they joined him in attacking her. We 
know the real reason Judas wanted the ointment sold: 
The money would go into the treasury and he would 
be able to use it (John 12:6). 

Judas is a tragic figure. He was called to be one of 
Christ's disciples and was named an apostle along with 
the others (Mark 3:13-19). He received power to heal 
(Matt. 10:1—4), and he probably used this power. It is 
not the power to do miracles that is proof of salvation 
(Matt. 7:21-29), but obedience to God’s Word. 

In spite of his affiliation with the band of disciples, 
and his association with Christ, Judas was not a true 
believe. When Jesus washed the disciples’ feet, He 
made it clear that one of them (Judas) was not cleansed 
(John 13:10-11). Like many professing Christians 
today, Judas was in the group of believers but not of 
them. 

Notice that every time Mary sought to do some- 
thing for Jesus, she was misunderstood. Her sister 
Martha misunderstood her when Mary sat at Jesus’ feet 
to hear Him teach the Word. Judas and the other dis- 
ciples misunderstood her when she anointed Jesus. Her 
friends and neighbors misunderstood her when she 
came out of the house to meet Jesus after Lazarus had 
been buried (John 11:28-31). When we give Jesus 
Christ first place in our lives, we can expect to be mis- 


understood and criticized by those who claim to follow 
Him. 
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Why did Judas follow Jesus for three years, listen to 
His Word, share His ministry, and then turn traitor? 
One thing is certain: Judas was not the victim of cir- 
cumstances or the passive tool of providence. It was 
prophesied that one of Messiah’s close associates would 
betray Him, (Ps. 41:9; 55:12-14), but this fact does 
not relieve Judas of responsibility. We must not make 
him a martyr because he fulfilled this prophecy. 

While we can never fully understand the mind and 
heart of Judas, we do know that he had every opportu- 
nity to be saved. He was often warned by Jesus in the 
Upper Room, Jesus even washed Judas’ feet. Probably, 
Judas saw in Jesus the hope for Israel’s political free- 
dom. If Jesus established His kingdom, Judas, as 
treasurer, would have had an important position. 
When Jesus repeatedly refused to become a political 
Messiah, Judas turned against Him. Satan found a will- 
ing tool in Judas. Satan put the ideas into Judas’s mind 
(John 13:2) and then entered into Judas to use him to 
betray Jesus to the enemy (John 13:27). 

Judas’s life is a warning to those who pretend to 
serve Christ but whose hearts are far from God. He is 
also a warning to those who waste their opportunities 
and their lives. “Why this waste?” asked Judas when he 
saw that expensive ointment poured out on Jesus. Yet 
Judas wasted his opportunities, his life, and his soul! 
Jesus called him “son of perdition” (John 17:12) which 
literally means “son of waste.” 

Jesus (vv. 10-16). He immediately came to the 
defense of Mary, for He always protects His own. He 
rebuked Judas and the other disciples and praised Mary 
for her loving act of devotion. Nothing given to Jesus in 
love is ever wasted. Her act of worship not only brought 
joy to the heart of Jesus and fragrance to the house, but 
also blessing to the whole world. Her devotion encour- 
ages us to love and serve Christ with our very best. 
Such service brings blessings to others that perhaps we 
will know nothing about until we see Him. 

Jesus did not criticize the disciples because they 
were concerned about the poor. He was concerned 
about the poor, and we should be too. He was caution- 
ing them against missing their opportunity to worship 
Him. They would always have opportunities to help 
the poor. But they would not always have the opportu- 
nity to worship at His feet and prepare Him for burial. 


In the Upper Room: Faithfulness versus Betrayal 
(26:17-30) 
Preparation for Passover (vv. 17—19). It was neces- 
sary to purchase and prepare the materials needed for 
the Passover feast. It was also necessary to find a place 
in crowded Jerusalem where the feast could be held. 
Jesus sent Peter and John to make these important 
preparations (Luke 22:8). They were to follow a man 
who was carrying a pitcher of water, and he would 
show them a large upper room. It would be most 
unusual for a man to be carrying the water, for this was 
usually done by the women. 

Peter and John would have had to secure the bread 
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and bitter herbs, as well as the wine, for the feast. They 
would have had to find a perfect lamb, and then have 
had the lamb slain in the court of the temple and the 
blood put on the altar. The lamb would be roasted 
whole, and then the feast would be ready. 

Announcement of a betrayer (vv. 20-25). Up to 
the very end, the disciples did not realize that one of 
their own number, Judas, was the traitor. They did not 
see any difference in the way Jesus treated Judas, which 
is remarkable testimony to our Lord’s patience and 
love. It was during the Passover feast, as they were eat- 
ing, that Jesus announced the presence of a traitor. The 
disciples looked at one another, wondering who the 
traitor might be. Then they asked Jesus, “It is not I, is 
it?” The construction of the question indicates they 
expected No as the answer. 

Judas was reclining to our Lord’s left; this was a 
place of honor at a feast. (This may explain why the 
disciples again started arguing over who was the great- 
est. See Luke 22:24-30.) John was reclining at our 
Lord’s right, and thus was able to rest on His breast 
(John 13:23). It was an act of friendship to eat bread 
together, especially bread that had been dipped into the 
dish of herbs. It was also an honor to be given a morsel 
of bread by your host. Jesus gave the bread to Judas (Ps. 
41:9), and Judas accepted it, knowing full well that he 
was betraying his Lord. For Jesus, giving the bread was a 
gracious act of hospitality; for Judas, accepting the 
bread was an evil act of treachery. 

Matthew 26:24 presents both the human and the 
divine sides of this event. From the divine point of 
view, Judas’s treachery was predicted in Scripture and 
was part of the plan of God. But from the human point 
of view, Judas was guilty of a base crime and was com- 
pletely responsible for what he did. Divine sovereignty 
and human responsibility are not in conflict, even 
though we may not be able to understand how they 
work together to fulfill God’s will. 

After Judas took the morsel of bread, Satan entered 
into him (John 13:27). He then went out to keep his 
promise to the religious leaders in delivering Jesus into 
their hands, and even then, the other disciples did not 
know what he was doing. “He went immediately out; 
and it was night” (John 13:30). For Judas, it is still 
night. 

Institution of the Lord’s Supper (vv. 26-30). It 
was after Judas had left the room that Jesus instituted 
something new, the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:23-34). 
He took two elements from the Passover feast, the 
unleavened bread and the cup, and He used these to 
picture His own death. The broken bread pictured His 
body given for the sins of the world. The “fruit of the 
vine” (Matt. 26:29) pictured His blood, shed for the 
remission of sins. The text does not indicate that any- 
thing special or mysterious happened to these two 
elements. They remained bread and the “fruit of the 
vine” but they now conveyed a deeper meaning: the 
body and the blood of Jesus Christ. 

The Lord’s Supper reminds us to look ahead for 
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Christ’s return. We will observe this supper until He 
comes (1 Cor. 11:26). The Passover pointed ahead to 
the Lamb of God who would take away the sins of the 
world (John 1:29). The Lord’s Supper announces that 
this great work has been accomplished. 

In Matthew 26:29, Jesus added the note of future 
glory in the kingdom. Jesus did eat bread, fish, and 
honey after His resurrection (Luke 24:41-43; John 
21:9-15). But there is no record that He drank the fruit 
of the vine. Even as He faced the rejection of His nation 
and the suffering of the cross, He was looking ahead to 
the kingdom that would be established because of His 
sacrifice. There were traditionally four cups drunk at the 
Passover feast, each cup relating to one of the four 
promises in Exodus 6:6-7. Jesus instituted the Lord’s 
Supper between the third and fourth cups. 

The hymn that Jesus and His disciples sang before 
they left the Upper Room was part of the traditional 
Hallel, Psalms 116—118. Read those psalms in the 
light of Christ’s death and resurrection and see how 
they take on new meaning. Imagine our Lord being 
able to sing praises to God in the face of rejection, suf- 
fering, and death. 


Gethsemane: Submission versus Resistance 
(26:31-56) 

At the Mount of Olives was a private garden that Jesus 
often had used as a retreat (John 18:2). Gethsemane 
means “oil press,” a significant name in the light of our 
Lord’s agony in that garden. 

The disciples’ failure announced (vv. 31-35). 
This announcement was probably made as the band of 
men made their way to the garden. We usually point to 
Peter as the one who had failed the Lord, but a// of the 
disciples were involved. Jesus referred to Zechariah 
13:7 in warning His disciples, but He also added a 
word of promise: He would rise again and meet them 
in Galilee. Unfortunately, the men paid little attention 
to the promise of His resurrection. On resurrection 
day, the angels reminded them of the meeting in 
Galilee (Matt. 28:7, 10). 

When Peter disagreed with the Lord, this was the 
beginning of his sin of denying the Lord. Peter was 
unwilling to apply the word all to himself. Instead of 
reassuring Peter, the Lord gave him a personal warning: 
He would deny Christ three times! Peter thought he 
was better than the other men, and Jesus told him he 
would be even more cowardly than the others. 

Peter’s response was to deny Christs word even 
more fervently, and the other disciples joined in this 
protest. Had Peter listened to the word and obeyed it, 
he would not have denied his Lord three times. 

Jesus’ surrender accomplished (vv. 36-46). He 
left eight of the disciples at the entrance to the garden, 
while He and Peter, James, and John went further into 
the garden. This was the third time He had taken these 
three men with Him. They were with Him on the 
Mount of Transfiguration (Matt. 17:1ff.) and in the 
home of Jairus where He raised Jairus’s daughter from 


the dead (Luke 8:49ff.). He wanted them to watch and 
pray. He was entering into a difficult time, and the 
presence of His disciples would be an encouragement 
to Him. 

We must not think that it was the fear of death that 
made our Lord so agonize in the garden. He did not 
fear death, but faced it with courage and peace. He was 
about to “drink the cup” that His Father had prepared 
for Him, and this meant bearing on His body the sins 
of the world (John 18:11; 1 Peter 2:24). Many godly 
people have been arrested, beaten, and slain because of 
their faith. But only Jesus experienced being made sin 
and a curse for mankind (2 Cor. 5:21; Gal. 3:13). The 
Father has never forsaken any of His own, yet He for- 
sook His Son (Matt. 27:46). This was the cup that 
Jesus willingly drank for us. 

Jesus was not wrestling with God’s will or resisting 
God’s will. He was yielding Himself to God’s will. As per- 
fect Man, He felt the awful burden of sin, and His holy 
soul was repelled by it. Yet as the Son of God, He knew 
that this was His mission in the world. The mystery of 
His humanity and deity is seen vividly in this scene. 

Peter and his fellow disciples had promised to be 
faithful to death, and yet they went to sleep! They needed 
to pray for themselves, because danger was around the 
corner. And how much it would have meant to their 
Lord if they had watched and prayed with Him. They 
had failed, but their Lord had succeeded. 

The arrest achieved (vv. 47—56). Jesus knew that 
Judas and the arresting officers were near, so He awak- 
ened the sleeping disciples and prepared them for what 
was coming. The fact that this band of soldiers and 
temple guards carried weapons and lanterns shows that 
Judas did not really understand Jesus. Judas thought 
they would have to search for Him in the garden and 
fight off His disciples in order to arrest Him. But Jesus 
came to them and calmly surrendered. It would not 
even have been necessary for Judas to betray Jesus with 
a kiss, for Jesus told the soldiers who He was. 

It is tragic to see how Judas cheapened everything 
that he touched. His name means praise (Gen. 29:35), 
yet who would name a son “Judas” today? He used the 
kiss as a weapon, not as a sign of affection. In that day, 
it was customary for disciples to kiss their teacher. But 
in this case, it was not a mark of submission or respect. 
The Greek verbs indicate that Judas kissed Jesus 
repeatedly. 

At this point, some of the other disciples asked, 
“Shall we strike with the sword?” When He was with 
them in the Upper Room, Jesus had talked to them 
about swords (Luke 22:31-38). Jesus was preparing 
them for a different kind of life. They would need to 
use whatever means He provided for their care and 
safety. They would be in a hostile world, and He would 
not always perform miracles to help them. 

The problem was, the disciples misunderstood 
what He taught them. As usual, they took Him liter- 
ally. “‘Lord, look, here are two swords.’ And He said to 
them, ‘It is enough” (Luke 22:38 Nass). Peter had 
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argued with the Word, denied the Word, and dis- 
obeyed the Word (when he went to sleep). Now he ran 
ahead of the Word. In his zeal to help Jesus, Peter cut 
off Malchus’s ear with a sword. He did not wait for the 
Lord to tell him what to do, but (like Moses in Egypt, 
Ex. 2:11-15) Peter rushed ahead and trusted the arm 
of flesh. Had Jesus not healed the ear of Malchus, there 
probably would have been four crosses on Calvary! 

The fact that the guards had not arrested Him in 
the temple indicates that there was a divine timetable 
controlling His life. These things were not happening 
by accident, but by appointment. It was all part of 
God’s plan, yet evil men were responsible for the deed. 
“This Man, delivered up by the predetermined plan 
and foreknowledge of God, you nailed to a cross by the 
hands of godless men and put Him to death” (Acts 
2:23 NASB). 

Of course, they had no right to arrest Jesus. He had 
broken no laws. He had committed no crimes. They 
were treating Him like a common thief—and yet it was 
Judas who was the thief! The disciples who bravely 
promised to deliver Him deserted Him. “Behold, the 
hour cometh, yea, is now come, that you shall be scat- 
tered, every man to his own, and shall leave me alone; 
and yet I am not alone, because the Father is with me” 
(John 16:32). Later, even the Father would leave Him! 

Each of us must decide: Will it be the sword or the 
cup? Will I resist God’s will or submit to God’s will? 
The cup usually involves suffering, but that suffering 
ultimately leads to glory. We need not fear the cup, for 
it has been prepared by the Father especially for us. He 
knows how much we can take, and He mixes the con- 
tents in wisdom and love. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
Matthew 26:57—27:26 


THE KING’S TRIAL 


fter Jesus was arrested, He was taken to the house 
A: Annas, the former high priest who was the 
father-in-law of Caiaphas, the high priest (John 
18:13ff.). Annas, a shrewd politican, was something of 
a “godfather” in the temple establishment. Jesus then 
was taken to Caiaphas and, in the morning, to the 
meeting of the Sanhedrin. They turned Him over to 
Pilate who tried to put Him under Herod’s jurisdiction 
(Luke 23:6-12). But Herod sent Him back to Pilate. 
Matthew centered his attention on four persons 
who were involved in the trial and suffering of the 


Lord. 


Caiaphas (26:57-68) 

According to Old Testament law, the high priest was to 
serve until death. But when the Romans took over the 
nation of Israel, they made the high priesthood an 
appointed office. This way they could be certain of 
having a religious leader who would cooperate with 
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their policies. Annas served as high priest from AD 
6-15, and five of his sons, as well as Caiaphas his son- 
in-law succeeded him. Caiaphas was high priest from 
AD 18-36, but Annas was still a power behind the 
throne (see Luke 3:2). 

Both Annas and Caiaphas were Sadducees, which 
meant they did not believe in the resurrection, the 
spirit world, or the authority of any of the Old 
Testament except the five Books of Moses. It was the 
high priestly family that managed the “temple busi- 
ness,” which Jesus had overthrown twice during His 
ministry. Of course, these men were most happy to lay 
hands on their enemy. Caiaphas had already made it 
clear that he intended to sacrifice Jesus in order to save 
the nation (John 11:47-54). 

The high priest hastily assembled the Sanhedrin, 
composed. of the chief priests, the elders, and the 
scribes (Mark 14:53). While the men were gathering, 
Caiaphas and his assistants were seeking for witnesses 
to testify against the prisoner. They had already deter- 
mined that He was guilty, but they wanted to go 
through the motions of a legal trial. 

Since no honest witnesses could be found (which in 
itself proves our Lord’s innocence), the leaders arranged 
for false witnesses to testify. The law of Moses warned 
against false witnesses (Deut. 19:15-21), but even the 
religious leaders twisted God’s Word to accomplish 
their selfish purposes. That there were two witnesses 
fulfilled the letter of the law. But that they deliberately 
lied broke both the letter and the spirit of the law. 
These witnesses cited a statement Jesus had made early 
in His ministry: “Destroy this temple, and in three days 
I will raise it up” John 2:19). It was a serious matter to 
speak against the temple; this very charge later led to 
the death of Stephen (Acts 6:12-14; 7:45-50). 

When confronted with this charge, Jesus remained 
silent. This was a fulfillment of Isaiah 53:7. Jesus could 
not deny that He made the statement, and yet neither 
could He explain the spiritual meaning of the state- 
ment to this group of worldly minded men. In His 
attitude toward His enemies, Jesus set an example for 
us to follow (1 Peter 2:18—23). 

When Caiaphas saw that the false charges were not 
incriminating Jesus, he took another approach. He put 
Jesus under oath. In our day of repeated perjury and 
carelessness with the truth, we cannot appreciate the 
solemn importance that the Jews gave to oaths. This, of 
course, was according to their law (Ex. 20:7; Lev. 
19:12; Num. 30:2). Caiaphas knew that Jesus claimed 
to be the Son of God (John 10:30-33), so he put Him 
under oath to declare this. The clever priest knew that 
Jesus could not avoid replying. 

Jesus did affirm that He is the Son of God. He 
applied to Himself Psalm 110:1 and Daniel 7:13, both 
of which are messianic passages. In these two quota- 
tions, Jesus predicted His resurrection and ascension 
and His return in glory. This would mean salvation to 
those who trust Him, but for Caiaphas it would mean 
condemnation. 
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Without even considering the evidence, Caiaphas 
passed the sentence. The treatment given Jesus after the 
verdict had been reached was certainly illegal and inhu- 
mane. Of course, all of this only revealed the 
wickedness of the priest’s heart. At the same time, it 


fulfilled the messianic prophecies (Isa. 50:6). 
Peter (26:69-75) 


Peter has been criticized for following “afar off” (Matt. 
26:58), but that was not his mistake. His mistake was 
that he followed at all. He was supposed to get out! 
Jesus had warned Peter that he would deny Him. Jesus 
had also quoted Zechariah 13:7, which states that the 
“sheep shall be scattered.” Finally, Jesus had expressly 
commanded the disciples not to follow: “Let these go 
their way” (John 18:8-9). If Peter had listened to the 
Word and obeyed it, he would never have failed the 
Lord in such a humiliating way. 

The apostle John was also a part of this failure, for 
he had followed with Peter and gotten both of them 
entrance into the high priests house (John 18:15—16). 
Jesus had warned them to “watch and pray” lest they 
enter into temptation (Matt. 26:41). But they had 
gone to sleep instead. Consequently, they entered into 
temptation, and Peter fell. 

Peter’s denial of Christ was the climax of a series of 
failures. When the Lord first warned Peter that he 
would be tested by Satan, Peter affirmed his faith and 
his ability to remain true to the Lord. In pride, Peter 
argued with the Word of God! He even dared to com- 
pare himself to the other disciples and affirmed. that, 
though they might fall, he would remain true. 

The fact that Peter was standing by the enemy’s fire, 
warming himself, indicates how defeated he was. The 
denial was even more humiliating because two of the 
interrogators were servant girls. The third challenge 
came from a man, one of the bystanders, but Peter 
failed again. This man was a relative of Malchus, the 
man Peter had wounded (John 18:26). So Peter’s 
impulsive deed caught up with him even after Jesus had 
repaired the damage. 

Mark’s account of this event indicates that the cock 
would crow twice (Mark 14:30). After the third denial, 
the cock crowed for the second time (Mark 14:72). 
This means that the first cock-crowing was a warning 
to Peter, and he should have left the scene immediately. 
The third denial and the second cock-crow climaxed 
the test, and Peter had failed. 

The crowing of the cock reminded Peter of the 
word of Jesus. Had Peter remembered and obeyed the 
word, he would never have denied his Lord. It was at 
that time that Jesus turned and looked at Peter (Luke 
22:61), and that look of love broke the apostle’s heart. 
Peter went out and wept bitterly. 

After His resurrection, Jesus met privately with 
Peter and restored him to his discipleship (Mark 16:7; 
1 Cor. 15:5). Jesus also restored him publicly (John 
21:15-19). Peter learned some important lessons dur- 
ing that difficult experience. He learned to pay 


attention to the Word, to watch and pray, and to put 
no confidence in his own strength. 


Judas (27:1-10) 

The Jewish council reconvened in the morning and 
delivered the official verdict against Jesus, so that peo- 
ple could not say that their hastily called night meeting 
was unlawful. Now all were able to attend. It is likely 
that Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea either did 
not attend or abstained from voting (John 19:38-42). 
But the Jews did not have the authority to exercise cap- 
ital punishment (John 18:31), so the prisoner went to 
Pilate, the Roman procurator. Only he could sentence 
the prisoner to death. 

At this point, Judas returned to the scene. He wit- 
nessed the official trial and sentencing of Jesus and 
realized that He was condemned to die. Judas’s 
response was one of remorse and regret. The Greek 
word translated “repented himself” in Matthew 27:3 
indicates, not a sorrow for sin that leads to a change of 
mind and action, but a regret at being caught, a 
remorse that leads to despair. Peter truly repented, and 
Jesus restored him. But Judas did not repent, and this 
led him to suicide. 

Judas had sold Jesus for the price of a slave (Ex. 
21:32). In desperation, he threw the money on the 
temple floor and left. The law would not permit the 
use of this kind of tainted money for temple purposes 
(Deut. 23:18). The leaders were careful to observe the 
law even while they were guilty of breaking it. They 
used the money to buy a “potter’s field” where Jewish 
strangers who died could be buried properly. 

Acts 1:18-19 adds to our understanding of the 
event. Judas went off by himself, brooded over his ter- 
rible crime, and finally hanged himself: Apparently his 
body was not discovered for some days, because it 
became bloated and his bowels gushed out. Perhaps the 
tree limb on which he was hanging also broke and 
helped to cause this. 

Acts 1:18 does not say that Judas committed suicide 
in the field that the priests bought with the money. That 
act would have defiled the land and the priests would 
never have purchased it. Matthew 27:7 states that the 
priests bought a field; Acts 1:18 states that the money 
Judas acquired was used to buy it. Judas could not have 
purchased a field with that money because he gave the 
money back to the priests. The priests called the ceme- 
tery “the field of blood” because it was purchased with 
“blood money.” Judas’s suicide added more “blood” to 
the name, since it was he who contributed the money. 

But, why did Matthew relate this event to a 
prophecy in Jeremiah, when the prophecy is found in 
Zechariah 11:12-13? One possible solution is that his 
prophecy was spoken by Jeremiah (note Matt. 27:9) and 
became a part of the Jewish oral tradition. It was later 
written by Zechariah. The prophet Jeremiah definitely 
was involved in the purchase of a field (Jer. 32:6ff.), 
and also with a potters house (Jer. 18:1ff.), and a bur- 
ial ground (Jer. 19:1-12). Matthew may have been 


Matthew 26—27 


referring to these general facts as background for the 
specific prophecy written by Zechariah. 


Pilate (27:11-6) 

Pontius Pilate was the sixth Roman procurator to serve 
in Judea. He was not liked by the Jews because he did 
things that deliberately violated their law and provoked 
them. He was not above killing people to accomplish 
his purposes (Luke 13:1). Pilate’s position was always 
rather precarious because of his bad relationship with 
Israel and because of Rome’s changing policy with the 
Jews. 

The Jewish leaders accused Jesus of three crimes. 
They claimed that He was guilty of misleading the 
nation, forbidding the paying of taxes, and claiming to 
be a king (Luke 23:2). These were definitely political 
charges, the kind that a Roman governor could handle. 
Pilate focused on the third charge—that Jesus claimed 
to be a king—because this was a definite threat to 
Rome. If he could deal with this “revolutionary” prop- 
erly, Pilate could please the Jews and impress the 
emperor at the same time. 

“Are You the King of the Jews?” Pilate asked. Jesus 
gave him a clear reply: “It is as you say.” However, Jesus 
then asked Pilate a question about his question (John 
18:34-37). Was Pilate thinking of “kingship” in the 
Roman sense? If so, then Jesus is not that kind of a 
king. Jesus explained to the governor that His kingdom 
was not of this world, that He had no armies, that His 
followers did not fight. Rather, His kingdom was a 
reign of truth. 

This conversation convinced Pilate that Jesus was 
not a dangerous revolutionary. “I find no fault in 
Him,” was Pilate’s decision. But the Jewish rulers were 
insistent that Pilate condemn Jesus. They repeated 
their charges and, as they enlarged on them, men- 
tioned that Jesus was from Galilee. When Pilate heard 
that, he saw a way out of his dilemma, since Galilee 
was under Herod’s jurisdiction. It is possible that 
Herod was displeased with Pilate because Pilate had 
slain some of Herod’s citizens (Luke 13:1). This would 
have been an opportunity for Pilate to become recon- 
ciled to Herod. 

Matthew did not record the trial held before Herod 
Antipas (Luke 23:6-12). Herod was the one who had 
murdered John the Baptist and had threatened to kill 
Jesus (Luke 13:31-32). Jesus was silent before Herod, 
for Herod had silenced the voice of God. All the king 
could do was mock Jesus and send Him back to Pilate. 
If Pilate had hoped to get rid of the problem, he was 
disappointed. However, this maneuver did patch up 
the quarrel between the two rulers. 

Pilate wanted to solve the problem but not make 
any definite decision about Jesus. As a Roman governor, 
he was pledged to uphold the law. But as a politician, he 
knew he had to get along with the people. Every deci- 
sion Pilate made forced him to make another decision, 
until he was the prisoner of his own evasions. He ques- 
tioned Jesus further, but He made no reply. 
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Pilate had one more scheme: He would follow the 
tradition of releasing a prisoner. Instead of selecting 
some unknown prisoner, Pilate deliberately chose the 
most notorious prisoner he had, Barabbas. This man 
was a robber (John 18:40) and a murderer (Mark 15:7). 
Pilate reasoned that the crowd would reject Barabbas 
and ask for Jesus to be released, for who wants a con- 
victed murderer and robber turned loose into society? 

But Pilate was wrong. In spite of the fact that Jesus 
had ministered by healing the sick and even raising the 
dead, the people rejected Him and chose a murderer to 
be released. Pilate realized that a riot was in the making, 
and he could not afford to let this happen. The very 
thing the rulers wanted to prevent—a riot at Passover 
season (Matt. 26:5)—they engineered themselves in 
order to force Pilate to act. The governor did act, purely 
out of expediency and not on the basis of integrity. He 
released a guilty man and condemned an innocent 
Man, and that innocent Man is the Son of God. 

Pilate took three steps in an attempt to exonerate 
himself. First, he washed his hands and declared that he 
was innocent of any guilt. Second, he stated clearly that 
Jesus was a just person, that is, not worthy of death. 
Third, he offered to punish Jesus and then release Him, 
but the rulers would accept no compromise. Finally, 
the religious rulers used the one weapon against which 
Pilate had no defense: “If you release this Man, you are 
no friend of Caesar; everyone who makes himself out 
to be a king opposes Caesar” (John 19:12 Nass). At 
this, Pilate capitulated, had Jesus scourged, and deliv- 
ered Him to be crucified. 

Since the Jews could not execute criminals, it was 
necessary for the Roman officials to assist, and Pilate 
issued the order. Of course, all of this was in fulfillment 
of prophecy. The Jews did not crucify; they used ston- 
ing to execute criminals. Psalm 22, written by a Jew, is 
a vivid picture of crucifixion. “They pierced my hands 
and my feet” (Ps. 22:16). Jesus was made a curse for us, 
for “cursed is every one that hangeth on a tree” (Gal. 
3:13; Deut. 21:23). But still God was at work in fulfill- 
ing His divine purposes. 

Pilate knew what was right, but refused to do any- 
thing about it. He was “willing to please the people” 
(Mark 15:15). Judas yielded to the devil in his great sin 
(John 13:2, 27); Peter yielded to the flesh when he 
denied his Lord; but Pilate yielded to the world and lis- 
tened to the crowd. Pilate looked for the easy way, not 
the right way. He has gone down in history as the man 
who condemned Jesus. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
Matthew 27:27-66 


THE KING’S SUFFERING AND DEATH 


atthew and the other gospel writers recorded the 
historical facts of our Lord’s suffering and death. 
It remained for the writers of the New 


82 


Testament Epistles to explain the theological meaning 
of this event. History states that “Christ died,” but the- 
ology explains, “Christ died for our sins” (1 Cor. 15:3). 
Let’s consider the various kinds of suffering that our 
Lord endured that day. 


Mocked by the Soldiers (27:27-30) 

The official indictment against Jesus was that He 
claimed to be the King of the Jews (Matt. 27:37). The 
soldiers took advantage of this accusation and paid 
“homage” to the King. It was a cruel way to treat an 
innocent prisoner who had already been scourged. But 
Pilate did nothing to restrain them. He was glad to get 
the prisoner off of his hands. 

First, the soldiers disrobed Jesus and dressed Him in 
an old “soldier’s cloak.” Imagine attiring the Prince of 
Peace (Isa. 9:6) in a discarded military uniform! 
Matthew described the robe as scarlet, while Mark used 
the word purple. There is no contradiction; “reddish- 
purple” would be a good description of an old faded 
garment. Imagine how our Lord must have felt when 
this robe was thrown on His bleeding body. 

A king must have a crown, so they wove together 
the thorny twigs of a plant and pushed it on His head. 
They gave Him a reed as a scepter, and then bowed 
before Him, saying, “Hail, King of the Jews!” They 
repeated this mock homage not realizing that the One 
they were mocking was indeed King of Kings and Lord 
of Lords. 

Then they did something that no subject would 
ever do to his king: They spat on Him and hit Him 
with the reed. While some of the soldiers were bowing 
before Him, others were hitting Him on the head or 
spitting on Him (Isa. 50:6). Jesus took all of this 
humiliation and pain without speaking or fighting 
back (1 Peter 2:18ff.). His submission was not a sign of 
weakness; it was a sign of strength. 


Crucified (27:31-38) 

Crucifixion was the most shameful and painful way to 
execute a criminal. Jesus did not simply die; He died 
“even the death of a cross” (Phil. 2:8). Roman citizens 
ordinarily were not crucified. In fact, crucifixion was 
never mentioned in polite society, so degrading was 
this form of capital punishment. 

Jesus was led outside the city to the place of execu- 
tion (Heb. 13:12-13). It was required that the prisoner 
carry his own cross (or at least the crossbeam), and that 
he wear a placard around his neck announcing his 
crime. That placard was then hung over his head on the 
cross for all to see. 

While the record does not state so expressly, it 
appears that Jesus was unable to carry the cross, and 
this was slowing down the progress of the group. When 
we remember that He had been awake all night, 
scourged, and abused by the soldiers, we can conclude 
that He was exhausted. Jesus started out bearing His 
cross (John 19:17). Mark 15:22 says, “And they bring 
him to Golgotha” (literal translation). This suggests 


that the soldiers had to assist Jesus in the procession, 
for the word bring has the meaning of “to carry, to 
bear.” 

There was to be no delay in this execution. The 
Passover was about to be celebrated, and the Jewish 
leaders did not want their holy day desecrated by the 
dead bodies of criminals (John 19:31). In order to has- 
ten the procession, the soldiers drafted a visitor to 
Jerusalem, Simon from Cyrene. He had come to 
Jerusalem to celebrate Passover, and now he was humil- 
iated by being forced to carry the cross of an unknown 
criminal! Roman soldiers had the authority to draft cit- 
izens (Matt. 5:41). 

Mark referred to Simon as though the people read- 
ing his gospel would recognize him: “the father of 
Alexander and Rufus” (Mark 15:21). Apparently these 
two sons were well-known members of the church. It 
seems likely that this humiliating experience resulted in 
Simon’s conversion as well as in the conversion of his 
family. Simon came to Jerusalem to sacrifice his 
Passover lamb, and he met the Lamb of God who was 
sacrificed for him. 

It was customary to give a narcotic drink to those 
about to be crucified, for this would help to ease the 
pain. Jesus refused this drink; He did the will of God 
in complete control of His faculties. Also this act ful- 
filled Psalm 69:21. 

It was customary for the soldiers to share the loot 
at an execution. This was a fulfillment of Psalm 
22:18. After they had finished gambling for His 
clothing (John 19:23-25), they sat down and 
“guarded him there” (Matt. 27:36). After all, this 
Jesus was known to be a miracle-worker. Nobody 
knew how many followers He had, and perhaps they 
were even then preparing to rescue Him. He had one 
man in His band of disciples who had been a Zealot 
(Matt. 10:4—“Simon the Zealot”), and that fanatical 
group stopped at nothing when it came to opposing 
Roman authority. 

By combining the gospel records, we arrive at the 
full accusation that was put over His head: “This is 
Jesus of Nazareth the King of the Jews.” The Jewish 
rulers did not approve of what Pilate wrote, but for 
once the governor did not vascillate (John 19:21-22). 
In one sense, this title proved to be the first “gospel 
tract” ever written. It announced to one of the thieves 
crucified with Him that He was the Savior and a King. 
He dared to believe this message and asked Jesus to save 
him! 


Mocked by Jews (27:39-44) 

Jesus was not executed in a quiet building, away 
from the city’s noise and activity. He was executed on a 
public highway, on a day when perhaps hundreds of 
people were traveling. The fact that His indictment was 
written in three languages—Greek, Hebrew, and 
Latin— indicates that a cosmopolitan crowd passed by 
Golgotha, “the place of the skull.” This in itself was 


humiliating, for the passers-by could stare and shout 
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bitter mockery at the victims. Again, this mockery 
from the crowd had been predicted (Ps. 22:6-8). 

It was bad enough that the common rabble mocked 
Him, but even the Jewish leaders joined the attack. 
They reminded Him of His promise to rebuild the 
temple in three days (Matt. 26:61; John 2:19). “If You 
can do that, You can come down from the cross and 
prove to us that You are God’s Son!” In reality, it was 
the fact that He stayed on the cross that proved His 
divine sonship. 

The Jewish rulers mocked His claim to be the 
Savior. “He saved others; He cannot save Himself” 
(Matt. 27:42 Nass). He had saved others. But if He 
saved Himself, then nobody else could be saved! He 
did not come to save His life, but to give it as a ransom 
for sinners. 


Rejected by the Father (27:45-56) 

Jesus was crucified at nine o'clock in the morning; 
and from nine until noon, He hung in the light. But at 
noon, a miraculous darkness covered the land. This was 
not a sandstorm or an eclipse, as some liberal writers 
have suggested. It was a heaven-sent darkness that 
lasted for three hours. It was as though all of creation 
was sympathizing with the Creator. There were three 
days of darkness in Egypt before Passover (Ex. 
10:21—23), and there were three hours of darkness 
before the Lamb of God died for the sins of the world. 

Jesus had spoken at least three times before this 
darkness fell. While they were crucifying Him, He 
repeatedly prayed, “Father, forgive them, for they know 
not what they do” (Luke 23:34). He had spoken to the 
repentant thief and assured him a place in paradise 
(Luke 23:39-43). He had also given His mother into 
the care of His beloved disciple, John (John 19:18-27). 
But when the darkness came, Jesus was silent for three 
hours. 

After three hours, the darkness left. Then Jesus 
cried, “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?” 
This was a direct quotation from Psalm 22:1. It was 
during the time of darkness that Jesus had been made 
sin for us (2 Cor. 5:21). He had been forsaken by the 
Father! That darkness was a symbol of the judgment 
that He endured when He was “made a curse” for us 
(Gal. 3:13). Psalm 22:2 suggests a period of light and a 
period of darkness, and Psalm 22:3 emphasizes the 
holiness of God. How could a holy God look with 
favor on His Son who had become sin? 

Jesus spoke these words in Hebrew, and the specta- 
tors did not understand Him. They thought He was 
calling for Elijah to help Him. Had they listened care- 
fully and consulted Psalm 22 in its entirety, they would 
have understood the truth. 

In rapid succession, the Lord spoke three more 
times. He said, “I thirst” (John 19:28), and this fulfilled 
Psalm 69:21. Someone took pity on Him and mois- 
tened His lips with some sour wine. The others waited 
to see if perhaps Elijah would come to His rescue. 

Then Jesus shouted, “It is finished! Father, into thy 
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hands I commit my spirit!” The fact that Jesus shouted 
with a loud voice indicates that He was in complete 
control of His faculties. Then He voluntarily yielded 
up His spirit and died. 

Though He was “crucified through weakness” (2 
Cor. 13:4), He exercised wonderful power when He 
died. Three miracles took place simultaneously: The 
veil of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom; 
an earthquake opened many graves; some saints arose 
from the dead. The rending of the veil symbolized the 
wonderful truth that the way was now open to God 
(Heb. 10:14-26). There was no more need of temples, 
priests, altars, or sacrifices. Jesus had finished the work 
of salvation on the cross. 

The earthquake reminds us of what happened at 
Mount Sinai when God gave the law to Moses (Ex. 
19:16ff.). The earthquake at Calvary signified that the 
demands of the law had been met and the curse of the 
law forever abolished (Heb. 12:18-24). The torn veil 
indicates that He conquered sin; the earthquake sug- 
gests that He conquered the law and fulfilled it; and the 
resurrections prove that He defeated death. 

We are not told who these saints were; they were 
simply believers who had died. The King James Version 
suggests that they did not come out of the graves until 
after His resurrection; the New American Standard 
Bible agrees with this. It is difficult to believe that they 
were given life on Friday afternoon and yet remained in 
their tombs until Sunday. The New International 
Version suggests that these saints were resurrected 
immediately and came out of their tombs, but that 
they did not visit in Jerusalem until after Jesus had 
been raised from the dead. It is not likely that many 
Jews would be in the cemetery on Passover, since they 
might be defiled by the dead. These resurrections could 
have taken place with nobody finding out at that time. 

The result of all of this was the testimony of the 
centurion and those watching. “Truly this was the Son 
of God.” Did this indicate saving faith? Not necessar- 
ily. But certainly it indicated hearts that were open to 
the truth. 

The only disciple at the cross when Jesus died was 
John (John 19:35). But many women were watching 
from a distance, undoubtedly those who had assisted 
Him in His ministry (Luke 8:2). Three women were 
named: Mary Magdalene, who had been delivered of 
seven demons (Luke 8:2); Mary, the mother of James 
and Joses, who also was at the tomb on resurrection 
morning (Matt. 28:1; Mark 16:1); and Salome, the 
mother of James and John. Salome had asked Jesus for 
special thrones for her sons. We wonder how she felt as 
she saw Him hanging on a cross. 


His Guarded Tomb (27:57-66) 

Were it not for the intervention of Jospeh of Arimathea 
and Nicodemus (John 19:38), the body of Jesus might 
not have had a decent burial. Joseph and Nicodemus 
had come to believe in Jesus, even though they had not 


openly testified of their faith. God kept them hidden, 
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as it were, that they might care for the body of Jesus. 
Since Joseph was a rich man, and he prepared the new 
tomb, he helped in the fulfillment of prophecy, Isaiah 
53:9—“He was assigned a grave with the wicked, and 
with the rich in his death” (Ntv). 

It is not likely that Joseph prepared that tomb for 
himself. He was a wealthy man and certainly would not 
want to be buried so near a place of execution. He pre- 
pared that tomb for Jesus, and he selected a site near 
Golgotha so that he and Nicodemus could bury Christ’s 
body quickly. Joseph and Nicodemus could very well 
have been in the garden waiting for Jesus to die. When 
they took Him from the cross, they defiled themselves 
and were not able to eat the Passover. But, what differ- 
ence did it make? They had found the Lamb of God! 

In contrast to the loving care given by Jesus’ friends, 
notice the plottings and maneuvering of the Jewish 
leaders. The disciples had forgotten that Jesus promised 
to rise from the dead on the third day, but His enemies 
remembered. Pilate permitted the leaders to set a guard 
at the tomb. This guard put an official Roman seal on 
the stone. All of this was of God, for now it was impos- 
sible for anyone—friend or foe—to steal the body. 
Without realizing it, the Jewish leaders and the Roman 
government joined forces to help prove the resurrec- 
tion of Jesus Christ. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
Matthew 28 


THE KING’S VICTORY 


f anything proves the kingship of Jesus Christ, it is 
| His resurrection from the dead. The final chapter in 
Matthew’s gospel is a record of victory. It is a thrilling 
fact that believers today share in that victory. 
Notice the various stages in the experience of the 
believers with reference to His resurrection. 


They Thought He Was Dead (28:1) 

The women who had lingered at the cross came early 
to the tomb, bringing spices that they might anoint His 
body. They thought He was dead. In fact, they won- 
dered how they would move the huge stone that 
blocked the entrance to the tomb (Mark 16:3). It is 
remarkable that they did not believe in His resurrection 
when He had taught this truth repeatedly (Matt. 
16:21; 17:23; 20:19; 26:32). 

We must never underestimate the importance of 
the resurrection of Jesus Christ. The world believes 
that Jesus died, but the world does not believe that He 
arose from the dead. Peters message at Pentecost 
emphasized the resurrection. In fact, it is emphasized 
throughout the book of Acts. What is the significance 
of the resurrection? 

It proves that Jesus is God’s Son. Jesus stated that 
He had authority to lay down His life and to take it up 
again (John 10:17-18). 


It verifies the truth of Scripture. Both in the Old 
Testament and in the teaching of Jesus, His resurrec- 
tion is clearly taught (see Ps. 16:10; 110:1). If Jesus had 
not come out of the tomb, then these Scriptures would 
not be true. 

It assures our own future resurrection. Because 
Jesus died and rose again, we shall one day be raised to 
be like Him (1 Thess. 4:13-18). In fact, the entire 
structure of the Christian faith rests on the foundation 
of the resurrection. If we do away with His resurrec- 
tion, we have no hope. 

It is the proof of a future judgment. “Because he 
hath appointed a day, in the which he will judge the 
world in righteousness by that man who he hath 
ordained; whereof he hath given assurance unto all 
men, in that he hath raised him from the dead” (Acts 
17:31). 

It is the basis for Christ’s heavenly priesthood. 
Because He lives by the power of an endless life, He is 
able to save us “to the uttermost” (Heb. 7:23—28). He 
lives to intercede for us. 

It gives power for Christian living. We cannot 
live for God by our own strength. It is only as His res- 
urrection power works in and through us that we can 
do His will and glorify His name (see Rom. 6:4). 

It assures our future inheritance. Because we have 
a living hope, we can experience hopeful living. A dead 
hope grows weaker and weaker before it eventually 
dies. But because Jesus Christ is alive, we have a glori- 
ous future (see 1 Peter 1:3—5). 

Whenever God’s people gather on the Lord’s Day 
they bear witness that Jesus is alive and that the church 
has received spiritual blessings. When the followers of 
the Lord gathered that first Lord’s Day, they were dis- 
courged and defeated. 


They Heard He Was Alive (28:2-8) 

“And behold, a severe earthquake had occurred” (Matt. 
28:2 NasB). Two angels had appeared (Luke 24:4), and 
one of them had rolled the stone away from the door. 
Of course, the soldiers on duty were greatly frightened 
by this sudden demonstration of supernatural power. 
The stone was not rolled away to permit Jesus to come 
out, for He had already left the tomb. It was rolled back 
so that the people could see for themselves that the 
tomb was empty. 

One of the angels spoke to the women and calmed 
their fears. “He is not here! Come, and see!” Keep in 
mind that these women, as well as the disciples, did not 
expect Jesus to be alive. 

What did they see in the tomb? The graveclothes 
lying on the stone shelf, still wrapped in the shape of 
the body (John 20:5-7). Jesus had passed through the 
graveclothes and left them behind as evidence that He 
was alive. They lay there like an empty cocoon. There 
was no sign of struggle; the graveclothes were not in 
disarray. Even the napkin (which had been wrapped 
around His face) was folded carefully in a place by 
itself. 
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We cannot examine this evidence in the same way 
the believers did that first Easter Sunday. But we do have 
the evidence of the Word of God. Jesus was not held by 
the bonds of death (Acts 2:24). He had promised to arise 
from the dead, and His Word was never broken. 

The remarkable change in the early believers is 
another proof of His resurrection. One day they were 
discouraged and hiding in defeat. The next day they 
were declaring His resurrection and walking in joyful 
victory. In fact, they were willing to die for the truth of 
the resurrection. If all of this were a manufactured tale, 
it could never have changed their lives or enabled them 
to lay down their lives as martyrs. 

Over five hundred witnesses saw Jesus alive at one 
time (1 Cor. 15:3-8). These appearances of the risen 
Christ were of such a nature that they could not be 
explained as hallucinations or self-deception. The peo- 
ple who saw Him were surprised. It would have been 
impossible for over five hundred people to suffer hallu- 
cinations at the same time. Even the apostle Paul, who 
was an enemy of the church, saw the risen Christ; that 
experience transformed his life (Acts 9). 

The existence of the church, the New Testament, 
and the Lord’s Day add further proof that Jesus is alive. 
For centuries, the Jews had been God’s people, and 
they had honored the seventh day, the Sabbath. Then a 
change took place: Jews and Gentiles united in the 
church and became God’s people; they met on the first 
day of the week, the Lord’s Day. The New Testament is 
a lie if Jesus is dead, for every part of it points to a risen 
Christ. 

Of course, Christians have experienced His resur- 
rection power in their own lives. While the inward, 
subjective experience alone would not prove our Lord’s 
historic resurrection, when combined with the other 
evidences, it adds great weight to the case. Still it is pos- 
sible for people to be self-deluded. “Believers” in all 
kinds of cults will claim their way is true because of 
what they have experienced. But Christians have the 
weight of church history, Scripture, and dependable 
witnesses to back up their own personal experiences of 
faith. 

“Come and see!” was followed by “Go and tell!” We 
must not keep the resurrection news to ourselves. The 
angel sent the women to tell (of all people) Christ’s 
own disciples. They should have been expecting the 
news, but instead, they questioned it even when they 
heard it. 


They Met the Living Christ Personally (28:9-15) 
It is when we are obeying God’s Word that He comes 
to us. Jesus had already appeared to Mary Magdalene 
in the garden (John 20:11-18; Mark 16:9). Notice that 
our Lord’s first two resurrection appearances were to 
believing women. These faithful women were not only 
the last to leave Calvary, but they were also the first to 
come to the tomb. Their devotion to Jesus was 
rewarded. 

“All hail!” can be translated, Grace. What a marvelous 
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greeting for the resurrection day! The women fell at His 
feet, took hold of Him, and worshipped Him. There 
must have been some fear in their hearts, for He imme- 
diately assured them with His typical, “Be not afraid!” 

Not only had the angel commissioned them, but 
the Lord also commissioned them. The phrase “my 
brethren” reveals the intimate relationship between 
Christ and His followers. Jesus had spoken similar 
words to Mary Magdalene earlier that morning (John 
20:17). Jesus reinforced the instructions of the angel 
that the disciples meet Him in Galilee (see Matt. 28:7). 
In the garden, Jesus had told His disciples that He 
would rise from the dead and meet them in Galilee, 
but they had forgotten (Matt. 26:31-32). 

While the believers were worshipping the living 
Christ, the unbelievers were plotting to destroy the 
witness of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. By now, 
some of the soldiers had realized that they were in a 
desperate plight. The Roman seal had been broken, 
the stone had been rolled away, and the body was not 
in the tomb. For a Roman soldier to fail in his duty 
was an offense punishable by death (Acts 12:19; 
16:27-28). But the soldiers were shrewd: They did 
not report to Pilate or to their superior officers; they 
reported to the Jewish chief priests. They knew that 
these men were as anxious to cover up the miracle as 
were the soldiers themselves! Between the chief 
priests, the elders, and the soldiers, they put together 
a story that would explain the empty tomb: The body 
was stolen. 

By examining this story, we see that it actually 
proves the resurrection of Jesus Christ. If Jesus’ body 
was stolen, then it was taken either by His friends or 
His enemies. His friends could not have done it since 
they had left the scene and were convinced that Jesus 
was dead. His enemies would not steal His body 
because belief in His resurrection was what they were 
trying to prevent. They would have defeated their own 
purposes if they had removed His body. And, if they 
had taken it, why did they not produce it and silence 
the witness of the early church? 

Anyone who stole the body would have taken the 
body in the graveclothes. Yet the empty graveclothes 
were left in the tomb in an orderly manner. This was 
hardly the scene of a grave robbery. 

The religious leaders had given money to Judas to 
betray Jesus. They also gave money to the soldiers to 
say that the body had been stolen. These Romans 
would have demanded a large price, for their lives were 
at stake. If their superiors heard that these soldiers had 
failed, they could have been executed. Even if the story 
got to Pilate, he was not likely to do much about it. He 
was sure that Jesus was dead (Mark 15:43-45), and 
that was all that mattered to him. The disappearance of 
Jesus’ body created no problems for Pilate. 

Mark Twain once wrote that a lie can go around the 
world while truth is still lacing up her boots. There is 
something in human nature that makes it easy for peo- 
ple to believe lies. It was not until the coming of the 
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Spirit at Pentecost, and the powerful witness of the 
apostles, that the Jews in Jerusalem discovered the 
truth: Jesus Christ is alive! Any sincere person who 
studies this evidence with an open heart will conclude 
that the resurrection of Jesus Christ is a historic fact 
that cannot be refuted. 

Our Lord also appeared to the two Emmaus disci- 
ples that day (Luke 24:13-32), and also to the ten 
disciples in the Upper Room in Jerusalem (John 
20:19-25). A week later, He appeared to the eleven dis- 
ciples and dealt with Thomass unbelief (John 
20:19-25). On that first Easter Sunday, Jesus also 
made a special appearance to Peter (Luke 24:33-35; 1 
Cor. 15:5). 

That day began with the disciples and the women 
thinking Jesus was dead. Then they were told that He 
was alive. Following that announcement, they met 
Him personally. There was one more stage in their 
experience. 


They Shared the Good News with Others (28:16-20) 
Some Bible scholars equate this “mountain meeting” in 
Galilee with the appearance of the Lord to “more than 
five hundred brethren at one time” (1 Cor. 15:6). The 
fact that some of the people present doubted His resur- 
rection would suggest that more than the eleven 
apostles were present, for these men were now con- 
firmed believers. Our Lord’s ascension did not take 
place at this time, but later, after He had ministered to 
His disciples in Jerusalem (Luke 24:44-53). 

Matthew 28:18-20 is usually called “the Great 
Commission,” though this statement is no greater than 
that in any of the other Gospels, nor is it the last state- 
ment Jesus made before He returned to heaven. 
However, this declaration does apply to us as believers, 
so we should understand the factors that are involved. 

An authority (v. 18). In this verse, the word power 
means “authority,” the right to use power. The entire 
gospel of Matthew stresses the authority of Jesus 
Christ. There was authority to His teaching (Matt. 
7:29). He exercised authority in healing (Matt. 
8:1-13), and even in forgiving sins (Matt. 9:6). He had 
authority over Satan, and He delegated that authority 
to His apostles (Matt. 10:1). At the close of his gospel, 
Matthew made it clear that Jesus has all authority. 

Since Jesus Christ today has all authority, we may 
obey Him without fear. No matter where He leads us, 
no matter what circumstances we face, He is in control. 
By His death and resurrection, Jesus defeated all ene- 
mies and won for Himself all authority. 

Christianity is a missionary faith. The very nature 
of God demands this, for God is love, and God is not 
willing that any should perish (2 Peter 3:9). Our Lord’s 
death on the cross was for the whole world. If we are 
the children of God and share His nature, then we will 
want to tell the good news to the lost world. 

When we read the book of Acts, we see that the 
early church operated on the basis of the Lord’s sover- 
eign authority. They ministered in His name. They 


depended on His power and guidance. They did not 
face a lost world on the basis of their own authority, 
but on the authority of Jesus Christ. 

An activity (vv. 19-20a). The Greek verb trans- 
lated go is actually not a command but a present 
participle (going). The only command in the entire 
Great Commission is “make disciples” (“teach all 
nations”). Jesus said, “While you are going, make dis- 
ciples of all the nations.” No matter where we are, we 
should be witnesses for Jesus Christ and seek to win 
others to Him (Acts 11:19-21). 

The term “disciples” was the most popular name for 
the early believers. Being a disciple meant more than 
being a convert or a church member. Apprentice might 
be an equivalent term. A disciple attached himself to a 
teacher, identified with him, learned from him, and 
lived with him. He learned, not simply by listening, 
but also by doing. Our Lord called twelve disciples and 
taught them so that they might be able to teach others 
(Mark 3:13ff.). 

A disciple, then, is one who has believed on Jesus 
Christ and expressed this faith by being baptized. He 
remains in the fellowship of the believers that he might 
be taught the truths of the faith (Acts 2:41-47). He is 
then able to go out and win others and teach them. 
This was the pattern of the New Testament church (2 
Tim. 2:1-2). 

In many respects, we have departed from this pat- 
tern. In most churches, the congregation pays the 
pastor to preach, win the lost, and build up the 
saved—while the church members function as cheer- 
leaders (if they are enthusiastic) or spectators. The 
“converts” are won, baptized, and given the right 
hand of fellowship, then they join the other specta- 
tors. How much faster our churches would grow, and 
how much stronger and happier our church members 
would be, if each one were discipling another believer. 
The only way a local church can “be fruitful and mul- 
tiply” (instead of growing by “additions”) is with a 
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systematic discipleship program. This is the responsi- 
bility of every believer, and not just a small group who 
have been “called to go.” 

Jesus had opened the minds of His disciples to 
understand the Scriptures (Luke 24:44-45). They 
knew what He wanted them to teach to their own con- 
verts. It is not enough to win people to the Savior; we 
must also teach them the Word of God. This is also a 
part of the Great Commission. 

An ability (v. 20b). Jesus is not only “in the midst” 
when His people gather together (Matt. 18:20), but He 
is also present with them as they scatter into the world 
to witness. Had He remained on earth, Jesus could not 
have fulfilled this promise. It was when the Spirit came 
that Jesus could be with His people no matter where 
they were. 

Dr. G. Campbell Morgan told about an experience 
in his life that involved this statement. Early in his 
Christian life, Morgan used to visit several ladies once 
a week to read the Bible to them. When he came to the 
end of Matthew’s gospel, Morgan read, “Lo, I am with 
you always, even unto the end of this age.” He added, 
“Isnt that a wonderful promise?” One of the ladies 
quickly replied, “Young man, that is not a promise—it 
is a fact!” 

There are no conditions for us to meet, or even to 
believe, for Jesus Christ is with us. Paul discovered this 
to be true when he was seeking to establish a church in 
the difficult city of Corinth. Obeying this commission, 
Paul came to the city (Acts 18:1), won people to Christ 
and baptized them (Acts 18:8) and taught them the 
Word (Acts 18:11). When the going was tough, Paul 
had a special visit from the Lord: “Be not afraid ... for 
I am with thee” (Acts 18:9-10). 

The phrase “the end of the age” indicates that our 
Lord has a plan; He is the Lord of history. As the 
churches follow His leading and obey His Word, they 
fulfill His purposes in the world. It will all come to a 
climax one day; meanwhile, we must all be faithful. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Mark 1 


GOD’S SERVANT IS HERE! 


he gospel is neither a discussion nor a debate,” said 
T°: Paul S. Rees. “It is an announcement!” 

Mark wasted no time giving that announce- 
ment, for it is found in the opening words of his book. 
Matthew, who wrote primarily for the Jews, opened his 
book with a genealogy. After all, he had to prove to his 
readers that Jesus Christ is indeed the rightful Heir to 
David’s throne. Since Luke focused mainly on the sym- 
pathetic ministry of the Son of Man, he devoted the 
early chapters of his book to a record of the Savior’s 
birth. Luke emphasized Christ’s humanity, for he knew 
that his Greek readers would identify with the perfect 
Babe who grew up to be the perfect Man. 

John’s gospel begins with a statement about eter- 
nity! Why? Because John wrote to prove to the whole 
world that Jesus Christ of Nazareth is the Son of God 
(John 20:31). The subject of John’s gospel is the deity of 
Christ, but the object of his gospel is to encourage his 
readers to believe on this Savior and receive the gift of 
eternal life. 

Where does Mark’s gospel fit in? Mark wrote for the 
Romans, and his theme is Jesus Christ the Servant. If we 
had to pick a “key verse” in this gospel, it would be 
Mark 10:45—“For even the Son of man came not to 
be ministered unto, but to minister, and to give his life 
a ransom for many.” 

The fact that Mark wrote with the Romans in 
mind helps us understand his style and approach. The 
emphasis in this gospel is on activity. Mark describes 
Jesus as He busily moves from place to place and meets 
the physical and spiritual needs of all kinds of people. 
One of Mark’s favorite words is “straightway,” mean- 
ing “immediately.” He uses it forty-one times. Mark 
does not record many of our Lord’s sermons because 
his emphasis is on what Jesus did rather than what 
Jesus said. He reveals Jesus as God’s Servant, sent to 
minister to suffering people and to die for the sins of 
the world. Mark gives us no account of our Lord’s 
birth, nor does he record a genealogy, unnecessary in 
regard to a servant. 

In this opening chapter, Mark shares three impor- 
tant facts about God’s Servant. 


The Servant’s Identity (1:1-11) 

How does Mark identify this Servant? He records the 
testimonies of several dependable witnesses to assure us 
that Jesus is all that He claims to be. 

John Mark, the author of the book, is the first 
witness (v. 1). He states boldly that Jesus Christ is the 
Son of God. It is likely that Mark was an eyewitness of 
some of the events that he wrote about. He lived in 
Jerusalem with his mother, Mary, and their home was 
a meeting place for believers in the city (Acts 12:1-19). 
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Several scholars believe that Mark was the young man 
described in Mark 14:51-52. Since Peter called Mark 
“my son” (1 Peter 5:13), it is probable that it was Peter 
who led Mark to faith in Jesus Christ. Church tradition 
states that Mark was “Peter’s interpreter,” so that the 
gospel of Mark reflects the personal experiences and 
witness of Simon Peter. 

The word gospe/ simply means “the good news.” To 
the Romans, Mark’s special target audience, gospel 
meant “joyful news about the emperor.” The “gospel 
of Jesus Christ” is the good news that God’s Son has 
come into the world and died for our sins. It is the 
good news that our sins can be forgiven, that we can 
belong to the family of God and one day go to live 
with God in heaven. It is the announcement of victory 
over sin, death, and hell (1 Cor. 15:1-8, 51—52; Gal. 
1:1-9). 

The second witness is that of the prophets (vv. 
2-3). Mark cites two quotations from the Old 
Testament prophets, Malachi 3:1 and Isaiah 40:3 (note 
also Ex. 23:20). The words messenger and voice refer to 
John the Baptist, the prophet God sent to prepare the 
way for His Son (Matt. 3; Luke 3:1-18; John 
1:19-34). In ancient times, before a king visited any 
part of his realm, a messenger was sent before him to 
prepare the way. This included both repairing the roads 
and preparing the people. By calling the nation to 
repentance, John the Baptist prepared the way for the 
Lord Jesus Christ. Isaiah and Malachi join voices in 
declaring that Jesus Christ is the Lord, Jehovah God. 

John the Baptist is the next witness (vv. 4-8). 
Jesus called him the greatest of the prophets (Matt. 
11:1-15). In his dress, manner of life, and message of 
repentance, John identified with Elijah (2 Kings 1:8; 
Mal. 4:5; Matt. 17:10-13; and note Luke 1:13-17). 
The “wilderness” where John ministered is the rugged 
wasteland along the western shore of the Dead Sea. 
John was telling the people symbolically that they were 
in a “spiritual wilderness” far worse than the physical 
wilderness that their ancestors had endured for forty 
years. John called the people to leave their spiritual 
wilderness, trust their “Joshua” (Jesus), and enter into 
their inheritance. 

John was careful to magnify Jesus and not himself 
(see John 3:25-30). John would baptize repentant sin- 
ners in water, but “the coming One” would baptize 
them with the Spirit (Acts 1:4-5). This did not mean 
that John’s baptism was unauthorized (see Matt. 
21:23-27), or that water baptism would one day be 
replaced by Spirit baptism (see Matt. 28:19-20). 
Rather, John’s message and baptism were preparation so 
that the people would be ready to meet and trust the 
Messiah, Jesus Christ. Our Lord’s apostles were no 
doubt baptized by John (see John 4:1-2; Acts 
1:21-26). 

The Father and the Holy Spirit are Mark’s final 
witnesses to the identity of God’s Servant (wv. 
9-11). When Jesus was baptized, the Spirit came on 
Him as a dove, and the Father spoke from heaven and 


identified His beloved Son. The people who were there 
did not hear the voice or see the dove, but Jesus and 
John did (see John 1:29-34). The word beloved not 
only declares affection, but it also carries the meaning 
of “the only one.” The Father’s announcement from 
heaven reminds us of Psalm 2:7 and Isaiah 42:1. 

You will want to note these references in Mark’s 
gospel to Jesus Christ as the Son of God—Mark 1:1, 
11; 3:11; 5:7; 9:7; 12:1-11; 13:32; 14:61-62; and 
15:39. Mark did not write his book about just any 
Jewish servant. He wrote his book about the very Son 
of God who came from heaven to die for the sins of the 
world. 

Yes, Jesus is the Servant—but He is a most unusual 
Servant. After all, it is the servant who prepares the way 
for others and announces their arrival. But others pre- 
pared the way for Jesus and announced that He had 
come! Even heaven itself took note of Him! This 
Servant is God the Son. 


The Servant’s Authority (1:12-28) 

We expect a servant to be under authority and to take 
orders, but God’s Servant exercises authority and gives 
orders—even to demons—and His orders are obeyed. 
In this section, Mark describes three scenes that reveal 
our Lord’s authority as the Servant of God. 

Scene one—His temptation (vv. 12-13). Mark 
does not give as full an account of the Temptation as do 
Matthew (4:1-11) and Luke (4:1-13), but Mark adds 
some vivid details that the others omit. The Spirit “dri- 
veth him” into the wilderness. This is a strong word 
that Mark used eleven times to describe the casting out 
of demons. It is impelled in the New American and sent 
in the New International. It does not suggest that our 
Lord was either unwilling or afraid to face Satan. 
Rather, it is Mark’s way of showing the intensity of the 
experience. No time was spent basking in the glory of 
the heavenly voice or the presence of the heavenly 
dove. The Servant had a task to perform and He imme- 
diately went to do it. 

In concise form, Mark presents us with two sym- 
bolic pictures. Our Lord’s forty days in the wilderness 
remind us of Israel’s forty years in the wilderness. 
Israel failed when they were tested, but our Lord suc- 
ceeded victoriously. Having triumphed over the 
enemy, Jesus could now go forth and call a new peo- 
ple who would enter into their spiritual inheritance. 
Since the name Jesus is the Greek form of “Joshua,” 
we can see the parallel. 

The second picture is that of the “last Adam” (1 
Cor. 15:45). The first Adam was tested in a beautiful 
Garden and failed, but Jesus was tempted in a danger- 
ous wilderness and won the victory. Adam lost his 
“dominion” over creation because of his sin (Gen. 1:28; 
Ps. 8), but in Christ, that dominion has been restored 
for all who trust Him (Heb. 2:6-8). Jesus was with the 
wild beasts and they did not harm Him. He gave a 
demonstration of that future time of peace and righ- 
teousness, when the Lord shall return and establish His 
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kingdom (Isa. 11:9; 35:9). Indeed, He is a Servant with 
authority! 

Scene iwr---riis preaching (vv. 14-22). [F ever a 
man spoke God’s truth with authority, it was Jesus 
Christ (see Matt. 7:28-29). It has been said that the 
scribes spoke from authorities but that Jesus spoke with 
authority. Mark was not recording here the beginning 
of our Lord’s ministry, since He had already ministered 
in other places John 1:35—-4:4). He is telling us why 
Jesus left Judea and came to Galilee: Herod had 
arrested John the Baptist, and wisdom dictated that 
Jesus relocate. By the way, it was during this journey 
that Jesus talked with the Samaritan woman (John 
4:1-45). 

Our Lord’s message was the gospel of the kingdom 
of God, or “the gospel of God” as some texts read. No 
doubt most of the Jews read “political revolution” into 
the phrase “kingdom of God,” but that was not what 
Jesus had in mind at all. His kingdom has to do with 
His reign in the lives of His people; it is a spiritual 
realm and not a political organization. The only way to 
enter God’s kingdom is by believing the good news and 
being born again (John 3:1-7). 

The gospel is called “the gospel of God” because it 
comes from God and brings us to God. It is “the gospel 
of the kingdom” because faith in the Savior brings you 
into His kingdom. It is the “gospel of Jesus Christ” 
because He is the heart of it; without His life, death, 
and resurrection, there would be no good news. Paul 
called it “the gospel of the grace of God” (Acts 20:24) 
because there can be no salvation apart from grace 
(Eph. 2:8-9). There is only one gospel (Gal. 1:1-9), 
and it centers in what Jesus Christ did for us on the 
cross (1 Cor. 15:1-11). 

Jesus preached that people should repent (change 
their minds) and believe (see Acts 20:21). Repentance 
alone is not enough to save us, even though God 
expects believers to turn from their sins. We must also 
put positive faith in Jesus Christ and believe His prom- 
ise of salvation. Repentance without faith could 
become remorse, and remorse can destroy people who 
carry a burden of guilt (see Matt. 27:3-5; 2 Cor. 
7:8-10). 

Because Jesus preached with authority, He was able 
to call men from their regular occupations and make 
them His disciples. Who else could interrupt four fish- 
ermen at their work and challenge them to leave their 
nets and follow Him? Several months before, Jesus had 
already met Peter, Andrew, James, and John, and they 
had come to trust Him (see John 1:35-49). This was 
not their initial call to faith and salvation; it was an ini- 
tial call to discipleship. The fact that Zebedee had hired 
servants suggests that his fishing business was success- 
ful and that he was a man of means. It also assures us 
that James and John did not mistreat their father when 
they heeded Christ’s call. With the help of his servants, 
Zebedee could still manage the business. 

Jesus did not invent the term “fishers of men.” In 
that day, it was a common description of philosophers 
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and other teachers who “captured men’s minds” 
through teaching and persuasion. They would “bait the 
hook” with their teachings and “catch” disciples. It is 
likely that as many as seven of our Lord’s disciples were 
fishermen (John 21:1-3). Surely the good qualities of 
successful fishermen would make for success in the dif- 
ficult ministry of winning lost souls: courage, the 
ability to work together, patience, energy, stamina, 
faith, and tenacity. Professional fishermen simply could 
not afford to be quitters or complainers! 

Jesus ministered not only in the open air but also in 
the synagogues. The Jewish synagogues developed dur- 
ing the nation’s exile when the people were in Babylon 
after the temple had been destroyed. Wherever there 
were ten Jewish men above the age of twelve, a syna- 
gogue could be organized. The synagogue was not a 
place of sacrifice—that was done at the temple—but of 
reading the Scriptures, praying, and worshipping God. 
The services were led, not by priests, but by laymen, 
and the ministry was supervised by a board of elders 
that was presided over by a “ruler” (Mark 5:22). It was 
customary to ask visiting rabbis to read the Scriptures 
and teach, which explains why Jesus had such freedom 
to minister in the synagogues. The apostle Paul also 
took advantage of this privilege (Acts 13:14-16; 14:1; 
17:1-4). 

Our Lord had set up His headquarters in 
Capernaum, possibly in or near the home of Peter and 
Andrew (Mark 1:29). You may see the remains of a 
Capernaum synagogue when you visit the Holy Land 
today, but it is not the one in which Jesus worshipped. 
The people assembled for services on the Sabbath as 
well as on Mondays and Thursdays. Being a faithful 
Jew, Jesus honored the Sabbath by going to the syna- 
gogue, and when He taught the Word, the people were 
astonished at His authority. 

You will discover as you read Mark’s gospel that he 
delights in recording the emotional responses of peo- 
ple. The congregation in the synagogue was 
“astonished” at His teaching and “amazed” at His heal- 
ing powers (Mark 1:27; also note 2:12; 5:20, 42; 6:2, 
51; 7:37; 10:26; 11:18). You even find Mark recording 
our Lord’s amazement at the unbelief of the people in 
Nazareth (Mark 6:6). There is certainly nothing 
monotonous about this narrative! 

Scene three—His command (vv. 23-28). We 
wonder how many synagogue services that man had 
attended without revealing that he was demonized. It 
took the presence of the Son of God to expose the 
demon, and Jesus not only exposed him, but He also 
commanded him to keep quiet about His identity and 
to depart from the man. The Savior did not want, nor 
did He need, the assistance of Satan and his army to 
tell people who He is (see Acts 16:16-24). 

The demon certainly knew exactly who Jesus is (see 
Acts 19:13-17) and that he had nothing in common 
with Him. The demon’s use of plural pronouns shows 
how closely he was identified with the man through 
whom he was speaking. The demon clearly identified 
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Christ’s humanity (“Jesus of Nazareth”) as well as His 
deity (“the Holy One of God”). He also confessed great 
fear that Jesus might judge him and send him to the 
pit. There are people today just like this demonized 
man: in a religious meeting, able to tell who Jesus is, 
and even trembling with fear of judgment—yet lost 
(see James 2:19)! 

“Hold thy peace!” literally means “Be muzzled!” 
Jesus would use the same words when stilling the storm 
(Mark 4:39). The demon tried one last convulsive 
attack, but then had to submit to the authority of 
God’s Servant and come out of the man. The people in 
the synagogue were amazed and afraid. They realized 
that something new had appeared on the scene—a new 
doctrine and a new power. Our Lord’s words and works 
must always go together (John 3:2). The people kept 
on talking about both, and the fame of Jesus began to 
spread. Our Lord did not encourage this kind of pub- 
lic excitement lest it create problems with both the Jews 
and the Romans. The Jews would want to follow Him 
only because of His power to heal them, and the 
Romans would think He was a Jewish insurrectionist 
trying to overthrow the government. This explains why 
Jesus so often told people to keep quiet (Mark 1:44; 
3:12; 5:43; 7:36-37; 8:26, 30; 9:9). The fact that they 
did not obey created problems for Him. 


The Servant’s Sympathy (1:29-45) 

Two miracles of healing are described in this section, 
both of which reveal the compassion of the Savior for 
those in need. In fact, so great was His love for the 
needy that the Savior ministered to great crowds of 
people after the Sabbath had ended, when it was law- 
ful for them to come for help. It would appear that 
God’s Servant was at the beck and call of all kinds of 
people, including demoniacs and lepers, and He lov- 
ingly ministered to them all. 

Jesus and the four disciples left the synagogue and 
went to Peter and Andrew’s house for their Sabbath 
meal. Perhaps Peter was a bit apologetic because his 
wife had to care for her sick mother and was unable to 
entertain them in the usual manner. We do not know 
about the other disciples, but we do know that Peter 
was a married man (Mark 1:30). 

Peter and Andrew not only brought their friends 
James and John home with them from the service, 
but they also brought the Lord home. That is a good 
example for us to follow: domt leave Jesus at the 
church—take Him home with you and let Him share 
your blessings and your burdens. What a privilege it was 
for Peter and his family to have the very Son of God as 
guest in their humble home. Before long, the Guest 
became the Host, just as one day the Passenger in Peter’s 
boat would become the Captain (Luke 5:1-11). 

By faith, the men told Jesus about the sick woman, 
no doubt expecting Him to heal her. That is exactly 
what He did! The fever left her immediately, and she 
was able to go to the kitchen and serve the Sabbath 
meal. If you have ever had a bad fever, then you know 


how painful and uncomfortable it is. You also know 
that after the fever leaves you, it takes time for you to 
regain your strength. But not so in this case! She was 
able to serve the Lord immediately. And isn’t service to 
our Lord one of the best ways to thank Him for all He 
has done for us? 

What was the result of this miracle? When the 
Sabbath ended at sundown, the whole city showed up 
at Peter’s door! They brought their sick and afflicted, 
and the Lord (who was no doubt weary) healed them 
all. The Greek verb indicates that they “kept on bring- 
ing” people to Him, so that He must have gone to sleep 
at a very late hour. Note in Mark 1:32 the clear distinc- 
tion made between the diseased and the demonized. 
While Satan can cause physical affliction, not all sick- 
ness is caused by demonic power, 

Late hours did not keep Jesus from His appointed 
meeting with His Father early the next morning. Read 
Isaiah 50:4 for a prophetic description of God’s righ- 
teous Servant as He meets the Father morning by 
morning. What an example for us to follow! It is no 
surprise that Jesus had such authority and power when 
His prayer life was so disciplined (see Mark 9:28-29; 
6:46; 14:32-38). 

However, the crowds wanted to see Jesus again, not 
to hear His word, but to experience His healing and see 
Him perform miracles. Peter was surprised that Jesus 
did not hasten to meet the crowds but instead left for 
other towns where He might preach the gospel. Peter 
did not realize the shallowness of the crowds, their 
unbelief, and their lack of appetite for the Word of 
God. Jesus said it was more important for Him to 
preach the gospel in other places than to stay there and 
heal the sick. He did not permit popular acclaim to 
change His priorities. 

Perhaps we can understand our Lord’s concern for a 
feverish woman, but that He would meet and touch a 
leper is somewhat beyond our understanding. Lepers 
were supposed to keep their distance and warn every- 
one that they were coming, lest others would be defiled 
(Lev. 13:45—46). This man knew that Jesus was able to 
heal him, but he was not sure the Master was willing to 
heal him. Lost sinners today have the same unnecessary 
concern, for God has made it abundantly clear that He 
is not willing that sinners perish (2 Peter 3:9) and that 
He is willing that all men be saved (1 Tim. 2:4). 

When you read the “tests” for leprosy described in 
Leviticus 13, you can see how the disease is a picture of 
sin. Like sin, leprosy is deeper than the skin (Lev. 13:3); 
it spreads (Lev. 13:5-8); it defiles and isolates (Lev. 
13:44-46); and it renders things fit only for the fire 
(Lev. 13:47-59). Anyone who has never trusted the 
Savior is spiritually in worse shape than this man was 
physically. 

Jesus had compassion on the man (note Mark 6:34; 
8:2; 9:22) and healed him. He did it with His touch 
and with His word. No doubt this was the first loving 
touch this leper had felt in a long time. As with the 
fever, so with the leprosy: it was gone instantly! 
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For reasons already stated, Jesus commanded the 
man not to tell everybody. He was to go to the priests 
and follow the instructions given in Leviticus 14, so 
that he might be declared clean and received back into 
the social and religious life of the community. 
However, the man disobeyed orders. Jesus told this 
man to keep quiet, and yet he told everybody. Jesus 
commands us to tell everybody—and we keep quiet! 
The crowds that came to get help from Jesus created a 
serious problem for Him and probably hindered Him 
from teaching the Word as He intended to do (Mark 
1:38). 

The ceremony described in Leviticus 14 presents a 
beautiful picture in type of the work of redemption. 
The two birds represent two different aspects of our 
Lord’s ministry: His incarnation and death (the bird 
put into the jar and then killed), and His resurrection 
and ascension (the bird stained with the blood and 
then set free). The blood was applied to the man’s right 
ear (God’s Word), right thumb (God’s work), and right 
great toe (God’s walk). Then the oil was put on the 
blood, symbolizing the Holy Spirit of God. The Holy 
Spirit cannot come on human flesh until first the blood 
has been applied. 

We should learn some important spiritual lessons 
from this chapter. To begin with, if the Son of God 
came as a servant, then being a servant is the highest of 
all callings. We are never more like the Lord Jesus than 
when we are serving others. Second, God shares His 
authority with His servants. Only those who are under 
authority have the right to exercise authority. Finally, if 
you are going to be a servant, be sure you have compas- 
sion, because people will come to you for help and 
rarely ask if it is convenient! 

Yet, what a privilege it is to follow in the steps of 
Jesus Christ and meet the needs of others by being one 
of God’s compassionate servants. 


CHAPTER TWO 
Mark 2:1—3:12 


WHAT THE SERVANT OFFERS YOU 


ith amazing speed the news spread that a miracle- 
W working Teacher had come to Capernaum, and 
wherever our Lord went, great crowds gathered. 
They wanted to see Him heal the sick and cast out 
demons. Had they been interested in His message of 
the gospel, these multitudes would have been an 
encouragement to Jesus, but He knew that most of 
them were shallow in their thinking and blind to their 
own needs. Often the Lord found it necessary to leave 
the city and go out into the wilderness to pray (Luke 
5:15-16). Every servant of God should follow His 
example and take time away from people in order to 
meet the Father and be refreshed and revitalized 
through prayer. 
Now the time had come for Jesus to demonstrate to 
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the people what His ministry was all about. After all, 
He had come to do much more than relieve the afflic- 
tions of the sick and the demonized. Those miracles 
were wonderful, but there was something greater for 
the people to experience—they could enter into the 
kingdom of God! They needed to understand the spir- 
itual lessons that lay behind the physical miracles He 
was performing. 

In this section, our Lord makes it clear that He 
came to bring to all who would trust Him three won- 
derful gifts: forgiveness (Mark 2:1-12), fulfillment 
(Mark 2:13-22), and freedom (Mark 2:23—3:12). 


Forgiveness (2:1-12) 

Whether this event took place in His own house (“He 
was at home” Nass) or Peter’s house is not made clear. 
Since hospitality is one of the basic laws of the East, the 
people of Capernaum did not wait for an invitation 
but simply came to the house in droves. This meant 
that some of the truly needy people could not get close 
enough to Jesus to receive His help. However, four 
friends of a palsied man decided to lower their friend 
through the roof, trusting that Jesus would heal him, 
and Jesus did. This miracle of healing gave our Lord 
the opportunity to teach an important lesson about 
forgiveness. 

Consider this scene through the eyes of the Lord 
Jesus. When He looked up, He saw the four men on the 
roof with their sick friend. Houses had flat roofs that 
were usually accessible by means of an outside stairway. 
It would not be difficult to remove the tiles, laths, and 
grass that comprised the roof and make an opening 
large enough to fit their friend through on his mat. 

We must admire several characteristics of these 
men, qualities that ought to mark us as “fishers of 
men.” For one thing, they were deeply concerned 
about their friend and wanted to see him helped. They 
had the faith to believe that Jesus could and would 
meet his need. They did not simply “pray about it,” but 
they put some feet to their prayers, and they did not 
permit the difficult circumstances to discourage them. 
They worked together and dared to do something dif- 
ferent, and Jesus rewarded their efforts. How easy it 
would have been for them to say, “Well, there is no 
sense trying to get to Jesus today! Maybe we can come 
back tomorrow.” 

When our Lord looked down, He saw the palsied 
man lying on his mat, and immediately Jesus went to 
the heart of the man’s problem—sin. Not all sickness is 
caused by sin (see John 9:1—3), but evidently this man’s 
condition was the result of his disobedience to God. 
Even before He healed the man’s body, Jesus spoke 
peace to the man’s heart and announced that his sins 
were forgiven! Forgiveness is the greatest miracle that 
Jesus ever performs. It meets the greatest need; it costs 
the greatest price; and it brings the greatest blessing 
and the most lasting results. 

Then Jesus looked around and saw the critics who had 
come to spy on Him (see Luke 5:17). These religious 
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leaders certainly had every right to investigate the min- 
istry of this new teacher, since the religious life of the 
nation was under their supervision (Deut. 13). But they 
should have come with open minds and hearts, seeking 
truth, instead of with critical minds, seeking heresy. 
Some of the negative attitude that had been present in 
Judea (John 4:1—4) had now invaded Galilee, and this 
was the beginning of the official opposition that ulti- 
mately led to our Lord’s arrest and death. He was now 
so popular that the Jewish leaders dared not ignore 
Him. In fact, they must have arrived early for the meet- 
ing, because they were right at the scene of action! Or 
perhaps Jesus graciously gave them front row seats. 

When the Lord looked within, He saw the critical 
spirit in their hearts and knew that they were accusing 
Him of blasphemy. After all, only God can forgive sins, 
and Jesus had just told the paralytic that his sins were 
forgiven. Jesus was claiming to be God! 

But the next instant, He proved Himself to be God 
by reading their hearts and telling them what they were 
thinking (see John 2:25; Heb. 3:13). Since they wanted 
to “reason” about things, He gave them something to 
ponder: Which is easier, to heal the man or to tell him 
he is forgiven? Obviously, it is easier to say, “Your sins 
are forgiven!” because nobody can prove whether or not 
the forgiveness really took place. So, to back up His 
words, Jesus immediately healed the man and sent him 
home. The healing of the man’s body was but an illus- 
tration and demonstration of the healing of his soul 
(Ps. 103:3). The scribes and Pharisees, of course, could 
neither heal the man nor forgive his sins, so they were 
caught in their own trap and condemned by their own 
thoughts. 

Jesus affirmed His deity not only by forgiving the 
man’s sins and healing his body, but also by applying to 
Himself the title “Son of man.” This title is used four- 
teen times in Mark’s gospel, and twelve of these 
references are found after Mark 8:29, when Peter con- 
fessed Jesus as the Christ of God (Mark 2:10, 28; 8:31, 
38; 9:9, 12, 31; 10:33, 45; 13:26, 34; 14:21, 41, 62). 
It was definitely a messianic title (Dan. 7:13-14), and 
the Jews would have interpreted it that way. Jesus used 
this title about eighty times in the Gospels. 

Suppose the religious leaders had opened their 
hearts to the truth that day, what could they have 
learned? For one thing, they could have learned that sin 
is like sickness and that forgiveness is like having your 
health restored. This was not a new truth, for the Old 
Testament Scriptures had said the same thing (Ps. 
103:3; Isa. 1:5-6, 16-20); but now it had been demon- 
strated before their very eyes. They also could have 
learned that Jesus Christ of Nazareth is indeed the 
Savior with authority to forgive sins—and their own 
sins could have been forgiven! What an opportunity 
they missed when they came to the meeting with a crit- 
ical spirit instead of with a repentant heart! 


Fulfillment (2:13-22) 


It soon became evident that Jesus was deliberately 


associating Himself with the outcasts of Jewish society. 
He even called a tax collector to become one of His 
disciples! We do not know that Levi was a dishonest 
man, though most of the tax collectors were, but the 
fact that he worked for Herod Antipas and the 
Romans was enough to disgrace him among loyal 
Jews. However, when Jesus called him, Levi did not 
argue or delay. He got up and followed Jesus, even 
though he knew that Rome would never give him back 
his job. He burned his bridges (“And he left everything 
behind”—Luke 5:28 Nass), received a new name 
(“Matthew, the gift of God”), and enthusiastically 
invited some of his “sinner” friends to meet the Lord 
Jesus. These were Jewish people like himself who did 
not follow the law or appear to have much interest in 
things religious. It was exactly the kind of people Jesus 
wanted to reach. 

Of course, the critics had to be there, but our Lord 
used their questions to teach the guests about Himself 
and the spiritual work He came to do. He explained 
His mission by using three interesting comparisons. 

The Physician (vv. 16-17). Jesus did not consider 
these people “rejects,” even though they had been 
excommunicated by the religious leaders. Matthew's 
friends were patients who needed a physician, and Jesus 
was that Physician. We have already seen that sin may 
be compared to sickness and forgiveness to having your 
health restored. Now we see that our Savior may be 
compared to a physician: He comes to us in our need; 
He makes a perfect diagnosis; He provides a final and 
complete cure; and He pays the bill! What a physician! 

But there are three kinds of “patients” whom Jesus 
cannot heal of their sin sickness: (1) those who do not 
know about Him; (2) those who know about Him but 
refuse to trust Him; and (3) those who will not admit 
that they need Him. The scribes and Pharisees were in 
that third category, as are all self-righteous sinners 
today. Unless we admit that we are sinners, deserving of 
God’s judgment, we cannot be saved. Jesus saves only 
sinners (Luke 19:10). 

In Jesus’ day, as in the days of the prophets, there 
were those who claimed to bring spiritual healing to 
the people, but whose remedies were ineffective. 
Jeremiah rebuked the priests and false prophets of his 
day because they were worthless physicians who gave 
only a false hope to the nation. “They have healed also 
the hurt of the daughter of my people slightly, saying, 
‘Peace, peace’; when there is no peace” (Jer. 6:14; 8:11). 
They applied their weak medicines to the surface 
symptoms and did not get down deep into the basic 
problem—the sinful heart (Jer. 17:9). We must beware 
of such worthless physicians today. 

The Bridegroom (vv. 18-20). While the first ques- 
tion they asked had to do with the kind of company 
Jesus was keeping, their second question raised the issue 
of why Jesus was having such a good time with these 
people at the table. His conduct, to them, seemed inap- 
propriate. John the Baptist was an austere man, 
somewhat of a recluse, but Jesus accepted invitations to 
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meals, played with the children, and enjoyed social 
gatherings (Matt. 11:16-19). No doubt John’s disciples 
were a bit scandalized to see Jesus at a party, and the 
pious disciples of the Pharisees (see Matt. 23:15) were 
quick to join them in their perplexity. 

Jesus had already made it clear that He came to 
convert the sinners, not to compliment the self-righ- 
teous. Now He told them that he had come to bring 
gladness, not sadness. Thanks to the legalism imposed 
by the scribes and Pharisees, the Jewish religion had 
become a burdensome thing. The poor people were 
weighed down by rules and regulations that were 
impossible to obey (Matt. 23:4). “Life is not supposed 
to be a funeral!” Jesus told them. “God wants life to be 
a wedding feast! I am the Bridegroom and these people 
are My wedding guests. Are not wedding guests sup- 
posed to have a good time?” 

The Jews knew that marriage was one of the pic- 
tures used in the Old Testament to help explain Israel’s 
relationship to the Lord. They had been “married to 
Jehovah” and they belonged only to Him (Isa. 54:5; Jer. 
31:32). When the nation turned to foreign gods, as 
they often did, they committed “spiritual adultery.” 
They were unfaithful to their Husband, and they had 
to be disciplined. The major theme of Hosea is God’s 
love for His adulterous wife and His desire to restore 
the nation to His favor once again. 

John the Baptist had already announced that Jesus 
was the Bridegroom (John 3:29), and our Lord had 
performed His first miracle at a joyous marriage feast 
(John 2:1-11). Now He was inviting people to come to 
the wedding! After all, becoming a Christian is not 
unlike entering into the marriage relationship (see 
Rom. 7:4—“that ye should be married to another”). 
Two people are not married just because they know 
each other, or even because they have strong feelings 
about each other. In order to be married, they must 
commit themselves to each other and make this com- 
mitment known. In most societies, the man and 
woman publicly affirm this commitment when each 
says, “I do!” 

Salvation from sin involves much more than a per- 
son knowing about Christ, or even having “good 
feelings” toward Christ. Salvation comes when the 
sinner commits himself or herself to Jesus Christ and 
says, “I do!” Then the believer immediately enters 
into the joys of this spiritual marriage relationship: 
bearing His name, sharing His wealth and power, 
enjoying His love and protection, and one day living 
in His glorious home in heaven. When you are “mar- 
ried to Christ,” life becomes a wedding feast, in spite 
of trials and difficulties. 

Mark 2:20 is a hint of our Lord’s anticipated death, 
resurrection, and return to heaven. It is unlikely that His 
disciples, at that early stage in their training, even under- 
stood what He meant. However, Jesus was not suggesting 
that His absence from earth would mean that His follow- 
ers would have to replace the feast with a funeral! He was 
only pointing out that occasional fasting would be proper 
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at a future time, but that joyful celebration should be the 
normal experience of believers. 

The garment and the wineskins (vv. 21-22). 
Jesus taught two important lessons about His ministry: 
(1) He came to save sinners, not to call the religious; 
and (2) He came to bring gladness and not sadness. 
The third lesson is this: He came to introduce the new, 
not to patch up the old. 

The religious leaders were impressed with our 
Lord’s teaching, and perhaps they would have been 
happy to make some of His ideas a part of their own 
religious tradition. They were hoping for some kind of 
compromise that would retain the best of pharisaic 
Judaism and the best of what Christ had to offer. But 
Jesus exposed the folly of that approach. It would be 
like tearing patches from a new unshrunk garment and 
sewing them on an old garment You would ruin the 
new garment, and when the old garment was washed, 
the patches would shrink, rip away, and ruin that gar- 
ment too (note Luke 5:36-39). Or, it would be like 
putting new unfermented wine in old brittle wineskins. 
As soon as the wine began to ferment and the gases 
formed, the old skins would burst—and you would 
lose both the wine and the skins. 

Jesus came to usher in the new, not to unite with 
the old. The Mosaic economy was decaying, getting 
old, and ready to vanish away (Heb. 8:13). Jesus would 
establish a new covenant in His blood (Luke 
22:19-20). The law would be written on human 
hearts, not on stones (2 Cor. 3:1-3; Heb. 10:15-18), 
and the indwelling Holy Spirit would enable God’s 
people to fulfill the righteousness of the law (Rom. 
8:1-4). 

By using this illustration, Jesus refuted once and for 
all the popular idea of a compromising “world reli- 
gion.” Well-meaning but spiritually blind leaders have 
suggested that we take “the best” from each religion, 
blend it with what is “best” in the Christian faith, and 
thus manufacture a synthetic faith that would be 
acceptable to everybody. But the Christian faith is 
exclusive in character; it will not accept any other faith 
as its equal or its superior. “There is none other name 
under heaven, given among men, whereby we must be 
saved” (Acts 4:12). 

Salvation is not a partial patching up of one’s life; it 
is a whole new robe of righteousness (Isa. 61:10; 2 Cor. 
5:21). The Christian life is not a mixing of the old and 
the new; rather, it is a fulfillment of the old in the new. 
There are two ways to destroy a thing: you can smash 
it or you can permit it to fulfill itself. An acorn, for 
example, can be smashed with a hammer, or it can be 
planted and allowed to grow into an oak. In both 
instances, the destruction of the acorn is accomplished, 
but in the second instance, the acorn is destroyed by 
being fulfilled. 

Jesus fulfilled the prophecies, types, and demands 
of the law of Moses. The law was ended at Calvary 
when the perfect sacrifice was once offered for the sins 
of the world (Heb. 8—10). When you trust Jesus 
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Christ, you become part of a new creation (2 Cor. 
5:17), and there are always new experiences of grace 
and glory. How tragic when people hold on to dead 
religious tradition when they could lay hold of living 
spiritual truth. Why cherish the shadows when the 
reality has come (Heb. 10:1ff.)? In Jesus Christ we have 
the fulfillment of all that God promised (2 Cor. 1:20). 


Freedom (2:23—3:12) 

The Sabbath was cherished by the Jews as a sacred 
institution. God gave the people of Israel the Sabbath 
after they came out of Egypt (Ex. 20:8-11; Neh. 
9:14), and it was a special sign between Israel and 
Jehovah (Ex. 31:13-17). There is no record in 
Scripture that God ever gave the Sabbath to any other 
nation. So, when Jesus began openly to violate the 
Sabbath traditions, it was like declaring war against 
the religious establishment. He began His campaign 
by healing a man who had been sick for thirty-eight 
years (John 5), and then followed with the events 
recorded in this section. 

Jewish tradition stated that there were thirty-nine 
acts that were strictly forbidden on the Sabbath. Moses 
had prohibited work on the Sabbath, but he did not 
give many specifics (Ex. 20:10). It was wrong to kindle 
a fire for cooking (Ex. 35:3), gather fuel (Num. 
15:32ff.), carry burdens (Jer. 17:21ff.), or transact busi- 
ness (Neh. 10:31; 13:15, 19). But Jewish tradition 
went into great detail and even informed the people 
how far they could travel on the Sabbath (two hundred 
cubits, based on Josh. 3:4). In short, the Sabbath day 
had become a crushing burden, a symbol of the galling 
religious bondage that had captured the nation. 

After healing the man at the Pool of Bethesda, our 
Lord’s next act of “Sabbath defiance” was to walk 
through the fields on the Sabbath and permit His dis- 
ciples to pluck the grain, rub it between their hands, 
and eat it. It was not illegal for a hungry person to take 
some of his neighbor’s fruit or grain, provided he did 
not fill a vessel or use a harvesting implement (Deut. 
23:24-25). However, that was not what upset the 
Pharisees. What upset them was that the disciples had 
worked on the Sabbath day! 

When you read Matthew's account of this event, 
you note that Jesus gave three arguments to defend His 
disciples: what David did (Matt. 12:3-4), what the 
priests did (Matt. 12:5-6), and what the prophet 
Hosea said (Matt. 12:7-8). Marks Roman readers 
would not be interested in Jewish prophets and priests, 
so Mark focused on David, whom the Romans would 
recognize as a great hero and king. The argument is rea- 
sonable: if a hungry king and his men were permitted 
to eat the holy bread from the tabernacle (1 Sam. 
21:1-6), then it was right for the Lord of the Sabbath 
to permit His men to eat the grain from His fields. 
David broke a definite law given by Moses, for the 
showbread was for the priests only (Lev. 24:5-9), but 
the disciples had violated only a man-made tradition. 
God is surely more concerned with meeting the needs 


of people than He is with protecting religious tradition. 
The Pharisees had their priorities confused. 

Did Jesus make a mistake when He mentioned 
Abiathar as the high priest? The record in 1 Samuel 21 
names Abimelech, the father of Abiathar (1 Sam. 
22:20), as high priest, so our Lord’s words appear to be 
a contradiction. They are not. It is possible that father 
and son each had both names (1 Chron. 18:16 and 
24:6; 1 Sam. 22:20 and 2 Sam. 8:17). Also it is likely 
that our Lord used “Abiathar” to refer to the Old 
Testament passage about Abiathar rather than to the 
man. This is the way the Jews identified sections of the 
Word since their manuscripts did not have chapters 
and verses such as we have today in our Bibles (see 
Mark 12:26). 

On that same Sabbath day, Jesus went into the syn- 
agogue to worship, and while He was there, He 
deliberately healed a man. Certainly He could have 
waited one more day, but once again He wanted to 
challenge the pharisaical legalistic traditions. This time 
the Pharisees (Luke 6:7) were expecting Him to heal, 
so they kept their eyes wide open. Our Lord’s questions 
in Mark 3:4 were never answered by His enemies. Since 
evil is at work every day, including the Sabbath day, 
why should good not be at work as well? Death is 
always at work, but that should not hinder us from 
seeking to save life. 

Jesus could see “the hardening of their hearts” (lit- 
eral translation), and their sin made Him angry. Our 
Lord never became angry at the publicans and sinners, 
but He did express anger toward the self-righteous 
Pharisees (Matt. 23). They would rather protect their 
traditions than see a man healed! The man, of course, 
knew little about this spiritual conflict. He simply 
obeyed our Lord’s command, stretched out his hand, 
and was healed. 

So incensed were the Pharisees over what Jesus had 
done that they united with the Herodians and started 
making plans to arrest Jesus and destroy Him. The 
Herodians were not a religious party; they were a group 
of Jews who were sympathetic to King Herod and sup- 
ported his rule. Most of the Jews despised Herod and 
obeyed his laws reluctantly, so it was surprising that the 
Pharisees, who were strict Jews, would join themselves 
with these disloyal politicians. But it was a common 
enemy—Jesus—that brought the two groups together. 

In response to this united opposition, Jesus simply 
withdrew from there, but He could not prevent the 
great crowds from following Him. These crowds were 
dangerous to His cause, of course, because they were 
not spiritually motivated, and the authorities could 
accuse Him of leading a popular revolt against the 
Romans. Yet Jesus received the people, healed the sick, 
and delivered the demonized. Once again, He warned 
the demons not to reveal who He was (Mark 1:23-26). 

Our Lord had now reached a crisis in His ministry. 
Great crowds were following Him, but their interest 
was not in things spiritual. The religious leaders 
wanted to destroy Him, and even some of Herod’s 
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friends were getting involved. His next step would be 
to spend a night in prayer (Luke 6:12), call twelve men 
to assist Him as His apostles, and preach a sermon— 
the Sermon on the Mount—explaining the spiritual 
basis of His kingdom. 

He offered them forgiveness, fulfillment, and free- 
dom, but they refused His offer. 

Have you accepted His offer? 


CHAPTER THREE 
Mark 3:13—4:34 


THE SERVANT, THE CROWDS, AND 
THE KINGDOM 


o matter where He went, God’s Servant was 
N thronged by excited crowds (Mark 3:7-9, 20, 32; 

4:1). Had Jesus been a “celebrity” and not a ser- 
vant, He would have catered to the crowds and tried to 
please them (see Matt. 11:7—15). Instead, He withdrew 
from the crowds and began to minister especially to 
His disciples. Jesus knew that most of the people who 
pushed to get near Him were shallow and insincere, 
but His disciples did not know this. Lest they take all 
of this “success” seriously, Jesus had to teach these men 
the truth about the crowds and the kingdom. In this 
section, we see our Lord’s three responses to the pres- 
sure of the crowd. 


He Founded a New Nation (3:13—19) 

The number of the disciples is significant because there 
were twelve tribes in the nation of Israel. In Genesis, 
God started with Jacob’s twelve sons, and in Exodus, 
He built them into a mighty nation. Israel was chosen 
to bring the Messiah into the world so that through 
Him all the nations of the earth could be blessed (Gen. 
12:1-3). However, the nation of Israel was now spiri- 
tually decayed and ready to reject her own Messiah. 
God had to establish “a holy nation, a peculiar [pur- 
chased] people” (1 Peter 2:9), and the twelve apostles 
were the nucleus of this new “spiritual” nation (Matt. 
21:43). 

Jesus spent all night in prayer before choosing these 
twelve men (Luke 6:12). When He selected them, He 
had three purposes in mind: (1) training them by per- 
sonal example and teaching, (2) sending them out to 
preach the gospel, and (3) giving them authority to 
heal and cast out demons (see Mark 1:14—15, 38-39; 
6:7-13). These twelve men would thus be able to con- 
tinue His work when He returned to the Father, and 
they would also be able to train others to carry on the 
ministry after them (2 Tim. 2:2). 

In the New Testament, you will find three other 
lists of the names of the twelve disciples: Matthew 
10:2—4; Luke 6:14-16; and Acts 1:13. Luke tells us 
that Jesus gave them the special name “apostles.” A dis- 
ciple is one who learns by doing; our modern 
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equivalent might be an “apprentice.” An “apostle” is 
one who is sent on official service with a commission. 
Jesus had many disciples but only twelve apostles, His 
special “ambassadors.” 

When you compare the lists, it appears that the 
names are arranged in pairs: Peter and Andrew; James 
and John; Philip and Bartholomew (Nathanael [John 
1:45]); Thomas and Matthew (Levi); James, the son of 
Alphaeus, and Thaddaeus (Judas, son of James, not 
Iscariot [John 14:22]); Simon the Zealot and Judas 
Iscariot. Since Jesus sent His apostles out two by two, 
this was a logical way to list them (Mark 6:7). 

Simons name was changed to Peter, “the rock” 
(John 1:40-42), and Levi’s was changed to Matthew, 
“the gift of God.” James and John were given the nick- 
names, “Boanerges—the sons of thunder.” We 
commonly think of John as the apostle of love, but he 
certainly did not begin with that kind of reputation, 
nor did James his brother (Mark 9:38-41; 10:35-39; 
Luke 9:54-55). It is encouraging to see what Jesus was 
able to do with such a diversified group of unlikely can- 
didates for Christian service. There is still hope for us! 

Mark defined the Hebrew word Boanerges because 
he was writing for Roman readers. In his gospel you 
will find several of these “special notes for Gentiles” 
(Mark 5:41; 7:11, 34; 11:9; 14:36; 15:22, 34). The 
word Canaanite in Mark 3:18 has nothing to do with 
national or racial origin. It is the Hebrew word 
cananaean, which comes from a word that means “to 
be jealous, to be zealous.” The Zealots were a group of 
Jewish extremists organized to overthrow Rome, and 
they used every means available to advance their cause. 
The historian Josephus called them “daggermen.” It 
would be interesting to know how Simon the Zealot 
responded when he first met Matthew, a former 
employee of Rome. 

If you consult a harmony of the Gospels, you will 
see that between Mark 3:19 and 20, Jesus preached the 
Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5—7) and participated 
in the events described in Luke 7:1—8:3. Mark’s gospel 
does not include that famous sermon because his 
emphasis is on what Jesus did rather than what Jesus 
said. 


He Established a New Family (3:20-21, 31-35) 
Our Lord’s friends were sure that Jesus was confused, 
and possibly deranged! The great crowds they saw fol- 
lowing Him, and the amazing reports they heard about 
Him, convinced them that He desperately needed help. 
He simply was not living a normal life, so His friends 
came to Capernaum to “take charge of him.” Then his 
mother and “brethren” (Mark 6:3) traveled thirty miles 
from Nazareth to plead with Him to come home and 
get some rest, but even they were unable to get near 
Him. This is the only place in the gospel of Mark 
where Mary is seen, and her venture was a failure. 
History reveals that God’s servants are usually mis- 
judged by their contemporaries, and often 
misunderstood by their families. D. L. Moody was 
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called “Crazy Moody” by many people in Chicago, and 
even the great apostle Paul was called mad (Acts 
26:24-25). Emily Dickinson wrote: 


Much madness is divinest sense 

To a discerning eye; 

Much sense the starkest madness. 

’Tis the majority 

In this, as all, prevails. 

Assent, and you are sane; 
Demur—youre straightway dangerous, 


And handled with a chain. 


Our Lord was not being rude to His family when 
He remained in the house and did not try to see them. 
He knew that their motives were right but their pur- 
pose was definitely wrong. If Jesus had yielded to His 
family, He would have played right into the hands of 
the opposition. The religious leaders would have said, 
“See, He agreed with His family—He needs help! 
Don't take Jesus of Nazareth too seriously.” Instead of 
giving in, He used this crisis as an opportunity to teach 
a spiritual lesson: His “family” is made up of all those 
who do the will of God. Our Lord’s half-brothers were 
not believers (John 7:1-5), and Jesus felt closer to the 
believing publicans and sinners than He did to James, 
Joses, Judah, and Simon, His half-brothers. 

Our Lord was not suggesting that believers ignore 
or abandon their families in order to serve God, but 
only that they put God’s will above everything else in 
life. Our love for God should be so great that our love 
for family would seem like hatred in comparison (Luke 
14:26). Certainly it is God’s will that we care for our 
families and provide for them (see 1 Tim. 5:8), but we 
must not permit even our dearest loved ones to influ- 
ence us away from the will of God. When you consider 
the importance of the family in the Jewish society, you 
can imagine how radical Christ’s words must have 
sounded to those who heard them. 

How does one enter into the family of God? By 
means of a new birth, a spiritual birth from above 
(John 3:1-7; 1 Peter 1:22—25). When the sinner trusts 
Jesus Christ as Savior, he experiences this new birth 
and enters into God’s family. He shares God’s divine 
nature (2 Peter 1:3—4) and can call God “Father” 
(Rom. 8:15-16). This spiritual birth is not something 
that we accomplish for ourselves, nor can others do it 
for us (John 1:11-13). It is God’s work of grace; all we 
can do is believe and receive (Eph. 2:8-9). 


He Announced a New Kingdom (3:22-30; 4:1-34) 

The crowds hoped that Jesus would deliver the nation 
and defeat Rome. Instead, He called twelve ordinary 
men and founded a “new nation,” a spiritual nation 
whose citizens had their names written down in heaven 
(Luke 10:20; Phil. 3:20). The crowds wanted Jesus to 
behave like a loyal Jew and honor His family, but Jesus 
established a “new family” made up of all those who 


trusted Him and did the will of God. The crowds also 


expected Him to restore the kingdom and bring back 
Israel’s lost glory, but His response was to announce a 
new kingdom, a spiritual kingdom. 

“Kingdom” is a key word in this section (Mark 
3:24; 4:11, 26, 30). John the Baptist had announced 
that the arrival of the King was near, and he had 
warned the people to prepare to meet Him (Mark 
1:1-8). Jesus took up John’s message and preached the 
good news of the kingdom and the necessity for sinners 
to repent and believe (Mark 1:14-15). But what is this 
kingdom like? If the Lord was not going to restore 
Israel and set up a political kingdom, what kind of 
kingdom was He planning to establish? 

At this point, Mark introduced a new word— 
parables (see Mark 3:23; 4:2, 10-11, 13, 33-34). 
Jesus explained the kingdom, not by giving a lecture 
on theology, but by painting pictures that captured the 
attention of the people and forced them to use their 
imaginations and think. Our English word parable 
comes from two Greek words that mean “to cast along- 
side” (para—alongside; ballo—to throw or cast). A 
parable is a story or figure placed alongside a teaching 
to help us understand its meaning. It is much more 
than “an earthly story with a heavenly meaning,” and it 
certainly is not an “illustration” such as a preacher 
would use in a sermon. A true parable gets the listener 
deeply involved and compels that listener to make a 
personal decision about God’s truth and his or her life. 
So penetrating and personal are parables that, after 
they heard several of them, the religious leaders wanted 
to kill the Lord Jesus! (See Matt. 21:45—46.) 

A parable begins innocently as a picture that arrests 
our attention and arouses our interest. But as we study 
the picture, it becomes a mirror in which we suddenly 
see ourselves. If we continue to look by faith, the mir- 
ror becomes a window through which we see God and 
His truth. How we respond to that truth will deter- 
mine what further truth God will teach us. 

Why did Jesus teach in parables? His disciples asked 
Him that very question (Mark 4:10-12; and see Matt. 
13:10-17). A careful study of His reply reveals that 
Jesus used parables both to hide the truth and to reveal 
it. The crowd did not judge the parables; the parables 
judged the crowd. The careless listener, who thought 
he knew everything, would hear only a story that he 
did not really understand, and the result in his life 
would be judgment (see Matt. 11:25-30). The sincere 
listener, with a desire to know God’s truth, would pon- 
der the parable, confess his ignorance, submit to the 
Lord, and then begin to understand the spiritual lesson 
Jesus wanted to teach. 

Jesus placed a great deal of importance on the hear- 
ing of the Word of God. In one form or another, the 
word hear is used thirteen times in Mark 4:1-34. 
Obviously, our Lord was speaking, not about physical 
hearing, but about hearing with spiritual discernment. 
To “hear” the Word of God means to understand it and 
obey it (see James 1:22-25). 

Our Lord gave several parables to help the people 
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(and that included His disciples) understand the nature 
of His kingdom. 

The strong man (3:22-30). Jesus healed a demo- 
niac who was both blind and dumb (Matt. 12:22-24), 
and the scribes and Pharisees used this miracle as an 
opportunity to attack Him. The crowd was saying, 
“Perhaps this Man is indeed the Son of David, the 
Messiah.” But the religious leaders said, “No, He is in 
league with Beelzebub! It is Satan’s power that is at 
work in Him, not God’s power.” 

“Beelzebub” (or “Beelzebul”) is a name for the 
devil, and it means “master of the house.” Jesus picked 
up on this meaning and gave a parable about a strong 
man guarding his house. To plunder the house, one 
must first overcome the strong man. 

Jesus exposed both their bad theology and their 
faulty logic. If it was by the power of Satan that He had 
cast out the demon, then Satan was actually fighting 
against himself! This meant that Satan’s house and 
kingdom were divided and therefore on the verge of 
collapse. Satan had been guarding that man carefully 
because the devil does not want to lose any of his terri- 
tory. The fact that Jesus delivered the man was proof 
that He was stronger than Satan and that Satan could 
not stop Him. 

Jesus did much more than answer their false accu- 
sation. He went on to explain the seriousness of what 
they had said. After all, our words reveal what is hidden 
in our hearts (Matt. 12:35), and what is in our hearts 
determines our character, conduct, and destiny. We 
sometimes say, “Talk is cheap!” But in reality, what we 
say can be very costly. Jesus warned the Jewish religious 
leaders that they were in danger of committing an eter- 
nal and unforgivable sin (Matt. 12:32). 

When you ask people, “What is the unpardonable 
sin?” they usually reply, “It is blaspheming the Holy 
Spirit” or “It is the sin of attributing to the devil the 
works of the Holy Spirit.” Historically speaking, these 
statements are true, but they do not really answer the 
question. How do we today blaspheme the Spirit of 
God? What miracles is the Holy Spirit performing 
today that might be carelessly or even deliberately 
attributed to Satan? Must a person see a miracle in 
order to commit this terrible sin? 

Jesus made it clear that God would forgive all sin 
and all blasphemy, including blasphemy against the very 
Son of God Himself (Matt. 12:32)! Does this mean that 
God the Son is less important than the Holy Spirit? 
Why would a sin against God the Son be forgivable 
and yet a sin against the Holy Spirit be unforgivable? 

The answer lies in the nature of God and in His 
patient dealings with the nation of Israel. God the 
Father sent John the Baptist to prepare the nation for 
the coming of their Messiah. Many of the common 
people responded to John’s call and repented (Matt. 
21:32), but the religious leaders permitted John to be 
arrested and eventually killed. God the Son came as 
promised and called the nation to trust Him, but 
those same religious leaders asked for Jesus to be 
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killed. On the cross, our Lord prayed, “Father, for- 
give them, for they know not what they do” (Luke 
23:34). 

The Holy Spirit came at Pentecost and demon- 
strated God’s power in many convicting ways. How did 
those same religious leaders respond? By arresting the 
apostles, ordering them to keep silent, and then killing 
Stephen themselves! Stephen told them what their sin 
was: “Ye do always resist the Holy Ghost” (Acts 7:51). 
They had sinned against the Father and the Son, but 
had been graciously forgiven. When they sinned 
against the Holy Spirit, they had reached “the end of 
the line,” and there could be no more forgiveness. 

People today cannot commit the “unpardonable 
sin” in the same way the Jewish religious leaders did 
when Jesus was ministering on earth. The only sin 
today that God cannot forgive is rejection of His Son 
(John 3:16-21, 31). When the Spirit of God convicts 
the sinner and reveals the Savior, the sinner may resist 
the Spirit and reject the witness of the Word of God, 
but that does not mean he has forfeited all his oppor- 
tunities to be saved. If he will repent and believe, God 
can still forgive him. Even if the sinner so hardens his 
heart that he seems to be insensitive to the pleadings of 
God, so long as there is life, there is hope. Only God 
knows if and when any “deadline” has been crossed. 
You and I must never despair of any sinner (1 Tim. 2:4; 
2 Peter 3:9). 

The sower and the soils (4:1-20). This parable 
helped the disciples understand why Jesus was not 
impressed by the large crowds that followed Him. He 
knew that most of them would never produce fruit 
from changed lives, because the Word He was teaching 
them was like seed falling into poor soil. 

The seed represents God’s Word (Luke 8:11), and 
the sower is the servant of God who shares that Word 
with others (see 1 Cor. 3:5-9). The human heart is like 
soil: it must be prepared to receive the seed before that 
seed can take root and produce a harvest. Like seed, the 
Word is alive and able to produce spiritual fruit, but 
the seed must be planted and cultivated before that 
harvest will come. 

As in that day, so today, there are four kinds of 
hearts, and they respond to God’s message in four dif- 
ferent ways. The hard heart (Mark 4:4, 15) resists the 
Word of God and makes it easy for Satan (the birds) to 
snatch it away. Soil becomes hard when too many feet 
tread on it. Those who recklessly “open their hearts” to 
all kinds of people and influences are in danger of 
developing hard hearts (see Prov. 4:23). Hard hearts 
must be “plowed up” before they can receive the seed, 
and this can be a painful experience (Jer. 4:3; Hos. 
10:12). 

The shallow heart (vv. 5-6, 16-17). This heart is 
like thin soil on a rock, very typical to Palestine. Since 
there is no depth, whatever is planted cannot last 
because it has no roots. This represents the “emotional 
hearer” who joyfully accepts God’s Word but does not 
really understand the price that must be paid to 
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become a genuine Christian. There may be great 
enthusiasm for several days or weeks, but when perse- 
cution and difficulties begin, the enthusiasm wanes 
and the joy disappears. It is easy for fallen human 
nature to counterfeit “religious feelings” and give a pro- 
fessed Christian a feeling of false confidence. 

The crowded heart (vv. 7, 18-19). This heart pic- 
tures the person who receives the Word but does not 
truly repent and remove the “weeds” out of his or her 
heart. This hearer has too many different kinds of 
“seeds” growing in the soil—worldly cares, a desire for 
riches, a lust for things—and the good seed of the 
Word has no room in which to grow. To change the 
image, this person wants to walk the “broad way” and 
the “narrow way” at the same time (Matt. 7:13-14); 
and it cannot be done. 

The fruitful heart (vv. 8, 20). This heart pictures the 
true believer, because fruit—a changed life—is the evi- 
dence of true salvation (2 Cor. 5:17; Gal. 5:19-23). 
The other three hearts produced no fruit, so we con- 
clude that they belong to persons who have never been 
born again. Not all true believers are equally as produc- 
tive, but from every genuine Christian’s life, there will 
be some evidence of spiritual fruit. 

Each of the three fruitless hearts is influenced by a dif- 
ferent enemy: the hard heart—the devil himself snatches 
the seed; the shallow heart—the flesh counterfeits reli- 
gious feelings; the crowded heart—the things of the 
world smother the growth and prevent a harvest. These 
are the three great enemies of the Christian: the world, 
the flesh, and the devil (Eph. 2:1-3). 

The lamp (4:21-25). In this parable, our Lord 
used a common object (a lamp) in a familiar scene (a 
home). The lamp was a clay dish filled with oil, with a 
wick put into the oil. In order to give light, the lamp 
had to “use itself up”; and the oil had to be replenished. 
If the lamp was not lit, or if it was covered up, it did 
the home no good. 

The apostles were like that lamp: they were called to 
shed God’s light and reveal His truth. But they could 
not “give out” without first “taking in’; hence, the 
admonition of Mark 4:24-25. The more we hear the 
Word of God, the better we are able to share it with 
others. The moment we think that we know it all, what 
we think we know will be taken from us. We must take 
heed what we hear (Mark 4:24) as well as take heed 
how we hear (Luke 8:18). Our spiritual hearing deter- 
mines how much we have to give to others. There is no 
sense trying to “cover things up” because God will one 
day reveal all things. 

The seed growing (4:26-34). The first parable 
reminds us that we cannot make the seed grow; in fact, 
we cannot even explain how it grows. There is a mys- 
tery to the growth of the seed and the development of 
the harvest. It takes a good deal of faith to be a farmer, 
and also a good deal of patience. In the parable of the 
sower and the soils, the Lord suggested that much of 
the seed scattered would fall on unproductive soil. This 
fact could discourage His workers; so, in this parable, 


He reassured them “in due season we shall reap if we 
faint not” (Gal. 6:9). 

The second parable gave the disciples both warning 
and encouragement. The encouragement was that, 
from very small beginnings, the kingdom would even- 
tually grow in size and in influence. While a mustard 
seed is not the smallest seed in the world, it was prob- 
ably the smallest seed that the Jews sowed in their 
gardens. It was a traditional symbol of that which is 
tiny. Our Lord began with twelve apostles. Later, there 
were as many as five hundred believers (1 Cor. 15:6). 
Peter won three thousand at Pentecost, and throughout 
the book of Acts, that number steadily increased (Acts 
4:4; 5:14; 6:1, 7). In spite of the sins and weaknesses of 
the church, the message has been carried to other 
nations, and one day, saints from every nation shall 
worship before His throne (Rev. 5:9). 

But the growth of the seed is only one part of the 
story; we must also account for the birds in the branches. 
In the parable of the sower and soils, the birds stood for 
Satan, who snatches the seed (Mark 4:15). If we are to 
be consistent in our interpretation, we must take this 
into consideration, for both parables were taught on 
the same day. The growth of the kingdom will not 
result in the conversion of the world. In fact, some of 
the growth will give opportunity for Satan to get in 
and go to work! There was Judas in the disciple band, 
and Ananias and Sapphira were in fellowship with the 
Jerusalem church (Acts 5:1-11). Simon Magus was 
part of the church in Samaria (Acts 8:1-24), and 
Satan’s ministers boldly invaded the Corinthian church 
(2 Cor. 11:13-15). The bigger the net, the greater the 
possibility of catching both good and bad fish (Matt. 
13:47-50). 

Through faith in Jesus Christ, we become citizens 
of the heavenly nation, children in God’s family, and 
subjects of the King of Kings and Lord of Lords. What 
a privilege it is to know the Lord Jesus Christ! 


CHAPTER FOUR 
Mark 4:35—5:43 


THE SERVANT CONQUERS! 


od’s Servant, Jesus Christ, is the Master of every 

situation and the Conqueror of every enemy. If 

we trust Him and follow His orders, we need 
never be afraid. Victory is the major theme that binds 
this long section together. Mark recorded four miracles 
that Jesus performed, and each miracle announces even 
to us today the defeat of an enemy. 


Victory over Danger (4:35-41) 

“The same day” refers to the day on which Jesus gave 
the “parables of the kingdom.” He had been teaching 
His disciples the Word, and now He would give them 
a practical test to see how much they had really 


learned. After all, the hearing of God’s Word is 
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intended to produce faith (Rom. 10:17), and faith 
must always be tested. It is not enough for us merely to 
learn a lesson or be able to repeat a teaching. We must 
also be able to practice that lesson by faith, and that is 
one reason why God permits trials to come to our lives. 

Did Jesus know that the storm was coming? Of 
course He did! The storm was a part of that day’s cur- 
riculum. It would help the disciples understand a 
lesson that they did not even know they needed to 
learn: Jesus can be trusted in the storms of life. Many 
people have the idea that storms come to their lives 
only when they have disobeyed God, but this is not 
always the case. Jonah ended up in a storm because of 
his disobedience, but the disciples got into a storm 
because of their obedience to the Lord. 

The geographic location of the Sea of Galilee is 
such that sudden violent storms are not unusual. While 
crossing this very sea one summer afternoon, I asked an 
Israeli tour guide if he had ever been in such a storm. 
“I certainly have!” he replied, throwing up his hands 
and shaking his head. “And I never want to be in one 
like it again!” 

The storm described here must have been especially 
fierce if it frightened experienced fishermen like the 
disciples. There were at least three good reasons why 
none of the men in the ship should have been dis- 
turbed, even though the situation appeared to be 
threatening. 

To begin with, they had His promise that they were 
going to the other side (Mark 4:35). His command- 
ments are always His enablements, and nothing can 
hinder the working out of His plans. He did not prom- 
ise an easy trip, but He did promise a guaranteed 
arrival at their destination. 

Second, the Lord Himself was with them, so what 
was there to fear? They had already seen His power 
demonstrated in His miracles, so they should have had 
complete confidence that He could handle the situation. 
For some reason, the disciples did not yet understand 
that He was indeed the Master of every situation. 

Finally, they could see that Jesus was perfectly at 
peace, even in the midst of the storm. This fact alone 
should have encouraged them. Jesus was in God’s will 
and knew that the Father would care for Him, so He 
took a nap. Jonah slept during a storm because he had 
a false sense of security, even though he was running 
from God. Jesus slept in the storm because He was 
truly secure in God’s will. “I will both lay me down in 
peace, and sleep, for thou, Lord, only markest me dwell 
in safety” (Ps. 4:8). 

How often in the trials of life we are prone to imi- 
tate the faithless disciples and cry out, “Lord, don’t You 
care?” Of course, He cares! He arose and rebuked the 
storm, and immediately there was a great calm. But 
Jesus did not stop with the calming of the elements, for 
the greatest danger was not the wind or the waves: it 
was the unbelief in the hearts of the disciples. Our 
greatest problems are within us, not around us. This 
explains why Jesus gently rebuked them and called 
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them “men of little faith.” They had heard Him teach 
the Word and had even seen Him perform miracles, 
and yet they still had no faith. It was their unbelief that 
caused their fear, and their fear made them question 
whether Jesus really cared. We must beware of “an evil 
heart of unbelief” (Heb. 3:12). 

This was only one of many lessons Jesus would teach 
His disciples in the familiar environs of the Sea of 
Galilee, and each lesson would reveal some wonderful 
new truth about the Lord Jesus. They already knew that 
He had the authority to forgive sins, to cast out demons, 
and to heal diseases. Now they discovered that He even 
had authority over the wind and the sea. This meant that 
they had no reason ever again to be afraid, for their Lord 
was in constant control of every situation. 


Victory over Demons (5:1-20) 

When Jesus and the disciples landed on the other side, 
they encountered two demoniacs, one of whom was 
especially vocal (see Matt. 8:28). This entire scene 
seems very unreal to us who live in so-called “modern 
civilization,” but it would not be unreal on many mis- 
sion fields. In fact, some Bible teachers believe that 
demon possession is becoming even more prevalent in 
today’s “modern society.” 

We see in this scene three different forces at work: 
Satan, society, and the Savior. These same three forces 
are still at work in our world, trying to control the lives 
of people. 

First, we see what Satan can do to people. Satan is 
a thief whose ultimate purpose is to destroy (John 
10:10; and see Rev. 9:11). We are not told how the 
demons entered these men and took control, but pos- 
sibly it was the result of their yielding to sin. Demons 
are “unclean spirits” and can easily get a foothold in the 
lives of people who cultivate sinful practices. 

Because they yielded to Satan, the thief, these two 
men lost everything! They lost their homes and the fel- 
lowship of their families and friends. They lost their 
decency as they ran around in the tombs naked. They 
lost their self-control and lived like wild animals, 
screaming, cutting themselves, and frightening the cit- 
izens. They lost their peace and their purpose for living, 
and they would have remained in that plight had Jesus 
not come through a storm to rescue them. 

Never underestimate the destructive power of 
Satan. He is our enemy and would destroy all of us if 
he could. Like a roaring lion, he seeks to devour us (1 
Peter 5:8—9). It is Satan who is at work in the lives of 
unbelievers, making them “children of disobedience” 
(Eph. 2:1-3). The two men in the Gerasene graveyard 
were no doubt extreme examples of what Satan can do 
to people, but what they reveal is enough to make us 
want to resist Satan and have nothing to do with him. 

The second force at work on these men was society, 
but society was not able to accomplish very much. 
About all that society can do for problem people is to 
isolate them, put them under guard and, if necessary, 


bind them (Luke 8:29). Often these men had been 
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chained, but the demons had given them strength to 
break the chains. Even the attempts to tame these men 
had failed. With all of its wonderful scientific achieve- 
ments, society still cannot cope with the problems 
caused by Satan and sin. While we thank God that 
society does offer a limited amount of restraint and 
protection, we must confess that society cannot perma- 
nently solve these problems and deliver Satan’s 
terrorized victims. 

This brings us to the third force, that of the Savior. 
What did Jesus Christ do for these men? To begin with, 
He graciously came to them in love, and even went 
through a storm to do it. Some think that the storm 
itself may have been satanic in origin, since Jesus used 
the same words to calm the sea as He did to cast out 
demons (compare Mark 1:25 and 4:39). Perhaps Satan 
was trying to destroy Jesus, or at least prevent Him 
from coming to the men who needed Him. But noth- 
ing could stop the Lord from coming to that graveyard 
and bringing deliverance to those men. 

Not only did Jesus come to them, but He spoke to 
them and permitted them to speak to Him. The citi- 
zens of that area avoided the two demoniacs, but Jesus 
treated them with love and respect. He came “to seek 
and to save that which was lost” (Luke 19:10). 

It is interesting to note that, as the demons spoke 
through the man, they confessed what they really 
believed. Demons have faith and even tremble because 
of what they believe (James 2:19), but neither their 
faith nor their fear can save them. Demons believe that 
Jesus is the Son of God and that He has authority over 
them. They believe in the reality of judgment and that 
one day they will be cast into hell (see Matt. 8:29). This 
is more than many religious people believe today! 

Nowhere does the Bible explain either the psychol- 
ogy or the physiology of demon possession. The man 
who spoke to Jesus was under the control of a legion of 
demons, and a Roman legion could consist of as many 
as six thousand men! It is frightening to think of the 
horrors this man experienced day and night as thou- 
sands of unclean spirits tormented him. No doubt the 
other demonized man experienced his share of agony 
too. 

Satan tried to destroy these men, but Jesus came to 
deliver them. By the power of His word, He cast out 
the demons and set the men free. Demons even believe 
in prayer, for they begged Jesus not to send them into 
the abyss, the place of torment (Mark 5:7; Luke 8:31). 
It is encouraging to note that the demons did not know 
what Jesus planned to do. This suggests that Satan can 
know God’s plans only if God reveals them. In fact, 
there is no evidence in Scripture that Satan can read the 
mind of a believer, let alone the mind of God. 

Mark 5 tells of three requests: the demons requested 
that Jesus send them into the pigs (Mark 5:12); the cit- 
izens requested that Jesus leave the area (Mark 5:17); 
and one of the former demoniacs requested that Jesus 
allow him to follow Him (Mark 5:18). Our Lord 
granted the first two requests but not the third one. 


Did Jesus have the right to destroy two thousand 
pigs and possibly put their owners out of business? If 
these men were Jews, then they had no right to be 
raising and selling unclean pigs anyway. However, this 
was Gentile territory, so the owners were probably 
Gentiles. 

Certainly, Jesus was free to send the demons wher- 
ever He desired—into the abyss, into the swine, or to 
any other place that He chose. Then why send them 
into the swine? For one thing, by doing it that way, 
Jesus gave proof to all the spectators that a miracle of 
deliverance had really taken place. The destruction of 
the pigs also gave assurance to the two men that the 
unclean spirits were actually gone. But more than any- 
thing else, the drowning of the two thousand swine was 
a vivid object lesson to this Christ-rejecting crowd that, 
to Satan, a pig is as good as a man! In fact, Satan will 
make a man into a pig! The Lord was warning the cit- 
izens against the powers of sin and Satan. It was a 
dramatic sermon before their very eyes: “The wages of 
sin is death!” 

The swineherds did not want to be blamed for the 
loss of the pigs, so they immediately ran to tell the 
owners what had happened. When the owners arrived 
at the scene, they were afraid as they beheld the dra- 
matic changes that had taken place in the two men. 
Instead of running around naked, the men were 
clothed, seated, and in their right minds. They were 
new creatures (2 Cor. 5:17)! 

Why would the owners ask Jesus to leave? Why not 
ask Him to stay and perform similar cures for others 
who were also in need? The owners had one main 
interest—business—and they were afraid that if Jesus 
remained any longer, He would do even more “dam- 
age” to the local economy! Our Lord does not stay 
where He is not wanted, so He left. What an opportu- 
nity these people missed! 

Why did Jesus not permit the healed demoniac to 
follow Him? The man’s request was certainly motivated 
by love for the Lord Jesus, and what a testimony he 
had! But Jesus knew that the man’s place was in his own 
home, with his loved ones, where he could bear witness 
to the Savior. After all, effective Christian living must 
begin at home, where people know us the best. If we 
honor God there, then we can consider offering our- 
selves for service elsewhere. This man became one of 
the earliest missionaries to the Gentiles. Jesus had to 
leave, but the man remained and bore faithful witness 
to the grace and power of Jesus Christ. We trust that 
many of those Gentiles believed on the Savior through 
his witness. 


Victory over Disease (5:21-34) 

One crowd sighed with relief as they saw Jesus leave, but 
another crowd was waiting to welcome Him when He 
returned home to Capernaum. In that latter crowd 
stood two people who were especially anxious to see 
Him—Jairus, a man with a dying daughter; and an 
anonymous woman suffering from an incurable disease. 
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It was Jairus who approached Jesus first, but it was the 
woman who was first helped, so we shall begin with her. 

The contrast between these two needy people is 
striking and reveals the wideness of Christ’s love and 
mercy. Jairus was an important synagogue officer, and 
the woman was an anonymous “nobody,” yet Jesus wel- 
comed and helped both of them. Jairus was about to 
lose a daughter who had given him twelve years of hap- 
piness (Mark 5:42), and the woman was about to lose 
an affliction that had brought her twelve years of sor- 
row. Being a synagogue officer, Jairus was no doubt 
wealthy, but his wealth could not save his dying daugh- 
ter. The woman was already bankrupt! She had given 
the doctors all of her money, and yet none of them 
could cure her. Both Jairus and the poor woman found 
the answers to their needs at the feet of Jesus (Mark 
5:22, 33). 

The woman had a hemorrhage that was appar- 
ently incurable and was slowly destroying her. One 
can only imagine the pain and emotional pressure 
that sapped her strength day after day. When you 
consider her many disappointments with the doctors 
and the poverty it brought her, you wonder how she 
endured as long as she did. But there was one added 
burden: according to the law, she was ceremonially 
unclean, which greatly restricted both her religious 
and her social life (Lev. 15:19ff.). What a burden she 
carried! 

However, she let nothing stand in her way as she 
pushed through the crowd and came to Jesus. She 
could have used any number of excuses to convince 
herself to stay away from Him. She might have said, 
“Tm not important enough to ask Jesus for help!” or 
“Look, He's going with Jairus, so I won't bother Him 
now.” She could have argued that nothing else had 
helped her, so why try again? Or she might have con- 
cluded that it was not right to come to Jesus as a last 
resort, after visiting all those physicians. However, she 
laid aside all arguments and excuses and came by faith 
to Jesus. 

What kind of faith did she have? It was weak, timid, 
and perhaps somewhat superstitious. She kept saying 
to herself that she had to touch His clothes in order to 
be healed (see Mark 3:10; 6:56). She had heard reports 
of others being healed by Jesus (Mark 5:27), so she 
made this one great attempt to get through to the 
Savior. She was not disappointed: Jesus honored her 
faith, weak as it was, and healed her body. 

There is a good lesson here for all of us. Not every- 
body has the same degree of faith, but Jesus responds 
to faith no matter how feeble it might be. When we 
believe, He shares His power with us and something 
happens in our lives. There were many others in that 
crowd who were close to Jesus and even pressing 
against Him, but they experienced no miracles. Why? 
Because they did not have faith. It is one thing to 
throng Him and quite something else to trust Him. 

The woman planned to slip away and get lost in the 
crowd, but Jesus turned and stopped her. Tenderly, He 
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elicited from her a wonderful testimony of what the 
Lord had done for her. Why did Jesus deal with her 
publicly? Why did He not simply permit her to remain 
anonymous and go her way? 

For one thing, He did it for her own sake. He 
wanted to be to her something more than a healer: He 
wanted to be her Savior and Friend as well. He wanted 
her to look into His face, feel His tenderness, and hear 
His loving words of assurance. By the time He finished 
speaking to her, she experienced something more than 
physical healing. He called her “daughter” and sent her 
on her way with a benediction of peace (Mark 5:34). 
To “be made whole” meant much more than receiving 
mere physical healing. Jesus had given her spiritual 
healing as well! 

He dealt with her publicly not only for her sake, 
but also for the sake of Jairus. His daughter was close 
to death, and he needed all the encouragement he 
could get. It was bad enough that the crowd was 
impeding their progress, but now this woman had to 
interfere and stop Jesus! When one of Jairus’s friends 
arrived and announced that the girl had died, no doubt 
Jairus felt that the end had come. The Lord’s words to 
the woman about faith and peace must have encour- 
aged Jairus as much as they encouraged her. 

Finally, Jesus dealt with her publicly that she might 
have the opportunity to share her testimony and glorify 
the Lord. “Let the redeemed of the Lord say so, whom 
he hath redeemed from the hand of the enemy ... he 
sent his word, and healed them.... Oh, that men 
would praise the Lord for his goodness, and for his 
wonderful works to the children of men!” (Ps. 107:2, 
20-21). No doubt some people in that crowd heard 
her words and trusted in the Savior, and when she 
arrived home, she already knew what it meant to wit- 
ness for Christ. 


Victory over Death (5:35-43) 

It was not easy for Jairus to come to Jesus publicly and 
ask for His help. The religious leaders who were 
opposed to Jesus would certainly not approve, nor 
would some of the other synagogue leaders. The things 
that Jesus had done and taught in the synagogues had 
aroused the anger of the scribes and Pharisees, some of 
whom were probably Jairus’s friends. But Jairus was 
desperate, as many people are when they come to Jesus. 
He would rather lose his friends and save his beloved 
daughter. 

It is beautiful to watch Jesus deal with Jairus and 
lead him to joyful victory. Throughout this entire 
event, it was our Lord’s words that made the difference. 
Consider the three statements that He made. 

The word of faith (v. 36). At this point, Jairus had 
to believe either his friend or the Lord Jesus. No doubt 
all of his being responded with convulsive sorrow when 
he heard that his beloved daughter was dead. But Jesus 
assured him, “Be not afraid, go on believing” (literal 
translation). In other words, “You had a certain 
amount of faith when you came to Me, and your faith 
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was helped when you saw what I did for that woman. 
Don't quit! Keep on believing!” 

It was easier for Jairus to trust the Lord while his 
daughter was still alive, and while Jesus was still walk- 
ing with him to his house. But when Jesus stopped to 
heal the woman, and when the friend came with the 
bad news, Jairus just about lost his faith. Let’s not be 
too hard on him. We have probably given way to 
doubts when circumstances and feelings have over- 
whelmed us. Sometimes God has delayed, and we have 
wondered why. That is when we need that special 
“word of faith” from the Lord, and we receive it as we 
spend time in His Word. 

The word of hope (v. 39). When Jesus and Jairus 
arrived at the house, they saw and heard the profes- 
sional Jewish mourners who were always summoned 
when a death occurred. It was traditional for them to 
wail loudly, to weep, and to lead the family and friends 
in lamentation. The presence of the mourners in the 
home is proof that the girl was actually dead, for the 
family would not have called them if there had been 
even the slightest hope that the girl was still alive. 

“The child is not dead but sleeps!” were our Lord’s 
words of hope to Jairus and his wife. To the believer, 
death is only sleep, for the body rests until the moment 
of resurrection (1 Thess. 4:13-18). The spirit does not 
sleep, for in death, the spirit of the believer leaves the 
body (James 2:26) and goes to be with Christ (Phil. 
1:20-23). It is the body that sleeps, awaiting the return 
of the Lord and the resurrection (1 Cor. 15:51-58). 
This truth is a great encouragement to all of us who 
have had Christian loved ones and friends depart in 
death. It is His word of hope to us. 

The word of love and power (v. 41). Unbelief 
laughs at God’s Word, but faith lays hold of it and 
experiences the power of God. Jesus did not make a 
spectacle of this miracle. He was sensitive to the feel- 
ings of the parents and grieved by the scornful attitude 
of the mourners. Talitha cumi is Aramaic for “Little 
girl, get up!” Jesus added, “I say unto thee” (with the 
emphasis on the J), because it was by His authority that 
her spirit returned to her body (Luke 8:55). The words 
were not some magic formula that anybody might use 
to raise the dead. 

The girl not only came back to life, but was also 
healed of her sickness, for she was able to get out of bed 
and walk around. Always the loving Physician, Jesus 
instructed the astounded parents to give her some food 
lest she have a relapse. Divine miracles never replace 
common sense human care, otherwise we are tempting 
God. 

As with previous miracles, Jesus told the witnesses 
to keep quiet (Mark 1:44; 3:12). Perhaps the word got 
out from the mourners that the girl had been “in a 
coma” and had not actually been dead. According to 
them, there had not been a miracle after all! However, 
there had been witnesses to the miracle. The law 
required only two or three witnesses for confirmation 
of truth (Deut. 17:6; 19:15), but for this miracle there 


were five witnesses! We have reason to conclude that 
Jairus and his wife became believers in Jesus Christ, 
though there is no further mention of them in the 
gospel record. All her life, the daughter was a witness to 
the power of Jesus Christ. 

Yes, God’s Servant is the conqueror over danger, 
demons, disease, and death. This series of miracles 
illustrates how Jesus met and helped all kinds of peo- 
ple, from His own disciples to a pair of demoniacs, and 
it assures us that He is able to help us today. 

This does not mean that God always must rescue 
His people from danger (see Acts 12) or heal every 
affliction (see 2 Cor. 12:1—10), but it does mean that 
He holds the ultimate authority and that we need never 
fear. We are “more than conquerors through him who 
loved us” (Rom. 8:37). 


CHAPTER FIVE 
Mark 6:1-56 


WILL ANYONE TRUST GOD’S 
SERVANT? 


harles Darwin said that belief was “the most com- 

plete of all distinctions between man and the 

lower animals.” If this observation is true, it sug- 
gests that lack of faith on man’s part puts him on the 
same level as the animals! Agnostic orator Col. Robert 
Ingersoll took a different point of view, for he once 
described a believer as “a songless bird in a cage.” You 
would probably agree that his words better describe an 
unbeliever! 

One of the central themes in this section of Mark’s 
gospel is the unbelief of people who came into contact 
with God’s Servant. All of these people had every rea- 
son to trust Jesus Christ, yet all of them failed to do so, 
including His own disciples! As you study this chapter, 
keep in mind the solemn admonition of Hebrews 3:12: 
“Take heed, brethren, lest there be in any of you an evil 
heart of unbelief, in departing from the living God.” 
God takes unbelief seriously, and so should we. 


The Unbelief of His Acquaintances (6:1-6) 

Jesus returned to Nazareth, where a year before He had 
been rejected by the people and evicted from the syna- 
gogue (Luke 4:16-30). It was certainly an act of grace 
on His part to give the people another opportunity to 
hear His Word, believe, and be saved, and yet their 
hearts were still hard. This time, they did not evict Him: 
they simply did not take Him seriously. 

Our Lord’s reputation had once again preceded Him, 
so He was permitted to teach in the synagogue. Keep in 
mind that He was ministering to people who knew Him 
well, because Nazareth was His “hometown.” However, 
these acquaintances had no spiritual perception at all. In 
fact, Jesus reminded them of what He had told them at 
that first dramatic visit, that a prophet is without honor 
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in his own country and among his own people (Mark 
6:4; Luke 4:24; John 4:44). 

Two things astonished these people: His mighty 
works and His wonderful wisdom. Actually, Jesus did 
not do any mighty works while He was there, so the 
people must have been referring to the reports they had 
heard about His miracles (see Mark 1:28, 45; 3:7-8; 
5:20-21). In fact, their unbelief hindered Jesus from 
having a greater ministry among them. 

What was their problem? Why were they unable to 
trust Him and experience the wonders of His power 
and grace as had others? They thought that they really 
knew Him. After all, He had been their neighbor for 
nearly thirty years, they had seen Him at work in the 
carpenter’s shop, and He appeared to be just another 
Nazarene. He was a “commoner,” and the people saw 
no reason to commit themselves to Him! 

“Familiarity breeds contempt” is a well-known 
maxim that goes all the way back to Publius the Syrian, 
who lived in 2 BC. Aesop wrote a fable to illustrate it. 
In Aesop’s fable, a fox had never before seen a lion, and 
when he first met the king of the beasts, the fox was 
nearly frightened to death. At their second meeting, 
the fox was not frightened quite as much; and the third 
time he met the lion, the fox went up and chatted with 
him! “And so it is,” Aesop concluded, “that familiarity 
makes even the most frightening things seem quite 
harmless.” 

The maxim, however, must be taken with a grain of 
salt. For example, can you imagine a loving husband 
and wife thinking less of each other because they know 
each other so well? Or two dear friends starting to 
despise each other because their friendship has deep- 
ened over the years? Phillips Brooks said it best: 
“Familiarity breeds contempt, only with contemptible 
things or among contemptible people.” The contempt 
shown by the Nazarenes said nothing about Jesus 
Christ, but it said a great deal about them! 

A tourist, eager to see everything in the art gallery, 
fled from picture to picture, scarcely noticing what was 
in the frames. “I didn’t see anything very special here,” 
he said to one of the guards as he left. “Sir,” the guard 
replied, “it is not the pictures that are on trial here—it 
is the visitors.” 

A carpenter was a respected artisan in that day, but 
nobody expected a carpenter to do miracles or teach 
profound truths in the synagogue. Where did He get 
all this power and wisdom? From God or from Satan 
(see Mark 3:22)? And why did His brothers and sisters 
not possess this same power and wisdom? Even more, 
why did His brothers and sisters not believe in Him? 
The people who called Him “the son of Mary” were 
actually insulting Him, because in that day you identi- 
fied a man by calling him the son of his father, not the 
son of his mother. 

The people of Nazareth were “offended at him,” 
which literally means “they stumbled over him.” The 
Greek word gives us our English word scandalize. 
Kenneth Wuest wrote in his book Wuests Word Studies 
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(Eerdmans), “They could not explain Him, so they 
rejected Him.” Jesus was certainly a “stone of stum- 
bling” to them because of their unbelief (Isa. 8:14; 
Rom. 9:32—33; 1 Peter 2:8). 

‘Twice in the gospel record you find Jesus marveling. 
As this passage reveals, He marveled at the unbelief of 
the Jews, and He marveled at the great faith of a 
Roman centurion, a Gentile (Luke 7:9). Instead of 
remaining at Nazareth, Jesus departed and made 
another circuit of the towns and villages in Galilee. His 
heart was broken as He saw the desperate plight of the 
people (Matt. 9:35-38), so He decided to send out His 


disciples to minister with His authority and power. 


The Unbelief of His Enemies (6:7-29) 

When the Lord originally called the twelve apostles, 
His purpose was to teach and train them so that they 
might assist Him and eventually be able to take His 
place when He returned to the Father (Mark 3:13-15). 
Before sending them out, He reaffirmed their author- 
ity to heal and to cast out demons (Mark 6:7), and He 
gave them some pointed instructions (see Matt. 10 for 
a more detailed account of this sermon). 

He told them to take what they already owned and 
not go out and buy special equipment for their itiner- 
ant travels. They were not to be loaded down with extra 
baggage. (You cannot miss the note of urgency in this 
“commissioning sermon.”) Jesus wanted them to be 
adequately supplied, but not to the point of ceasing to 
live by faith. The word bag means “a beggar’s bag.” 
They were definitely not to beg for either food or 
money. 

As they ministered from place to place, they would 
encounter both hospitality and hostility, both friends 
and enemies. He cautioned them to stay at one house 
in each community and not to “pick and choose” when 
it came to their food and accommodations. After all, 
they were there to be profitable servants, not pampered 
guests. If a house or a village did not receive them, they 
had His permission to declare God’s judgment on 
those people. It was customary for the Jews to shake the 
dust off their feet whenever they left Gentile territory, 
but for Jews to do this to their fellow Jews would be 
something new (Luke 10:10-11; Acts 13:51). 

The word translated “send” in Mark 6:7 is apostello 
in the Greek and gives us our English word apostle. It 
means “to send someone with a special commission to 
represent another and to accomplish his work.” Jesus 
gave these twelve men both the apostolic authority and 
the divine ability to do the job He sent them to do. 
They were not “on their own’; they represented Him in 
all that they did and said. 

We noted before (Mark 3:16-19) that a compari- 
son of the lists of the apostles’ names reveals that the 
names are given in several pairs: Peter and Andrew, 
James and John, Philip and Bartholomew, etc. Jesus 
sent them out in pairs because it is always easier and 
safer for servants to travel and work together. “Two are 
better than one” (Eccl. 4:9), and the law, as previously 
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observed, required two witnesses to verify a matter 
(Deut. 17:6; 19:15; 2 Cor. 13:1). They would not 
only help each other; they would also learn from each 
other. 

The men went out and did what Jesus told them to 
do. It is remarkable that a band of ordinary men could 
go out in this way to represent Almighty God, and that 
they could demonstrate their authority by performing 
miracles. God’s commandments always include His 
enablements (2 Cor. 3:5-6). They proclaimed the good 
news of the kingdom, called on sinners to repent, and 
healed many who were sick (Mark 6:12-13; Luke 9:6). 

The reports of Christ’s ministry, augmented by that 
of His disciples (Luke 9:7), even reached into the 
palace of Herod Antipas. Mark called him “King,” 
which is what Herod wanted to be called, but in real- 
ity, godless Herod was only a tetrarch, the ruler of a 
fourth part of the nation. When Herod the Great died, 
the Romans divided his territory among his three sons, 
and Antipas was made tetrarch of Perea and Galilee. 

Herod Antipas had married the daughter of King 
Aretas IV and then had divorced her so he could marry 
Herodias, the wife of his half-brother, Herod Philip. It 
was a wicked alliance that was contrary to the law of 
Moses (Lev. 18:16; 20:21), and the fearless John the 
Baptist had denounced the king for his sins. When 
Herod heard about the wonderful works of Jesus, he 
was sure that John the Baptist had come back from the 
dead to haunt him and condemn him! Herod’s con- 
science was bothering him, but he was unwilling to 
face his sins honestly and repent. 

At this point, Mark shifted into a flashback to 
explain how John the Baptist had been cruelly and 
unjustly arrested and slain. Even in this brief account, 
we sense the tension in the palace, for Herod feared 
John, privately listened to him preach, and was in a 
state of perplexity over what he should do. “Queen” 
Herodias, on the other hand, hated John, wanted to 
kill him, and patiently waited for the most convenient 
time. In their evil character and lawless deeds, these 
two remind us of Ahab and Jezebel (1 Kings 18—21). 

The “strategic day” came (Mark 6:21 Nass) for 
Herodias to put her plan into action: the celebration of 
Herod’s birthday. Royal feasts were extravagant both in 
their display of wealth and in their provision for pleas- 
ure. The Jews would not have permitted a woman to 
dance before a group of men, and most Gentile moth- 
ers would have forbidden a daughter to do what the 
daughter of Herodias did. (History informs us that 
the girl’s name was Salome.) But the girl was a part of 
the mother’s plan to get rid of John the Baptist, and 
Salome played her part well. 

When Herod heard the girl’s macabre request, he 
was “greatly distressed” (see Mark 14:34, where the 
same verb is used of Jesus), but he had to be true to his 
promise or lose face before a group of influential peo- 
ple. The word oath in Mark 6:26 is actually in the 
plural—“for his many oaths’ sake’—because Herod 
had repeatedly declared his desire to reward the girl for 


her performance. This was one way he had of impress- 
ing his guests, but it backfired. Herod had not been 
courageous enough to obey John’s word, but now he 
had to obey his own word! The result was the death of 
an innocent man. 

It is remarkable that there is no evidence that any of 
the Jewish leaders did anything to rescue John the 
Baptist after he had been arrested. The common peo- 
ple considered John a prophet sent from God, but the 
religious leaders did not obey John’s message (Mark 
11:27-33). John’s death was the first of three notable 
violent deaths in the history of Israel. The other two are 
the crucifixion of Christ and the stoning of Stephen 
(Acts 7). For the significance of these events, review the 
comments on Mark 3:22-30. Herod had feared that 
John’s messages would stir up a revolt among the peo- 
ple, something he wanted to avoid. Also, he wanted to 
please his wife, even though it meant the murdering of 
a godly man. 

John’s disciples were permitted to take the body of 
their leader and bury it, and then they went to tell Jesus 
what had happened (Matt. 14:12). No doubt the 
report of John’s death deeply stirred our Lord, for He 
knew that one day His own life would be laid down. 

We meet Herod Antipas one more time in the 
Gospels, when he “tried” Jesus and hoped to see the 
Lord perform a miracle (Luke 23:6-12). Jesus would 
not even speak to this adulterer and murderer, let alone 
please him by doing a miracle! Jesus called Herod a 
“fox” (Luke 13:31-35), an apt description of this crafty 
man. In AD 39, Herod Agrippa (Acts 12:1), nephew of 
Herod Antipas, denounced his uncle to the Roman 
emperor, and Antipas was deposed and sent into exile. 
“For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the 
whole world, and lose his own soul?” (Mark 8:36). 


The Unbelief of His Disciples (6:30-56) 

Jesus took His disciples to a secluded place so that they 
might rest after their labors. He wanted to discuss their 
ministry with them and prepare them for their next 
mission. As Vance Havner has said, “If you don’t come 
apart and rest, you will come apart.” Even God’s 
Servant-Son needed time to rest, fellowship with His 
friends, and find renewal from the Father. 

Another factor was the growing opposition of both 
the political and the religious leaders. Herod’s murder 
of John the Baptist was evidence enough that the “cli- 
mate” was now changing and that Jesus and His 
disciples had to be careful. In the next chapter, we shall 
encounter the hostility of the Jewish religious leaders, 
and, of course, the political enthusiasm of the crowds 
was always a problem (John 6:15ff.). The best thing to 
do was to get away. 

But the overzealous crowds would not leave Him 
alone. They followed Him to the area near Bethsaida, 
hoping to see Him perform some miraculous cures 
(Luke 9:10-11; John 6:1ff). In spite of the interrup- 
tion to His plans, the Lord welcomed them, taught 
them the Word, and healed those who were afflicted. 
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Having experienced interruptions many times in my 
own life and ministry, I marvel at His patience and 
grace! What an example for us to follow! 

Mark recorded two miracles that Jesus performed. 

The feeding of the five thousand (vv. 33—44). 
Jesus sent the twelve apostles out to minister because 
He had compassion on the needy multitudes (Matt. 
9:36-38). This time, the needy multitudes came to 
them—and the disciples wanted to send them away! As 
yet, they had not learned to look at life through the 
eyes of their Master. To them, the crowds were a prob- 
lem, perhaps even a nuisance, but to Jesus, they were as 
sheep without a shepherd. 

When D. L. Moody was building his great Sunday 
school in Chicago, children came to him from every- 
where. They often passed by other churches and 
Sunday schools to be with Mr. Moody. When asked 
why he walked so far to attend Moody’s Sunday school, 
one boy replied, “Because they love a fella over there!” 
The children could tell the difference. 

The disciples had two suggestions for solving the 
problem: either send the people away to find their own 
food, or raise enough money to buy a bit of bread for 
everybody. As far as the disciples were concerned, they 
were in the wrong place at the wrong time, and noth- 
ing could be done! With that kind of approach, they 
would have made ideal committee members! Someone 
has defined a committee as a group of people who indi- 
vidually can do nothing and collectively decide that 
nothing can be done. 

Jesus looked at the situation, not as a problem, but 
as an opportunity to trust the Father and glorify His 
name. An effective leader is someone who sees poten- 
tial in problems and is willing to act by faith. Acting on 
the basis of human wisdom, His disciples saw the prob- 
lem but not the potential. How many times God’s 
people have complained, “If we only had enough 
money, we could do something!” Two hundred. pence 
(denarii) would be the equivalent of a year’s wages for 
the average laborer! The first step is not to measure our 
resources, but to determine God’s will and trust Him 
to meet the need. 

It was Andrew who found the lad with the lunch 
(John 6:8-9). The Lord had the people sit down in 
organized groups on the green grass (see Ps. 23:2; 
78:19), quite a contrast to Herod’s glittering sensual 
feast. Jesus took the little lunch, blessed it, broke it, 
and gave it to the disciples to distribute to the hun- 
gry people. The miracle took place in His hands, not 
in theirs, for whatever we give to Him, He can bless 
and multiply. We are not manufacturers; we are only 
distributors. 

John tells us that Jesus used this miracle as the basis 
for a sermon on “the bread of life” (John 6:22ff.). After 
all, He did not perform miracles just to meet human 
needs, though that was important. He wanted each 
miracle to be a revelation of Himself, a sermon in 
action. For the most part, the people were amazed at 
the miracles, appreciated the help He gave them, but 
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failed to get the spiritual message (John 12:37). They 
wanted the gift but not the Giver, the enjoyment of 
physical blessings but not the enrichment of spiritual 
blessings. 

The stilling of the storm (vv. 45-56). A number 
of miracles were involved in this event: Jesus walking 
on the water, Peter walking on the water (Mark did not 
record this; see Matt. 14:28-32), Jesus stilling the 
storm, and the boat arriving on shore the instant Jesus 
entered it (John 6:21). It was certainly a “night of won- 
ders” for the Twelve! 

Why did Jesus compel His disciples to leave? 
Because the crowd was getting restless, and there was 
danger they might start a popular uprising to make 
Jesus king John 6:14-15). The Twelve were not ready 
to face this kind of test, because their ideas of the king- 
dom were still too national and political. 

There was a second reason: He wanted to teach 
them a lesson on faith that would help prepare them 
for the work that lay ahead of them after He was gone. 
The disciples had just completed a very successful mis- 
sion, healing the sick and preaching the gospel. They 
had shared in the miraculous feeding of five thousand 
people. They were on a “spiritual high,” and this in 
itself was dangerous. It is good to be on the mountain- 
top if you don't get careless and step off a cliff. 

Spiritual blessings must be balanced with burdens 
and battles, otherwise, we may become pampered chil- 
dren instead of mature sons and daughters. On a 
previous occasion, Jesus had led His disciples into a 
storm following an exciting day of teaching (Mark 
4:35-41). Now, after a time of miraculous ministry, 
He again led them into a storm. In the book of Acts, 
it is interesting to note that the “storm” of official per- 
secution began after the disciples had won five 
thousand people to Christ (Acts 4:1—4). Perhaps while 
they were in confinement, the apostles recalled the 
storm that followed the feeding of the five thousand, 
and they must have encouraged themselves with the 
assurance that Jesus would come to them and see them 
through. 

Each new experience of testing demands of us more 
faith and courage. In that first storm experience, the 
disciples had Jesus in the boat with them, but this time, 
He was on the mountain praying for them. He was 
teaching them to live by faith. (For that matter, even 
when He was in the ship with them, they were still 
afraid!) The scene illustrates the situation of God’s peo- 
ple today: We are in the midst of this stormy world, 
toiling and seemingly ready to sink, but He is in glory 
interceding for us. When the hour seems the darkest, 
He will come to us—and we will reach shore! 

The waves that frightened the disciples (including 
the fishermen in the group) were only stairsteps to 
bring the Lord Jesus to them. He waited until their sit- 
uation was so desperate that they could do nothing to 
help themselves. But why did He act as though He 
would pass them by? Because He wanted them to rec- 
ognize Him, trust Him, and invite Him into the ship. 
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They did not recognize Him, but instead screamed 
with fear because they thought He was a ghost! 

Jesus reassured them with His word: “Take courage; 
it is I, do not be afraid” (Mark 6:50 Nass). At this 
point, Peter asked Jesus to let him walk on the water, 
but Mark omits this detail. Tradition says that Mark 
wrote as Peter’s spokesman, so perhaps Peter was reti- 
cent to include this experience lest it give people the 
wrong impression. It is easy to criticize Peter for sink- 
ing—but have you ever gotten out of the boat yourself? 

The disciples had failed their test because they 
lacked spiritual insight and receptive hearts. The mira- 
cle of the loaves and fishes had made no lasting 
impression on them. After all, if Jesus could multiply 
food and feed thousands of people, then surely He 
could protect them in the storm. Even a disciple of 
Jesus Christ can develop a hard heart if he fails to 
respond to the spiritual lessons that must be learned in 
the course of life and ministry. 

As you review these two miracles, you see that Jesus 
Christ brings provision and protection. “The Lord is my 
shepherd; I shall not want ... I will fear no evil” (Ps. 
23:1, 4). If we trust Him, we will always have suffi- 
ciency and security, no matter what the situation might 
be. The important thing is that we trust Him. 

Mark closed this section on a positive note as he 
described the people who brought their sick for Jesus to 
heal. These people had faith and their faith was 
rewarded. This scene is in contrast to that in Nazareth, 
where very few were healed because the people lacked 
faith. 

“And this is the victory that overcomes the world, 
even our faith” (1 John 5:4). Trust the Servant! He 
never fails. 


CHAPTER SIX 
Mark 7:1—8:26 


THE SERVANT-TEACHER 


hroughout his gospel, Mark’s emphasis is prima- 
T» on what Jesus did. However, in this section of 

our study you will find Mark recording some of 
the important teachings of the Lord. Mark also 
describes His ministry among the Gentiles, which 
would be of special interest to Roman readers. We see 
in this section three ministries of Jesus, the Servant- 


Teacher. 


Teaching the Jews (7:1-23) 

There are four stages in this drama, and the first is 
accusation (Mark 7:1-5). The Jewish religious leaders 
were now openly hostile toward the Lord and His min- 
istry. It was not unusual for them to follow Him from 
place to place simply to watch for something to criti- 
cize. In this case, they accused the disciples of failing to 
practice the Jewish ceremonial washing. These wash- 
ings had nothing to do with personal hygiene, nor were 


they commanded in the law. They were a part of the 
tradition that the scribes and Pharisees had given to the 
people to add to their burdens (Matt. 23:4). 

Our Lord had already violated their Sabbath tradi- 
tions (Mark 2:23—3:5), so the Jews were eager to 
accuse Him when they saw the disciples eat “with 
defiled hands.” Why would such a seemingly trivial 
matter upset these religious leaders? Why would they 
feel compelled to defend their ceremonial washings? 
For one thing, these leaders resented it when our Lord 
openly flaunted their authority. After all, these prac- 
tices had been handed down from the fathers and 
carried with them the authority of the ages! The Jews 
called tradition “the fence of the law.” It was not the 
law that protected the tradition, but the tradition that 
protected the law! 

But something much more important was involved. 
Whenever the Jews practiced these washings, they 
declared that they were “special” and that other people 
were “unclean”! If a Jew went to the marketplace to buy 
food, he might be “defiled” by a Gentile or (God for- 
bid!) a Samaritan. This tradition had begun centuries 
before to remind the Jews that they were God’s elect 
people and therefore had to keep themselves separated. 
However, a good reminder had gradually degenerated 
into an empty ritual, and the result was pride and reli- 
gious isolation. 

These washings not only indicated a wrong attitude 
toward people, but they also conveyed a wrong idea of 
the nature of sin and personal holiness. Jesus made it 
clear in the Sermon on the Mount that true holiness is 
a matter of inward affection and attitude and not just 
outward actions and associations. The pious Pharisees 
thought they were holy because they obeyed the law 
and avoided external defilement. Jesus taught that a 
person who obeys the law externally can still break the 
law in his heart, and that external “defilement” has lit- 
tle connection with the condition of the inner person. 

So the conflict was not only between God’s truth 
and man’s tradition, but also between two divergent 
views of sin and holiness. This confrontation was no 
incidental skirmish; it got to the very heart of true reli- 
gious faith. Each new generation must engage in a 
similar conflict, for human nature is prone to hold on 
to worn-out man-made traditions and ignore or dis- 
obey the living Word of God. It is true that some 
traditions are helpful as reminders of our rich heritage, 
or as “cement” to bind generations, but we must con- 
stantly beware lest tradition take the place of truth. It 
does us good to examine our church traditions in the 
light of God’s Word and to be courageous enough to 
make changes. (Note that the word tradition in 2 
Thess. 2:15 refers to the body of doctrinal truth 
“handed down” from the apostles to leaders in the 
church. See also 2 Tim. 2:2.) 

The next stage can be labeled condemnation (Mark 
7:6-13) as Jesus defended His disciples and exposed 
the hypocrisy of their accusers. The first thing He did 
was to quote from the prophet Isaiah (Isa. 29:13), and 
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then He brought in the law of Moses (Ex. 20:12; 
21:17; Lev. 20:9). How could the Pharisees argue with 
the law and the prophets? 

In defending their tradition, the Pharisees eroded 
their own characters and also the character of the Word 
of God. They were hypocrites, “playactors,” whose reli- 
gious worship was practiced in vain. True worship must 
come from the heart, and it must be directed by God’s 
truth, not man’s personal ideas. What a tragedy that 
religious people would ignorantly practice their reli- 
gion and become the worse for doing it! 

But they were not only destroying their character; 
they were also destroying the influence and authority 
of the very Word of God that they claimed to be 
defending. Note the tragic sequence: teaching their 
doctrines as God’s Word (Mark 7:7); laying aside God’s 
Word (Mark 7:8); rejecting God’s Word (Mark 7:9); 
finally, robbing God’s Word of its power (Mark 7:13). 
People who revere man-made traditions above the 
Word of God eventually lose the power of God’s Word 
in their lives. No matter how devout they may appear, 
their hearts are far from God. 

History reveals that the Jewish religious leaders 
came to honor their traditions far above the Word of 
God. Rabbi Eleazer said, “He who expounds the 
Scriptures in opposition to the tradition has no share in 
the world to come.” The Mishnah, a collection of 
Jewish traditions in the Talmud, records, “It is a greater 
offense to teach anything contrary to the voice of the 
Rabbis than to contradict Scripture itself.” But before 
we criticize our Jewish friends, perhaps we should 
examine what influence “the church fathers” are having 
in our own Christian churches. We also may be guilty 
of replacing God’s truth with man’s traditions. 

Once He had exposed their hypocrisy, Jesus then 
turned to the law of Moses and indicted them for 
breaking the fifth commandment. They had an ingen- 
ious way of breaking the law and not feeling guilty. 
Instead of using their wealth to support their parents, 
the Pharisees dedicated that wealth to God (“Corban” 
= “an offering, a gift”; see Num. 30) and claimed that 
the wealth could now be used only for “spiritual pur- 
poses.” However, they continued to get the benefit of 
that wealth, even though it technically belonged to 
God. These men claimed to love God, but they had no 
love for their parents! 

The third stage is declaration (Mark 7:14—16). Jesus 
announced to the whole crowd that the source of holy 
living is from within, not from without. Actually, He was 
declaring null and void the entire Mosaic system of “clean 
and unclean” foods, but at that time, He did not explain 
this radical truth to the crowd. Later, He did explain it in 
private to His own disciples. 

But this declaration was surely understood by His 
enemies. They realized that He was breaking down one 
of the “walls” that separated the Jews from the Gentiles. 
Of course, the law itself was not set aside until Jesus 
died on the cross (Eph. 2:14-15; Col. 2:14), but the 


principle Jesus announced had been true throughout 
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the ages. In every period of history, true holiness has 
always been a matter of the heart, a right relationship 
with God by faith. Ceremonial purity was a matter of 
external obedience to a law as evidence of that faith (Ps. 
51:6, 10, 16-17). Moses made it clear in Deuteronomy 
that God wanted love and obedience to come from the 
heart, and not be merely outward obedience to rules 
(note Deut. 6:4-5; 10:12; 30:6, 20). 

Our Lord’s explanation (Mark 7:17-23) was given 
privately to His disciples when they asked Him “con- 
cerning the parable.” His explanation seems obvious to 
us, but we must remember that these twelve men had 
been brought up under the strict Jewish dietary code 
that categorized all foods as either “clean” or “unclean” 
(Lev. 11). In fact, Acts 10:14 suggests that Peter kept a 
kosher household for years even after he had heard this 
truth. It is not easy to change our religious traditions. 

The human heart is sinful and produces all manner 
of evil desires, thoughts, and actions, everything from 
murder to envy (“an evil eye”). Jesus had no illusions 
about human nature, as do some liberal theologians and 
humanistic teachers today. He realized that man is a sin- 
ner, unable to control or change his own nature, and 
that is why Jesus came to earth—to die for lost sinners. 

The Jewish dietary laws were given by God to teach 
His chosen people to make a difference between what 
was clean and what was unclean. (No doubt there were 
also some practical reasons involved, such as sanitation 
and health.) To disobey these laws was a matter of cer- 
emonial defilement, and that was an external matter. 
Food. ends up in the stomach, but sin begins in the 
heart. The food we eat is digested and the waste evacu- 
ated, but sin remains and it produces defilement and 
death. 

This dramatic lesson on “truth vs. tradition” could 
only irritate the Jewish religious leaders more and make 
them want to silence Jesus. This increased opposition 
was the reason why He departed from the crowded 
places and took His disciples into Gentile territory. 

Before we leave this section, however, it might be 
good for us to contrast man’s traditions and God’s 
truth. 


God’ truth 
Inward faith—liberty 


Man’ traditions 


Outward forms— 


bondage 

Trifling rules Fundamental principles 
Outward piety True inward holiness 
Neglect, replace Exalts the Word of God 
the Word 


Helping the Gentiles (7:24—8:9) 

Mark records three miracles that Jesus performed as He 
ministered to the Gentiles in the region of Tyre and 
Sidon. This is the only recorded instance of our Lord 
actually leaving Palestine. He was practicing what he 
had just taught the disciples: there is no difference 
between Jews and Gentiles, for all are sinners and need 
the Savior. 
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Casting out a demon (7:24—30). Of the thirty-five 
recorded miracles in the Gospels, four directly involve 
women: the healing of Peter’s mother-in-law (Mark 
1:30-31); the raising of the widows son (Luke 
7:11-17); the raising of Lazarus (John 11); and the 
casting out of the demon as recorded here. 

Jesus came to this area (about forty miles from 
Capernaum) so that He might have some privacy, but 
a concerned mother discovered He was there and came 
to Him for help. There were many obstacles in her way, 
yet she overcame them all by faith and got what she 
needed. 

To begin with, her nationality was against her: she 
was a Gentile and Jesus was a Jew. Besides that, she was 
a woman, and society in that day was dominated by the 
men. Satan was against her, for one of his demons had 
taken control in her daughter’s life. The disciples were 
against her; they wanted Jesus to send her away and let 
Him (and them) have some rest. For a time, it looked 
as though even Jesus was against her! It was not an easy 
situation, and yet she triumphed because of her great 
faith. 

Samuel Rutherford, the saintly Scottish minister 
who suffered greatly for Christ, once wrote to a friend: 
“Tt is faith’s work to claim and challenge loving-kind- 
nesses out of all the roughest strokes of God.” That is 
exactly what this Gentile mother did, and we today 
have much that we can learn from her about faith. 

When she first asked Him for help, Jesus did not 
even answer her! Encouraged by His silence, the disci- 
ples urged Him to send her away. When Jesus did 
speak, it was not to the woman but to the disciples, and 
His words seem to exclude her completely: “I am not 
sent but unto the lost sheep of the house of Israel” 
(Matt. 15:24). However, none of these barriers stopped 
her from pressing on with her plea. 

The first time she cried for help, the mother 
addressed Jesus as “Son of David,” a Jewish title, but 
the next time she cried out for help, she simply said, 
“Lord, help me” (Matt. 15:25). It was then that Jesus 
spoke about feeding the children (Israel) first and not 
throwing their food to “the little pet puppies.” Jesus 
was not calling the Gentiles “dirty scavenger dogs” as 
did many of the proud Jews; He was giving her hope, 
and she took hold of it. 

Her reply revealed that faith had triumphed. She 
did not deny the special place of the “children” (Jews) 
in God’s plan, nor did she want to usurp it. All she 
wanted were a few crumbs of blessing from the table, 
for, after all, “Salvation is of the Jews” (John 4:22). It 
must have rejoiced His heart when she took His very 
words and used them as a basis for her plea! She 
accepted her place, she believed His Word, and she per- 
sisted in her plea, and Jesus not only met her need, but 
commended her for her faith. 

It is significant that the two times in the gospel 
record when Jesus commended “great faith,” He was 
responding to the faith of Gentiles and not Jews: this 
Syrophoenician woman and the Roman centurion 


(Matt. 8:5-13). It is also worth noting that in both sit- 
uations, Jesus healed at a distance, suggesting the 
spiritual distance between Jews and Gentiles at that 
time (Eph. 2:11-22). Finally, the people of Tyre and 
Sidon were not known for their faith (Matt. 
11:21-22), yet this woman dared to believe that Jesus 
could deliver her daughter. 

Great faith is faith that takes God at His Word and 
will not let go until God meets the need. Great faith 
can lay hold of even the slightest encouragement and 
turn it into a fulfilled promise. “Lord, increase our 
faith.” 

Healing a deaf man (7:31-37). The region of 
Decapolis (“ten cities”) was also Gentile territory, but 
before Jesus left the region, the people were glorifying 
the God of Israel (Matt. 15:30-31). The man they 
brought to Jesus was handicapped both by deafness and 
an impediment in his speech, and Jesus healed him. 
This miracle is recorded only by Mark and would be 
especially appreciated by his Roman readers, since the 
“ten cities” region was like a “Rome away from Rome.” 

Jesus took the man away from the crowd so that the 
healing would be private and the man would not 
become a public attraction. Since the man was deaf, he 
could not hear our Lord’s words, but he could feel 
Jesus’ fingers in his ear and the touch on his tongue, 
and this would encourage the man’s faith. The “sigh” 
was an inward groan, our Lord’s compassionate 
response to the pain and sorrow sin has brought into 
the world. It was also a prayer to the Father on behalf 
of the handicapped man. (The same word is used in 
connection with prayer in Rom. 8:23, and the noun in 
Rom. 8:26.) 

Ephphatha is an Aramaic word that means “be 
opened, be released.” The man did not hear Jesus 
speak, but the creation heard the command of the 
Creator, and the man was healed. Both the tongue and 
the ears functioned normally again. In spite of our 
Lord’s strict command for the people to keep quiet 
about the miracles, they told the news everywhere (see 
Mark 1:34, 44; 3:12; 5:43), and this resulted in a large 
crowd gathering and bringing people who were ill or 
handicapped. Even though Jesus was trying to enjoy 
some rest, He took time to heal them all. The result? 
These Gentiles “glorified the God of Israel” (Matt. 
15:31). 

Feeding the four thousand (8:1-9). Those who try 
to find contradictions in the Bible often confuse this 
miracle with the feeding of the five thousand, which is 
recorded in all four gospels. Only Matthew and Mark 
record this event, and it is not difficult to distinguish it 
from the other miracle of the multiplying of bread and 
fish. The first miracle took place in Galilee, near 
Bethsaida, and involved predominantly Jews. This mira- 
cle took place near Decapolis and involved mostly 
Gentiles. In the first miracle, Jesus started with five 
loaves and two fish, while here He had seven loaves “and 
a few fish.” The five thousand had been with Him one 
day, but the four thousand had been with him three 


Mark 7—8 


days. Twelve baskets of fragments were left over after the 
five thousand were fed, but only seven baskets after the 
four thousand were fed. There were even two different 
lands of baskets used: for the five thousand, small wicker 
lunch baskets (kophinos), for the four thousand, large 
hampers, big enough to hold a man (spuris, see Acts 
9:25). 

Once again, we are encouraged by our Lord’s com- 
passion and His complete control over the situation. 
However, we are discouraged by the blindness and 
unbelief of the disciples. Had they completely forgot- 
ten the previous miracle? Let’s not be too hard on 
them. How many times have we forgotten the mercies 
of the Lord? We need to remind ourselves that Jesus 
Christ is still the same and has the solution to every 
problem. All we need do is trust Him, give Him our all, 
and obey. 


Warning the Disciples (8:10-26) 

Jesus and the disciples crossed to the western side of the 
Sea of Galilee, where they were met by the Pharisees 
who were still angry at Him because of His earlier 
indictment of their hypocrisy (Mark 7:1-23). This 
time they tempted Him to prove His divine authority 
by giving them a sign from heaven. They did not want 
an earthly miracle, such as the healing of a sick person. 
They wanted Him to do something spectacular, like 
bring fire from heaven or bread from heaven (John 
6:30-31). This would prove He was indeed sent from 
God. 

Our Lord’s response was one of deep grief and dis- 
appointment (see Mark 7:34). How tragic that the 
religious leaders of God’s chosen people should be so 
hardhearted and spiritually blind! Their desire for a 
sign from heaven was but another evidence of their 
unbelief, for faith does not ask for signs. True faith 
takes God at His Word and is satisfied with the inward 
witness of the Spirit. 

Since Mark was writing primarily for Gentile read- 
ers, he did not include our Lord’s words concerning the 
sign of the prophet Jonah (Matt. 16:4; and see Matt. 
12:38-41). What is “the sign of Jonah”? Death, burial, 
and resurrection. The proof that Jesus is what He 
claimed to be is the fact of His own death, burial, and 
resurrection (Acts 2:22—36; 3:12—26). 

Jesus left them and crossed to the east side of the 
Sea of Galilee, and en route taught His disciples an 
important spiritual lesson. It appears that they were 
almost as blind as the Pharisees! The men were having 
a private discussion about their food supply, because 
somebody had forgotten to pack bread. Who was to 
blame? 

It must have grieved Jesus that His hand-picked 
helpers were so spiritually obtuse. The fact that He had 
multiplied bread on two occasions and fed over ten 
thousand people had apparently made little impression 
on them! Why worry and argue over one loaf of bread 
when you have Jesus in the boat with you? Their minds 
were dull, their hearts were hard (see Mark 6:52), their 


111 


Mark 8 


eyes were blind, and their ears were deaf (see Mark 
4:11-12). 

God’s people often have a tendency to forget His 
blessings (Ps. 103:1-2). He meets our needs, but then 
when the next problem arises, we complain or become 
frightened. As long as we are with Him, we can be sure 
He will care for us. It would do us all good to pause 
occasionally and remind ourselves of His goodness and 
faithfulness. 

But the main lesson had to do with leaven (yeast) 
and not with bread. In the Bible, leaven is consistently 
a symbol of evil. Each Passover season, the Jews had to 
remove all leaven from their dwellings (Ex. 12:18-20), 
and leaven was not allowed with the offerings (Ex. 
23:18; 34:25; Lev. 2:11; 6:17). Evil, like leaven, is 
small and hidden, but it spreads and soon infects the 
whole (Gal. 5:9). 

The Bible uses leaven as a picture of false doctrine 
(Gal. 5:1-9), unjudged sin in the church (1 Cor. 5), 
and hypocrisy (Luke 12:1). In this context, Jesus 
warned them about the teaching (false doctrine) of the 
Pharisees and the followers of Herod. The Pharisees 
“said but they did not”; in other words, they practiced 
and encouraged hypocrisy (note Mark 7:6). The 
Herodians were a worldly group who catered to Herod, 
accepted the Roman way of life, and saw in Herod and 
his rule the promised kingdom for the Jewish nation. If 
this false teaching got into the hearts and minds of the 
disciples, it would infect them and pollute the truth 
Jesus had given them to proclaim about Himself and 
His kingdom. 

We can never be too careful about detecting and 
avoiding false doctrine. Only a small deviation from 
the Word may get into an individual or a church, but 
before long it will grow and infect everything. Our 
Lord did not often say “Beware!” but when He did, it 
was important! 

In this section, Mark recorded two miracles that are 
not found in the other Gospels: the healing of the deaf 
man who had a speech impediment (Mark 7:31-37), 
and the healing of the blind man outside Bethsaida 
(Mark 8:22-26). Perhaps we can see in these two men 
illustrations of the disciples’ spiritual condition 
described in Mark 8:18! Jewish readers would connect 
these two miracles with the messianic promises in 
Isaiah 35. 

In both these situations, friends brought the men to 
Jesus, and in both situations, Jesus led the men away 
from the crowds. In fact, in the latter case, He took the 
man outside the city. Why? Probably because the city of 
Bethsaida had already been judged because of its unbe- 
lief (Matt. 11:21-24). No more evidence would be 
given to them. 

The unique thing about this miracle of healing is 
that it occurred gradually and not instantly. The 
Gospels record the healing of at least seven blind men, 
and they show that our Lord used a variety of 
approaches. Perhaps it was the atmosphere of unbelief 
in Bethsaida that hindered Him (see Mark 6:5-6), or it 
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may have been the spiritual condition of the man him- 
self. For some reason not given, the man was not ready 
for instant sight, so Jesus restored him gradually. The 
fact that the man recognized men and trees suggests 
that he had not been born blind but had been blinded 
by accident or disease. 

The man was not from Bethsaida, for Jesus sent 
him home and cautioned him not to enter that town. 
Now that he had been healed, why go to unbelieving 
Bethsaida where Jesus had been rejected? His job was 
to go home and spread the good news of the kingdom, 
and to demonstrate its power by showing others what 
Jesus had done for him (see Mark 2:11; 5:34; 10:52). 
Should he not give another opportunity to the people 
in Bethsaida? Perhaps they would believe if they heard 
how Jesus had restored his sight. No, Bethsaida had 
been given adequate evidence, but still had refused to 
believe. It is a dangerous thing for anybody to reject 
the message of God and harden his or her heart in 
unbelief. 

The disciples learned some valuable lessons on this 
trip, lessons that they would need to remember and 
apply in later years of ministry. We today need to learn 
these same lessons; (1) don’t seek after signs, but live by 
faith in His Word; (2) trust Jesus to meet needs; (3) 
avoid the leaven of false doctrine; (4) let Jesus work as 
He wills, and expect variety in His working. 

Mark recorded the events of some busy days in the 
ministry of God’s Servant! Next he will take us “behind 
the scenes” as the Servant instructs His disciples and 
prepares them for His death on the cross. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 
Mark 8:27—9:50 


THE SERVANT’S SECRETS 


secret has been defined as “something you tell one 
Ar at a time.” From time to time, Jesus shared 

special “secrets” with His disciples, and three of 
them are given here. Believers today need to under- 
stand and apply these spiritual secrets if their own lives 
are to be all that God wants them to be. 


Suffering Leads to Glory (8:27—9:13) 
Jesus had been preparing His disciples for this private 
meeting at which He intended to reveal to them what 
would happen to Him at Jerusalem. He had given hints 
along the way, but now He would explain matters to 
them more fully. For the site, He selected Caesarea 
Philippi, a town about twenty-five miles north of 
Bethsaida, sitting at the foot of beautiful Mount 
Hermon. The town was named after Augustus Caesar 
and Herod Philip, and it contained a marble temple 
dedicated to Augustus. It was a place dedicated to the 
glory of Rome, and that glory is now gone, but the 
glory of Jesus Christ remains and will go on eternally. 
Confession (8:27-30). If you were to go around 


asking your friends, “What do people say about me?” 
they would take it as an evidence of pride. What differ- 
ence does it really make what people think or say about 
us? We are not that important! But what people believe 
and say about Jesus Christ zs important, for He is the 
Son of God and the only Savior of sinners. 

Your confession concerning Jesus Christ is a matter 
of life or death (John 8:21, 24; 1 John 2:22-27; 
4:1-3). The citizens of Caesarea Philippi would say, 
“Caesar is lord!” That confession might identify them 
as loyal Roman citizens, but it could never save them 
from their sins and from eternal hell. The only confes- 
sion that saves us is “Jesus is Lord!” (1 Cor. 12:1-3) 
when that confession comes from a heart that truly 
believes in Him (Rom. 10:9-10). 

It is remarkable the number of different opinions 
the people held about Jesus, though the same situation 
probably exists today. That some thought He was John 
the Baptist is especially perplexing, since John and 
Jesus had been seen publicly together. They were quite 
different in personality and ministry (Matt. 11:16-19), 
so it seems strange that the people would confuse 
them. 

John the Baptist came “in the spirit and power of 
Elijah” (Luke 1:17), in a ministry of judgment, whereas 
Jesus came in a spirit of meekness and service. John 
performed no miracles (John 10:41), but Jesus was a 
miracle-worker. John even dressed like the prophet 
Elijah (2 Kings 1:8; Mark 1:6). How could the people 
confuse the two? 

Some said that Jesus was one of the prophets, per- 
haps Jeremiah (Matt. 16:14). Jeremiah was “the 
weeping prophet,” and Jesus was a Man of Sorrows, so 
there is a definite parallel. Jeremiah called the people to 
true repentance from the heart, and so did Jesus. Both 
men were misunderstood and rejected by their own 
people, both condemned the false religious leaders and 
the hypocritical worship in the temple, and both were 
persecuted by those in authority. 

In His words and His works, Jesus gave every evi- 
dence to the people that He was the Son of God, the 
Messiah, and yet they did not get the message. Instead 
of diligently seeking for the truth, the people listened 
to popular opinion and followed it, just as many peo- 
ple do today. They had opinions instead of convictions, 
and this is what led them astray. Elbert Hubbard 
defined public opinion as “the judgment of the inca- 
pable many, opposed to that of the discerning few.” 
Thank God for the discerning few! 

Peter’s confession was bold and uncompromising, 
just as ours should be: “Thou art the Christ, the Son of 
the living God” (Matt. 16:16). The word Christ means 
“the Anointed One, the promised Messiah.” Prophets, 
priests, and kings were all anointed when installed in 
their offices, and our Lord holds all three offices. 

Why did Jesus warn them to keep quiet about 
Him? For one thing, the disciples themselves still had 
much to learn about Him and what it truly meant to 
follow Him. The religious leaders of the nation had 
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already made up their minds about Him, and to pro- 
claim Him as Messiah now would only upset God’s 
plans. The common people wanted to see His miracles, 
but they had little desire to submit to His message. To 
announce Him as Messiah might well result in a polit- 
ical uprising that would only do harm. 

Confusion (vv. 31-38). Now that they had con- 
fessed their faith in Christ (but see John 6:66-71), the 
disciples were ready for the “secret” Jesus wanted to 
share with them: He was going with them to Jerusalem, 
where He would die on a cross. From this point on, 
Mark will focus on their journey to Jerusalem, and the 
emphasis will be on Jesus’ approaching death and res- 
urrection (Mark 9:30-32; 10:32-34). 

This announcement stunned the disciples. If He is 
indeed the Christ of God, as they had confessed, then 
why would He be rejected by the religious leaders? 
Why would these leaders crucify Him? Did not the 
Old Testament Scriptures promise that Messiah would 
defeat all their enemies and establish a glorious king- 
dom for Israel? There was something wrong 
somewhere and the disciples were confused. 

True to character, it was Peter who expressed their 
concern. One minute Peter was led by God to confess 
his faith in Jesus Christ (Matt. 16:17), and the next 
minute he was thinking like an unbelieving man and 
expressing the thoughts of Satan! This is a warning to 
us that when we argue with God’s Word, we open the 
door for Satan's lies. Peter began rebuking his Master, 
and Mark used the same word that describes our Lord’s 
rebuking of the demons (Mark 1:25; 3:12). 

Peter’s protest was born out of his ignorance of 
God’s will and his deep love for his Lord. One minute 
Peter was a “rock,” and the next minute he was a stum- 
bling block! Dr. G. Campbell Morgan said, “The man 
who loves Jesus, but who shuns God’s method, is a 
stumbling block to Him.” Peter did not yet understand 
the relationship between suffering and glory. He would 
eventually learn this lesson and would even emphasize 
it in his first epistle (note 1 Peter 1:6-8; 4:13—5:10). 

Note, however, that when Jesus rebuked Peter, He 
also “looked on his disciples,” because they agreed with 
Peter’s assessment of the situation! Steeped in Jewish 
traditional interpretation, they were unable to under- 
stand how their Messiah could ever suffer and die. To 
be sure, some of the prophets had written about 
Messiah’s sufferings, but much more had been written 
about Messiah’s glory. Some of the rabbis even taught 
that there would be two Messiahs, one who would suf- 
fer and one who would reign (see 1 Peter 1:10-12). No 
wonder the disciples were confused. 

But the problem was more than theological; it was 
very practical. Jesus had called these men to follow 
Him, and they knew that whatever happened to Him 
would happen to them. If there was a cross in His 
future, there would be one in their future as well. That 
would be reason enough to disagree with Him! In spite 
of their devotion to Him, the disciples were still igno- 
rant of the true relationship between the cross and the 


113 


Mark 8—9 


crown. They were following Satan’s philosophy (glory 
without suffering) instead of God’s philosophy (suffer- 
ing transformed into glory). Which philosophy you 
accept will determine how you live and how you serve. 

Mark 8:34 indicates that, though Jesus and His dis- 
ciples had met in private, the crowds were not far away. 
Jesus summoned the people and taught them what He 
taught His own disciples: there is a price to pay for true 
discipleship. He knew that the crowds were following 
Him only because of the miracles, and that most of the 
people were unwilling to pay the price to become true 
disciples. 

Jesus laid down three conditions for true disciple- 
ship: (1) we must surrender ourselves completely to 
Him; (2) we must identify with Him in suffering and 
death; and (3) we must follow Him obediently, wher- 
ever He leads. If we live for ourselves, we will lose 
ourselves, but if we lose ourselves for His sake and the 
gospel’s, we will find ourselves. 

Denying self is not the same as self-denial. We prac- 
tice self-denial when, for a good purpose, we 
occasionally give up things or activities. But we deny 
self when we surrender ourselves to Christ and deter- 
mine to obey His will. This once-for-all dedication is 
followed by a daily “dying to self” as we take up the 
cross and follow Him. From the human point of view, 
we are losing ourselves, but from the divine perspec- 
tive, we are finding ourselves. When we live for Christ, 
we become more like Him, and this brings out our own 
unique individuality. 

But note the motivation for true discipleship: “for 
my sake and the gospel’s” (Mark 8:35). To lose yourself 
is not an act of desperation; it is an act of devotion. But 
we do not stop there: personal devotion should lead to 
practical duty, the sharing of the gospel with a lost 
world. “For my sake” could lead to selfish religious iso- 
lationism, so it must be balanced with “and the 
gospel’s.” Because we live for Him, we live for others. 

Discipleship is a matter of profit and loss, a question 
of whether we will waste our lives or invest our lives. Note 
the severe warning Jesus gives us here: once we have spent 
our lives, we cannot buy them back! Remember, He was 
instructing His disciples, men who had already confessed 
Him as the Son of God. He was not telling them how to 
be saved and go to heaven, but how to save their lives and 
make the most of their opportunities on earth. “Losing 
your soul” is the equivalent of wasting your life, missing 
the great opportunities God gives you to make your life 
count. You may “gain the whole world” and be a success 
in the eyes of men, and yet have nothing to show for your 
life when you stand before God. If that happens, though 
you did own the whole world, it would not be a sufficient 
price to give to God to buy another chance at life. 

Is there any reward for the person who is a true dis- 
ciple? Yes, there is: he becomes more like Jesus Christ 
and one day shares in His glory. Satan promises you 
glory, but in the end, you receive suffering. God prom- 
ises you suffering, but in the end, that suffering is 
transformed into glory. If we acknowledge Christ and 
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live for Him, He will one day acknowledge us and 
share His glory with us. 

Confirmation (9:1-8). It takes faith to accept and 
practice this lesson on discipleship, so six days later, the 
Lord gave a dazzling proof that God indeed does trans- 
form suffering into glory. (Luke’s “about eight days” is 
inclusive of the day of the lesson and the day of the 
glory, Luke 9:28.) He took Peter, James, and John to 
the top of a mountain (it may have been Mount 
Hermon), and there He revealed His glory. This event 
was a vivid confirmation of His words as recorded in 
Mark 8:38 as well as a demonstration of the glory of 
the future kingdom (Mark 9:1; John 1:14; 2 Peter 
1:12-21). The message was clear: first the suffering, 
then the glory. 

Moses represented the law and Elijah the prophets, 
both of which find their fulfillment in Jesus Christ 
(Luke 24:25-27; Heb. 1:1-2). Moses had died and his 
body was buried, but Elijah had been raptured to 
heaven (2 Kings 2:11). When Jesus returns, He will 
raise the bodies of the saints who died and will rapture 
the living saints (1 Thess. 4:13-18). Jesus will one day 
establish His glorious kingdom and fulfill the many 
promises made through the prophets. Christ’s suffer- 
ings and death would not prevent God from 
establishing His kingdom; rather, by solving the sin 
problem in God’s world, the cross would help to make 
the kingdom possible. 

The word transfigured describes a change on the 
outside that comes from the inside. It is the opposite of 
“masquerade,” which is an outward change that does 
not come from within. Jesus allowed His glory to radi- 
ate through His whole being, and the mountaintop 
became a Holy of Holies! As you meditate on this 
event, keep in mind that He has shared this glory with 
us and promised us a glorious home forever (John 
17:22-24). According to Romans 12:1-2 and 2 
Corinthians 3:18, believers today can experience this 
same transfiguration glory. 

The three disciples had gone to sleep while Jesus 
was praying (Luke 9:29, 32), a failure they would 
repeat in the garden of Gethsemane (Mark 14:32—42). 
They almost missed seeing Moses and Elijah and Jesus 
in His glory! Peter’s suggestion reflects again human 
thinking and not divine wisdom. How wonderful it 
would be to stay on the mountaintop and bask in His 
glory! But discipleship means denying self, taking up a 
cross, and following Him, and you cannot do that and 
selfishly stay on the mount of glory. There are needs to 
be met in the valley below. If we want to share the glory 
of Christ on the mountaintop, we must be willing to 
follow Him into the sufferings of the valley below. 

The Father interrupted Peter’s speech and focused 
their attention, not on the vision, but on the Word of 
God: “Hear him!” The memory of visions will fade, 
but the unchanging Word abides forever. The glorious 
vision was not an end in itself; it was God’s way of con- 
firming the Word (see 2 Peter 1:12—21). Discipleship is 
not built on spectacular visions but on the inspired, 


unchanging Word of God. Nor do we put Moses, 
Elijah, and Jesus on the same level, as Peter hinted. It is 
“Jesus only’—His Word, His will, His kingdom, and 
His glory. 

The three men were not allowed to tell the other 
nine what they had seen on the mount. No doubt their 
explanation after His resurrection brought great 
encouragement to the believers who themselves would 
experience suffering and death for His sake. 

Correction (vv. 11-13). The disciples now under- 
stood God’s plan much better, but they were still 
confused about the coming of Elijah to prepare the way 
for the Messiah. They knew the prophecies in Malachi 
3:1 and 4:5-6, and that their teachers expected these 
prophecies to be fulfilled before the Messiah appeared 
(John 1:21). Had Elijah already come and they missed 
him, or was he yet to come? Perhaps the appearing of 
Elijah on the mount was the fulfillment of the prophecy. 

Jesus made two facts clear. First, for those who had 
trusted in Him, this “Elijah” was John the Baptist, for 
John had indeed prepared the way before Him. John 
had denied that he was Elijah come from the dead 
(John 1:21, 25), but he did minister in the “spirit and 
power of Elijah” (Luke 1:16-17). Second, there would 
be a future coming of Elijah, just as Malachi had pre- 
dicted (Matt. 17:11), before the time of great 
tribulation. Some students connect this with 
Revelation 11:2-12. The nation did not accept John’s 
ministry. Had they received John, he would have 
served as the “Elijah” God sent, and they also would 
have received Jesus. Instead, they rejected both men 
and allowed them to be slain. 


Power Comes from Faith (9:14-29) 

The Christian life is “a land of hills and valleys” (Deut. 
11:11). In one day, a disciple can move from the glory 
of heaven to the attacks of hell. When our Lord and 
His three friends returned to the other nine disciples, 
they found them involved in a dual problem: they were 
unable to deliver a boy from demonic control, and the 
scribes were debating with them and perhaps even 
taunting them because of their failure. As always, it was 
Jesus who stepped in to solve the problem. 

The boy was both deaf and dumb (Mark 9:17, 25), 
and the demon was doing his best to destroy him. 
Imagine what it would be like for that father to try to 
care for the boy and protect him! Jesus had given His 
disciples authority to cast out demons (Mark 6:7, 13), 
and yet their ministry to the boy was ineffective. No 
wonder the Lord was grieved with them! How often He 
must be grieved with us when we fail to use the spiritual 
resources He has graciously given to His people! 

Since the disciples had failed, the desperate father 
was not even sure that Jesus could succeed; hence his 
statement, “If you can do anything” (Mark 9:22 Nass). 
However, the father was honest enough to admit his 
own unbelief and to ask the Lord to help him and his 
son. Jesus did cast out the demon and restore the boy 
to his father. 
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The main lesson of this miracle is the power of faith 
to overcome the enemy (Mark 9:19, 23-24; and see 
Matt. 17:20). Why had the nine disciples failed? 
Because they had been careless in their personal spiri- 
tual walk and had neglected prayer and fasting (Mark 
9:29). The authority that Jesus had given them was 
effective only if exercised by faith, but faith must be 
cultivated through spiritual discipline and devotion. It 
may be that the absence of their Lord, or His taking the 
three disciples with Him and leaving them behind, had 
dampened their spiritual fervor and diminished their 
faith. Not only did their failure embarrass them, but it 
also robbed the Lord of glory and gave the enemy 
opportunity to criticize. It is our faith in Him that glo- 


rifies God (Rom. 4:20). 


Service Leads to Honor (9:30-50) 

Jesus was still leading His disciples to Jerusalem, and as 
they went, He reminded them of what would happen 
to Him there. Note that He also reminded them of His 
resurrection, but they were unable to understand what 
He was saying (see Matt. 17:9). They were “exceedingly 
sorry” (“deeply grieved,” Matt. 17:23 Nass). 

However, they were not grieved enough to set aside 
their personal dispute over which of them was the 
greatest! After they heard what Jesus had said about His 
own suffering and death, you would think they would 
have forgotten their own selfish plans and concentrated 
on Him. Perhaps the fact that Peter, James, and John 
had gone on the mount with Jesus had added some fuel 
to the fires of competition. 

To teach them (and us) a lesson on honor, Jesus set 
a child before them and explained that the way to be 
first is to be last, and the way to be last is to be the ser- 
vant of all. The unspoiled child is an example of 
submission and humility. A child knows he is a child 
and acts like a child, and that is his secret of attracting 
love and care. The child who tries to impress us by act- 
ing like an adult does not get the same attention. 

True humility means knowing yourself, accepting 
yourself, being yourself—your best self—and giving of 
yourself for others. The world’s philosophy is that you 
are “great” if others are working for you, but Christ’s 
message is that greatness comes from our serving oth- 
ers. Since the words child and servant are the same in 
the Aramaic language, it is easy to see why Jesus con- 
nected the two. If we have the heart of a child, we will 
have little difficulty being servants, and if we have the 
attitude of servants, we will welcome the children as 
the representatives of Jesus Christ and the Father. 

At this point, John felt it necessary to defend the 
disciples (Mark 9:38-41) by pointing out their zeal. 
Imagine telling a man to stop casting out demons when 
the nine disciples had failed to deliver the deaf and 
dumb boy from Satan’s power! To use the name of Jesus 
is the same as working under His authority, so the men 
had no right to stop the man. “To his own master he 
stands or falls” (Rom. 14:4). 

Mark 9:40 should be compared with Matthew 
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12:30: “He that is not with me is against me.” Both 
statements declare the impossibility of neutrality when 
it comes to our relationship with Jesus Christ. Since we 
cannot be neutral, if we are not for Him, we must be 
against Him; if we are not against Him, we must be for 
Him. The anonymous exorcist was bringing glory to 
His name, so he had to be for the Savior and not 
against Him. 

But it is not necessary to perform great miracles to 
prove our love for Christ. When we lovingly receive a 
child or compassionately share a cup of cold water, we 
are giving evidence that we have the humble heart of a 
servant. After all, we are serving Christ, and that is the 
highest service in the world (Matt. 25:31-46). 

Jesus did not treat John’s statement lightly; in fact, 
He went on to explain the danger of causing others to 
stumble and therefore stop serving the Lord (Mark 
9:42—50). “These little ones” refers to all God’s chil- 
dren who follow Christ and seek to serve Him. The 
way believers treat others in the family of God is a seri- 
ous thing, and God wants us to “have peace one with 
another” (Mark 9:50). The disciples did not get along 
with each other, nor did they get along with other 
believers! 

This solemn message about hell carries a warning to 
all of us to deal drastically with sin. Whatever in our lives 
makes us stumble, and therefore causes others to stum- 
ble, must be removed as if by surgery. The hand, foot, 
and eye would be considered valuable parts of the body, 
yet they must be removed if they are causing sin. Of 
course, the Lord is not commanding literal physical sur- 
gery, since He had already made it clear that sin comes 
from the heart (Mark 7:20-23). What He is teaching is 
that sin is to the inner person what a cancerous tumor is 
to the body, and it must be dealt with drastically. 

Some people are shocked to hear from the lips of 
Jesus such frightening words about hell (see Isa. 66:24). 
Jesus believed in a place called hell, a place of eternal 
torment and righteous punishment (see Luke 16:19ff.). 
After an army chaplain told his men that he did not 
believe in hell, some of them suggested that his services 
were not needed. After all, if there is no hell, then why 
worry about death? But if there is a hell, then the chap- 
lain was leading them astray! Either way, they would be 
better off without him! 

The word translated “hell” is gehenna. It comes 
from a Hebrew phrase “the valley /ge/ of Hinnon,” 
referring to an actual valley outside Jerusalem where 
wicked King Ahaz worshipped Molech, the fire god, 
and even sacrificed his children in the fire (2 Chron. 
28:1-3; Jer. 7:31; 32:35). 

Some manuscripts do not have Isaiah 66:24 quoted 
in Mark 9:44 and 46, but the statement is quoted in 
verse 48, and that one verse is sufficient. Hell is not 
temporary; it is forever (see Rev. 20:10). How essential 
it is for sinners to trust Jesus Christ and be delivered 
from eternal hell, and how important it is for believers 
to get the message out to a lost world! 

“But isn't that too great a sacrifice to ask from us?” 
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someone might argue. “To deal that drastically with sin 
would cost us too much!” In Mark 9:49-50, Jesus used 
the concept of “living sacrifices” to illustrate His point 
(see Rom. 12:1-2). The sacrifice ends up on the altar 
and is consumed by the fire. Would you rather endure 
the fires of hell as a lost sinner or the purifying fires of 
God as a sacrifice for His glory? Remember, Satan 
promises you glory now, but the pain comes later. Jesus 
calls us to suffering now, and then we will enjoy the 
glory. 

The Jews were not allowed to put leaven or honey 
on their sacrifices, but they were required to use salt 
(Lev. 2:11, 13). Salt speaks of purity and preservation. 
It was used in Old Testament days in the establishing 
of covenants. The disciples were God’s salt (Matt. 
5:13), but they were in danger of losing their flavor and 
becoming worthless. Our salt today is purified and 
does not lose its taste, but the salt of that day contained 
impurities and could lose its flavor. Once you have lost 
that precious Christian character, how will you restore 
it? 

Instead of rebuking others, the disciples should 
have been examining their own hearts! It is easy to lose 
our “saltiness” and become useless to God. Christians 
will experience the fire of trials and persecutions (1 
Peter 1:6-7; 4:12) and they need to stand together, no 
matter who is the greatest! Commitment and character 
are the essentials if we are to glorify Him and have 
peace with each other. 

The three lessons Jesus taught in this section are 
basic to Christian living today. If we are yielded to 
Him, then suffering will lead to glory, faith will pro- 
duce power, and our sacrificial service will lead to 
honor. In spite of his impetuousness and occasional 
mistakes, Peter got the message and wrote: “But the 
God of all grace, who hath called us unto his eternal 
glory by Christ Jesus, after that ye have suffered a 
while, make you perfect, stablish, strengthen, settle 
you. To him be glory and dominion for ever and ever” 
(1 Peter 5:10-11). 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
Mark 10 


THE SERVANT’S PARADOXES 


s a master Teacher, our Lord used many different 
Pst in sharing God’s Word: symbols, mir- 

acles, types, parables, proverbs, and paradoxes. A 
paradox is a statement that seems to contradict itself 
and yet expresses a valid truth or principle. “When I 
am weak, then am I strong” is a paradox (2 Cor. 12:10; 
also see 2 Cor. 6:8—10). There are times when the best 
way to state a truth is by means of paradox, and this 
chapter describes our Lord doing just that. He could 
have preached long sermons, but instead, He gave us 
these five important lessons that can be expressed in 
five succinct, paradoxical statements. 


Two Shall Be One (10:1-12) 

Jesus completed His ministry in Galilee, left 
Capernaum, and came to the Trans-Jordan area, still on 
His way to the city of Jerusalem (Mark 10:32). This 
district was ruled by Herod Antipas, which may 
explain why the Pharisees tried to trap Him by asking 
a question about divorce. After all, John the Baptist 
had been slain because he preached against Herod’s 
adulterous marriage (Mark 6:14-29). 

But there was more than politics involved in their 
trick question, because divorce was a very controversial 
subject among the Jewish rabbis. No matter what 
answer Jesus gave, He would be sure to displease some- 
body, and this might give opportunity to arrest Him. 
The verbs indicate that the Pharisees “kept asking 
him,” as though they hoped to provoke Him to say 
something incriminating. 

In that day there were two conflicting views on 
divorce, and which view you espoused depended on 
how you interpreted the phrase “some uncleanness” in 
Deuteronomy 24:14. The followers of Rabbi Hillel 
were quite lenient in their interpretation and permitted 
a man to divorce his wife for any reason, even the burn- 
ing of his food. But the school of Rabbi Shimmai was 
much more strict and taught that the critical words 
“some uncleanness” referred only to premarital sin. If a 
newly married husband discovered that his wife was 
not a virgin, then he could put her away. 

As He usually did, Jesus ignored the current debates 
and focused attention on the Word of God, in this case, 
the law of Moses in Deuteronomy 24:1-4. As you 
study this passage, it is important to note two facts. 
First, it was the man who divorced the wife, not the 
wife who divorced the husband, for women did not 
have this right in Israel. (Roman women did have the 
right of divorce.) Second, the official “bill of divorce- 
ment” was given to the wife to declare her status and to 
assure any prospective husband that she was indeed free 
to remarry. Apart from the giving of this document, the 
only other requirement was that the woman not return 
to her first husband if her second husband divorced 
her. Among the Jews, the question was not, “May a 
divorced woman marry again?” because remarriage was 
permitted and even expected. The big question was, 
“What are the legal grounds for a man to divorce his 
wife?” 

The law of Moses did not give adultery as grounds 
for divorce, for, in Israel, the adulterer and adulteress 
were stoned to death (Deut. 22:22; Lev. 20:10; also see 
John 8:1-11). Whatever Moses meant by “some 
uncleanness” in Deuteronomy 24:1, it could not have 
been adultery. 

Jesus explained that Moses gave the divorce law 
because of the sinfulness of the human heart. The law 
protected the wife by restraining the husband from 
impulsively divorcing her and abusing her like an 
unwanted piece of furniture, instead of treating her like 
a human being. Without a bill of divorcement, a 
woman could easily become a social outcast and be 
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treated like a harlot. No man would want to marry her, 
and she would be left defenseless and destitute. 

By giving this commandment to Israel, God was 
not putting His approval on divorce or even encourag- 
ing it. Rather, He was seeking to restrain it and make it 
more difficult for men to dismiss their wives. He put 
sufficient regulations around divorce so that the wives 
would not become victims of their husbands’ whims. 

The Lord then took them back beyond Moses to 
the record of the original creation (Gen. 1:27; 
2:21-25). After all, in the beginning, it was God who 
established marriage; and He has the right to make the 
rules. According to Scripture, marriage is between a 
man and a woman, not two men or two women, and 
the relationship is sacred and permanent. It is the most 
intimate union in the human race, for the two become 
one flesh. This is not true of a father and son or a 
mother and daughter, but it is true of a man and wife. 

While the spiritual element is vitally important in 
marriage, the emphasis here is that marriage is a physi- 
cal union: the two become one flesh, not one spirit. 
Since marriage is a physical union, only a physical 
cause can break it—either death (Rom. 7:1—3) or for- 
nication (Matt. 5:32; 19:9). Mark did not include the 
“exception clause” found in Matthew, but neither did 
he say that death breaks the marriage union. 

Privately, the Lord further explained the matter to 
His questioning disciples, who by now were convinced 
that it was a dangerous thing to get married. To 
remarry after divorce, other than one granted on the 
grounds of fornication, would make the person guilty of 
committing adultery, and this is a serious thing. Note 
that Jesus included the women in His warning, which 
certainly elevated their status in society and gave them 
equality of responsibility with the men. The rabbis 
would not have gone this far. 

Mark 10:9 warns us that man cannot separate those 
who have been united in marriage, but God can. Since 
He established marriage, He has the right to lay down 
the rules. A divorce may be legal according to our laws 
and yet not be right in the eyes of God. He expects 
married people to practice commitment to each other 
(Mark 10:7) and to remain true to each other. Too 
many people view divorce as “an easy way out,” and do 
not take seriously their vows of commitment to each 
other and to the Lord. 


Adults Shall Be as Children (10:13-16) 

First marriage, then children; the sequence is logical. 
Unlike many “moderns” today, the Jews of that day 
looked on children as a blessing and not a burden, a 
rich treasure from God and not a liability (Ps. 127— 
128). To be without children brought a couple both 
sorrow and disgrace. 

It was customary for parents to bring their children 
to the rabbis for a blessing, and so it was reasonable that 
they would bring the little ones to Jesus. Some were 
infants in arms (Luke 18:15), while others were young 
children able to walk, and He welcomed them all. 
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Why would the disciples rebuke the people and try 
to keep the children away from Jesus? (See Matt. 15:23 
and Mark 6:36 for other instances of the disciples’ 
seeming hardness of heart.) They probably thought 
they were doing Him a favor by helping Him protect 
His time and conserve His strength. In other words, 
they did not consider the children to be important! Their 
attitude was strange, because Jesus had already taught 
them to receive the children in His name and to be 
careful not to cause any of them to stumble (Mark 
9:36ff.). Once again, they forgot what He had taught 
them. 

The phrase “much displeased” is too tame. Our 
Lord actually became indignant as He openly rebuked 
His disciples for standing in the way. Then He 
announced that the children were better kingdom 
examples than were the adults. We tell the children to 
behave like adults, but Jesus tells the adults to model 
themselves after the children! 

In what ways are children a pattern? In their hum- 
ble dependence on others, their receptivity, their 
acceptance of themselves and their position in life. Of 
course, Jesus was speaking about an unspoiled child, 
not one who was trying to act like an adult. A child 
enjoys much but can explain very little. Children live 
by faith. By faith they accept their lot, trusting others 
to care for them and see them through. 

We enter God’s kingdom by faith, like little chil- 
dren: helpless, unable to save ourselves, totally 
dependent on the mercy and grace of God. We enjoy 
God’s kingdom by faith, believing that the Father loves 
us and will care for our daily needs. What does a child 
do when he or she has a hurt or a problem? Take it to 
Father and Mother! What an example for us to follow 
in our relationship with our heavenly Father! Yes, God 
wants us to be childlike, but not childish! 

There is no suggestion here that Jesus baptized 
these children, for Jesus did not even baptize adults 
(John 4:1-2). If the disciples had been accustomed to 
baptizing infants, they certainly would not have turned 
the people away. Jesus took these precious little ones in 
His loving arms and blessed them—and what a bless- 
ing that must have been! 


The First Shall Be Last (10:17-31) 
Of all the people who ever came to the feet of Jesus, 
this man is the only one who went away worse than he 
came. And yet he had so much in his favor! He was a 
young man (Matt. 19:22) with great potential. He was 
respected by others, for he held some ruling office, per- 
haps in a local court (Luke 18:18). Certainly he had 
manners and morals, and there was enough desire in 
his heart for spiritual things that he ran up to Jesus and 
bowed at His feet. In every way, he was an ideal young 
man, and when Jesus beheld him, He loved him. 
With all of his fine qualities, the young man was 
very superficial in his views of spiritual things. He cer- 
tainly had a shallow view of salvation, for he thought 
that he could do something to earn or merit eternal life. 
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This was a common belief in that day among the Jews 
(John 6:28), and it is very common today. Most 
unsaved people think that God will one day add up 
their good works and their bad works, and if their good 
works exceed their bad works, they will get into 
heaven. 

Behind this good-works approach to salvation is a 
superficial view of sin, man, the Bible, Jesus Christ, 
and salvation. Sin is rebellion against the holy God. It 
is not simply an action; it is an inward attitude that 
exalts man and defies God. Did this young man actu- 
ally think that he could do a few religious works and 
settle his account with the holy God? 

The young man had a superficial view of Jesus 
Christ. He called Him “Good Master” (Teacher), but 
we get the impression that he was trying to flatter the 
Lord, for the Jewish rabbis did not allow the word good 
to be applied to them. Only God was good, and the 
word must be reserved for Him alone. Jesus was not 
denying that He was God; rather, He was affirming it. 
He just wanted to be sure that the young man really 
knew what he was saying and that he was willing to 
accept the responsibilities involved. 

This explains why Jesus pointed the young man to 
the law of Moses: He wanted him to see himself as a 
sinner bowed before the holy God. We cannot be saved 
from sin by keeping the law (Gal. 2:16-21; Eph. 
2:8-10). The law is a mirror that shows us how dirty 
we are, but the mirror cannot wash us. One purpose of 
the law is to bring the sinner to Christ (Gal. 3:24), 
which is what it did in this man’s case. The law can 
bring the sinner to Christ, but the law cannot make the 
sinner like Christ. Only grace can do that. 

The young ruler did not see himself as a con- 
demned sinner before the holy God. He had a 
superficial view of the law of God, for he measured 
obedience only by external actions and not by inward 
attitudes. As far as his actions were concerned, he was 
blameless (see Phil. 3:6), but his inward attitudes were 
not blameless, because he was covetous. He may have 
kept some of the commandments, but the last com- 
mandment caught him: “Thou shalt not covet!” 
Covetousness is a terrible sin; it is subtle and difficult 
to detect, and yet it can cause a person to break all the 
other commandments. “For the love of money is a root 
of all sorts of evil” (1 Tim. 6:10 Nass). Looking at this 
young man, you would conclude that he had every- 
thing, but Jesus said that one thing was lacking: a 
living faith in God. Money was his god: he trusted it, 
worshipped it, and got his fulfillment from it. His 
morality and good manners only concealed a covetous 
heart. 

Our Lord’s directions in Mark 10:21 are not to be 
applied to everyone who wants to become a disciple, 
because Jesus was addressing the specific needs of the 
rich young ruler. The man was rich, so Jesus told him 
to liquidate his estate and give the money to the poor. 
The man was a ruler, so Jesus told him to take up a 
cross and follow Him, which would be a humbling 


experience. Jesus offered this man the gift of eternal 
life, but he turned it down. It is difficult to receive a 
gift when your fist is clenched around money and the 
things money can buy. The Greek word translated 
“grieved” gives the picture of storm clouds gathering. 
The man walked out of the sunshine and into a storm! 
He wanted to get salvation on his terms, and he was 
disappointed. 

The disciples were shocked at the Lord’s declaration 
about wealth, because most Jews thought that the pos- 
session of great wealth was the evidence of God’s 
special blessing. Many people today still cling to this 
error, in spite of the message of Job, the example of 
Christ and the apostles, and the clear teaching of the 
New Testament. In the case of this young man, his 
wealth robbed him of God’s greatest blessing, eternal 
life. Today, wealth continues to make rich people poor 
and the first last (see 1 Cor. 1:26-31). 

Money is a marvelous servant but a terrible master. 
If you possess money, be grateful and use it for God’s 
glory; but if money possesses you, beware! It is good to 
have the things that money can buy, provided you don't 
lose the things that money cannot buy. The deceitful- 
ness of riches had so choked the soil of this young 
man’s heart that he was unable to receive the good seed 
of the Word and be saved (Matt. 13:22). What a bitter 
harvest he would reap one day! 

However, Peter’s response indicated that there were 
a few problems in his own heart. “What then will there 
be for us?” (Matt. 19:27 Nass). This statement reveals 
a rather commercial view of the Christian life: “We 
have given up everything for the Lord; now, what will 
we get in return?” Contrast Peter’s words with those of 
the three Hebrew men in Daniel 3:16-18, and with 
Peter’s later testimony in Acts 3:6. He certainly came a 
long way from “What will I get?” to “What I have, I 
will give!” 

Jesus assured His disciples that no one who follows 
Him will ever lose what is really important, either in 
this life or in the life to come. God will reward each 
one. However, we must be sure our motives are right: 
“For my sake and the gospel’s” (see Mark 8:35). The 
well-known Christian industrialist of the twentieth 
century, R. J. LeTourneau, used to say, “If you give 
because it pays, it won't pay!” If we sacrifice only to get 
a reward, that reward will never come. 

Note that Jesus also promised “persecutions.” He 
had already told His disciples what both the Jews and 
Gentiles would do to Him in Jerusalem, and now He 
informed them that they would have their share of per- 
secution. God balances blessings with battles, 
developing mature sons and daughters. 

To the general public, the rich ruler stood first and 
the poor disciples stood last. But God saw things from 
the perspective of eternity—and the first became last 
while the last became first! Those who are first in their 
own eyes will be last in God’s eyes, but those who are 
last in their own eyes will be rewarded as first! What an 
encouragement for true disciples! 
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Servants Shall Be Rulers (10:32-45) 

The destination was still Jerusalem, and Jesus was still 
leading the way. As Mark wrote his account of the 
Savior’s journey to Calvary, he must have meditated 
much on the great “Servant Songs” in Isaiah 42—53. 
“For the Lord God will help me; therefore shall I not 
be confounded: therefore I have set my face like a flint, 
and I know that I shall not be ashamed” (Isa. 50:7). We 
cannot but admire the courage of God’s Servant as He 
made His way to Calvary, and we should adore Him all 
the more because He did it for us. 

We must try to understand the bewilderment and 
fear of His followers, for this was a difficult experience 
for them and not at all what they had planned or 
expected. Each new announcement of His death only 
added to their perplexity. In the first two announce- 
ments (Mark 8:31; 9:31), Jesus had told them what 
would occur, but now He told them where His passion 
will take place—in the Holy City of Jerusalem! In this 
third announcement, He also included the part that 
the Gentiles would play in His trial and death, and for 
the fourth time, He promised that He would rise again 
(note Mark 9:9). He told His disciples the truth, but 
they were in no condition to understand it. 

In the light of our Lord’s announcement of His 
death, we are embarrassed and ashamed to read of 
James and John asking for thrones. How could they 
and their mother (Matt. 20:20-21) be so callous and 
selfish? Peter had responded to the first announcement 
by arguing with Jesus; after the second announcement, 
the disciples responded by arguing among themselves 
over who was the greatest (Mark 9:30-34). These men 
seemed blind to the meaning of the cross. 

Actually, Salome and her two sons were claiming 
the promise Jesus had given that, in the future king- 
dom, the disciples would sit on twelve thrones with the 
Lord Jesus. (See Matt. 19:28. Since Mark was writing 
especially for the Gentiles, he did not include this 
promise.) It took a great deal of faith on their part to 
claim the promise, especially since Jesus had just 
reminded them of His impending death. The three of 
them were in agreement (Matt. 18:19), and they had 
His Word to encourage them, so there was no reason 
why Jesus should not grant their request. 

Except for one thing: they were praying selfishly, 
and God does not answer selfish prayers (James 4:2-3). 
If He does, it is only that He might discipline us and 
teach us how to pray in His will (Ps. 106:15; 1 John 
5:14-15). James, John, and Salome did not realize that 
it costs something to get answers to prayer. For Jesus to 
grant their request, He would have to suffer and die. 
Why should He pay such a great price just so they 
could enjoy free thrones? Is that the way to glorify 
God? 

Jesus compared His approaching suffering and 
death to the drinking of a cup (Mark 14:32-36) and 
the experiencing of a baptism (Luke 12:50; also see Ps. 
41:7; 69:2, 15). It would be a devastating experience— 
and yet James and John said they were able to go 
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through it with Jesus! Little did they realize what they 
were saying, for in later years they would indeed have 
their share of the baptism and the cup. James would be 
the first of the disciples to be martyred (Acts 12:1-2), 
and John would experience great persecution. 

Because their prayer was motivated by earthly wis- 
dom, not heavenly wisdom, James and John aroused 
the anger of the other disciples and brought disunity to 
the group (see James 3:13—4:1). No doubt the men 
were unhappy because they had not thought of asking 
first! Once again, Jesus tried to teach them what it 
means to be an “important person” in the kingdom of 
God (see Mark 9:33-37). 

Like many people today, the disciples were making 
the mistake of following the wrong examples. Instead 
of modeling themselves after Jesus, they were admiring 
the glory and authority of the Roman rulers, men who 
loved position and authority. While there is nothing 
wrong with aspiring to greatness, we must be careful 
how we define “greatness” and why we want to achieve 
it. Jesus said, “Whoever wishes to become great among 
you shall be your servant; and whoever wishes to be 
first among you shall be slave of all” (Mark 10:43—-44 
NASB). 

God’s pattern in Scripture is that a person must first 
be a servant before God promotes him or her to be a 
ruler. This was true of Joseph, Moses, Joshua, David, 
Timothy, and even our Lord Himself (Phil. 2:1-11). 
Unless we know how to obey orders, we do not have 
the right to give orders. Before a person exercises 
authority, he or she must know what it means to be 
under authority. If Jesus Christ followed this pattern in 
accomplishing the great work of redemption, then 
surely there is no other pattern for us to follow. 


The Poor Become Rich (10:46-52) 

A large crowd of Passover pilgrims followed Jesus and His 
disciples to Jericho, about eighteen miles from Jerusalem. 
There were actually two cities named Jericho: the old city 
in ruins, and the new city a mile away, where Herod the 
Great and his successors built a lavish winter palace. This 
may help explain the seeming contradiction between 
Mark 10:46 and Luke 18:35. 

There were two blind beggars sitting by the road 
(Matt. 20:30), one of whom was named Bartimaeus. 
Both Mark and Luke focused attention on him since 
he was the more vocal of the two. The beggars heard 
that Jesus of Nazareth, the Healer, was passing by; they 
did their best to get His attention so that they might 
receive His merciful help and be healed. 

At first, the crowd tried to silence them, but when 
Jesus stopped and called for the men, the crowd 
encouraged them! Desperate people do not permit the 
crowd to keep them from Jesus (see Mark 5:25-34). 
Bartimaeus threw off his garment so it would not trip 
him, and he hastened to the Master. No doubt some of 
the pilgrims or disciples helped him. 

“What do you want Me to do for you?” seems like 
a strange question to ask a blind man. (It was the same 
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question He had asked James, John, and Salome; Mark 
10:36.) But Jesus wanted to give the man opportunity 
to express himself and give evidence of his own faith. 
What did he really believe Jesus could do for him? 

When Bartimaeus called Jesus “Lord,” he used the 
title Rabboni, meaning “my Master.” The only other 
person in the Gospels who used it was Mary (John 
20:16). The beggar had twice called him “Son of 
David,” a national messianic title, but “Rabboni” was 
an expression of personal faith. 

Matthew tells us that Jesus was moved with com- 
passion and touched their eyes (Matt. 20:34), and 
immediately they were healed. Out of gratitude to 
Jesus, the men joined the pilgrim band and started 
toward Jerusalem, following Jesus. This is the last heal- 
ing miracle recorded in Mark, and it certainly fits into 
Mark’s “Servant” theme. We see Jesus Christ, God’s 
Suffering Servant, on His way to the cross, and yet He 
stops to serve two blind beggars! What love, what 
mercy, and what grace! 


CHAPTER NINE 
Mark 11:1—12:44 


THE SERVANT IN JERUSALEM 


erusalem at Passover season was the delight of the 
J Jews and the despair of the Romans. Thousands of 

devout Jews from all over the world arrived in the 
Holy City, their hearts filled with excitement and 
nationalistic fervor. The population of Jerusalem more 
than tripled during the feast, making it necessary for 
the Roman military units to be on special alert. They 
lived with the possibility that some enthusiastic Jewish 
Zealot might try to kill a Roman official or incite a riot, 
and there was always potential for disputes among the 
various Jewish religious groups. 

Into this situation came God’s Servant with less 
than a week remaining before He would be crucified 
outside the city walls. In this section, we see God’s 
Servant ministering in three different official roles. 


The Servant-King (11:1-11) 

On the road Jesus took, a traveler would arrive first at 
Bethany and then come to Bethphage, about two miles 
from Jerusalem. The elevation at this point is about 
2,600 feet, and from it you have a breathtaking view of 
the Holy City. The Lord was about to do something 
He had never done before, something He had repeat- 
edly cautioned others not to do for Him: He was going 
to permit His followers to give a public demonstration 
in His honor. 

Jesus sent two of His disciples to Bethphage to get 
the colt that He needed for the event. Most people 
today think of a donkey as nothing but a humble beast 
of burden, but in that day, it was looked on as an ani- 
mal fit for a king to use (1 Kings 1:33). Our Lord 
needed this beast so that He might fulfill the messianic 


prophecy found in Zechariah 9:9. Mark does not quote 
this verse or refer to it because he was writing primarily 
for Gentile readers. 

In fulfilling this prophecy, Jesus accomplished two 
purposes: (1) He declared Himself to be Israel’s King 
and Messiah; and (2) He deliberately challenged the 
religious leaders. This set in motion the official plot 
that led to His arrest, trial, and crucifixion. The Jewish 
leaders had decided not to arrest Him during the feast, 
but God had determined otherwise. The Lamb of God 
must die at Passover. 

Many patriotic Jews from the crowd of pilgrims 
eagerly joined the procession that proclaimed Jesus as 
the King, the Son of David come in the name of the 
Lord. The visitors from Galilee were most prominent 
in the procession, along with the people who had wit- 
nessed the raising of Lazarus from the dead (John 
12:12-18). You sometimes hear it said that the same 
people who cried “Hosanna!” on Palm Sunday ended 
up crying “Crucify Him!” on Good Friday, but this is 
not true. The crowd that wanted Him crucified came 
predominantly from Judea and Jerusalem, whereas the 
Galilean Jews were sympathetic with Jesus and His 
ministry. 

When welcoming a king, it was customary for peo- 
ple to lay their outer garments on the road, and then 
add festal branches (2 Kings 9:13). The shout 
“Hosanna!” means “Save now!” and comes from Psalm 
118:25-26. Of course, Jesus knew that the people were 
quoting from a messianic psalm (relate Ps. 118:22—23 
with Matt. 21:42—44 and Acts 4:11), but He allowed 
them to go right ahead and shout. He was openly 
affirming His kingship as the Son of David. 

What were the Romans thinking as they watched 
this festive demonstration? After all, the Romans were 
experts at parades and official public events. We call 
this event “the triumphal entry,” but no Roman would 
have used that term. An official “Roman Triumph” was 
indeed something to behold! When a Roman general 
came back to Rome after a complete conquest of an 
enemy, he was welcomed home with an elaborate offi- 
cial parade. In the parade he would exhibit his trophies 
of war and the illustrious prisoners he had captured. 
The victorious general rode in a golden chariot, priests 
burned incense in his honor, and the people shouted 
his name and praised him. The procession ended at the 
arena, where the people were entertained by watching 
the captives fight with the wild beasts. That was a 
“Roman Triumph.” 

Our Lord’s “triumphal entry” was nothing like that, 
but it was a triumph just the same. He was God’s 
anointed King and Savior, but His conquest would be 
spiritual and not military. A Roman general had to kill 
at least five thousand enemy soldiers to merit a 
Triumph, but in a few weeks, the gospel would “con- 
quer” some five thousand Jews and transform their 
lives (Acts 4:4). Christ’s “triumph” would be the victory 
of love over hatred, truth over error, and life over death. 

After looking into the temple area, where He would 
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return the next day, Jesus left the city and spent the 
night in Bethany, where it was safer and quieter. No 
doubt He spent time in prayer with His disciples, seek- 
ing to prepare them for the difficult week that lay 
ahead. 


The Servant-Judge (11:12-26) 

Our Lord’s condemning of the tree and cleansing of the 
temple were both symbolic acts that illustrated the sad 
spiritual condition of the nation of Israel. In spite of its 
many privileges and opportunities, Israel was out- 
wardly fruitless (the tree) and inwardly corrupt (the 
temple). It was unusual for Jesus to act in judgment 
(John 3:17), yet there comes a time when this is the 
only thing God can do (John 12:35-41). 

Cursing the fig tree (vv. 12-14, 20-26). The fig 
tree produces leaves in March or April and then starts 
to bear fruit in June, with another crop in August and 
possibly a third crop in December. The presence of 
leaves could mean the presence of fruit, even though 
that fruit was “left over” from the previous season. It is 
significant that in this instance Jesus did not have spe- 
cial knowledge to guide Him; He had to go to the tree 
and examine things for Himself. 

If He had power to kill the tree, why didn’t He use 
that power to restore the tree and make it produce 
fruit? Apart from the drowning of the pigs (Mark 
5:13), this is the only instance of our Lord using His 
miraculous power to destroy something in nature. He 
did it because He wanted to teach us two important 
lessons. 

First, there is a lesson on failure: Israel had failed to 
be fruitful for God. In the Old Testament, the fig tree 
is associated with the nation of Israel (Jer. 8:13; Hos. 
9:10; Nah. 3:12). Like the fig tree our Lord cursed, 
Israel had “nothing but leaves.” Note that the tree dried 
up “from the roots” (Mark 11:20). Three years before, 
John the Baptist had put the ax to the roots of the tree 
(Matt. 3:10), but the religious leaders would not heed 
his message. Whenever an individual or a group “dries 
up” spiritually, it is usually from the roots. 

The disciples would probably connect this miracle 
with the parable that Jesus gave some months before 
(Luke 13:1-9), and they would see in the miracle a 
vivid picture of God’s judgment on Israel. They might 
also recall Micah 7:1-6, where the prophet declares 
that God is seeking “the first ripe fruit” from His peo- 
ple. Christ is still seeking fruit from His people, and for 
us to be fruitless is sin (John 15:16). We must carefully 
cultivate our spiritual roots and not settle for “leaves.” 

Jesus also used this miracle to teach us a lesson on 
faith. The next morning, when the disciples noticed the 
dead tree, Jesus said, “Have faith in God,” meaning, 
“Constantly be trusting God; live in an attitude of 
dependence on Him.” In Jewish imagery, a mountain 
signifies something strong and immovable, a problem 
that stands in the way (Zech. 4:7). We can move these 
mountains only by trusting God. 

Of course, this is not the only lesson Jesus ever gave 
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on prayer, and we must be careful not to isolate it from 
the rest of Scripture. Prayer must be in the will of God 
(1 John 5:14-15), and the one praying must be abid- 
ing in the love of God (John 15:7—14). Prayer is not an 
emergency measure that we turn to when we have a 
problem. Real prayer is a part of our constant com- 
munion with God and worship of God. 

Nor should we interpret Mark 11:24 to mean, “If 
you pray hard enough and really believe, God is obli- 
gated to answer your prayers, no matter what you ask.” 
That kind of faith is not faith in God; rather, it is noth- 
ing but faith in faith, or faith in feelings. True faith in 
God is based on His Word (John 15:7; Rom. 10:17), 
and His Word reveals His will to us. It has well been 
said that the purpose of prayer is not to get man’s will 
done in heaven, but to get God’s will done on earth. 

‘True prayer involves forgiveness as well as faith. I 
must be in fellowship with both my Father in heaven 
and my brethren on earth if God is to answer my 
prayers (see Matt. 5:21-26; 6:14-15; 18:15-35). The 
first word in “The Lord’s Prayer” is our—“Our Father 
which art in heaven” and not “My Father which art in 
heaven.” Though Christians may pray in private, no 
Christian ever prays alone, for all of God’s people are 
part of a worldwide family that unites to seek God’s 
blessing (Eph. 3:14-15). Prayer draws us together. 

We do not earn God’s blessing by forgiving one 
another. Our forgiving spirit is one evidence that our 
hearts are right with God and that we want to obey His 
will, and this makes it possible for the Father to hear us 
and to answer prayer (Ps. 66:18). Faith works by love 
(Gal. 5:6). If I have faith in God, I will also have love 
for my brother. 

Cleansing the temple (vv. 15-19). Jesus had 
cleansed the temple during His first Passover visit 
(John 2:13-22), but the results had been temporary. It 
was not long before the religious leaders permitted the 
money changers and the merchants to return. The 
priests received their share of the profits, and, after all, 
these services were a convenience to the Jews who trav- 
eled to Jerusalem to worship. Suppose a foreign Jew 
carried his own sacrifice with him and then discovered 
that it was rejected because of some blemish? The 
money rates were always changing, so the men who 
exchanged foreign currency were doing the visitors a 
favor, even though the merchants were making a gen- 
erous profit. It was easy for them to rationalize the 
whole enterprise. 

This “religious market” was set up in the court of 
the Gentiles, the one place where the Jews should have 
been busy doing serious missionary work. If a Gentile 
visited the temple and saw what the Jews were doing in 
the name of the true God, he would never want to 
believe what they taught. The Jews might not have per- 
mitted idols of wood and stone in their temple, but 
there were idols there just the same. The court of the 
Gentiles should have been a place for praying, but it 
was instead a place for preying and paying. 

Mark especially mentioned the people who sold 
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doves. The dove was one of the few sacrifices that the 
poor people could afford (Lev. 14:22). It was the sacri- 
fice Joseph and Mary brought when they dedicated 
Jesus in the temple (Luke 2:24). Even the poor people 
were victimized by the merchants in the temple, and 
this in itself must have grieved the Lord Jesus, for He 
was always sensitive to the poor (see Mark 12:41-44). 

Jesus quoted two Scriptures to defend what He 
did—lIsaiah 56:7 and Jeremiah 7:11. At the same time, 
He exposed the sins of the religious leaders. The Jews 
looked on the temple primarily as a place of sacrifice, 
but Jesus saw it as a place of prayer. True prayer is in 
itself a sacrifice to God (Ps. 141:1—2). Jesus had a spir- 
itual view of the Jewish religion, while the leaders 
promoted a traditional view that was cluttered with 
rules and regulations. 

Campbell Morgan points out that “a den of thieves” 
is the place to which thieves run when they want to hide. 
The chief priests and scribes were using the temple and 
its religious services to “cover up” their sin and 
hypocrisy. Both Isaiah (Isa. 1:10-17) and Jeremiah (Jer. 
7:1-16) had warned the people of their day that the 
presence of the physical temple was no guarantee of 
blessing from God. It was what the people did in the 
temple from their hearts that was really important. The 
nation had not heeded the warning of the prophets, 
nor would they heed our Lord’s warning. 

When the scribes and chief priests heard the report 
of our Lord’s activities, they kept seeking some way to 
arrest Him (see Mark 14:1—2). Judas would solve the 
problem for them. Before we quickly condemn the 
Jewish religious leaders for their sins, we should exam- 
ine our own ministries to see if perhaps we are making 
merchandise of the gospel. Do the outsiders in our 
community think of our church buildings as houses of 
prayer? Are all nations welcomed there? Do we as 
church members flee to church on Sundays in an 
attempt to cover up our sins? Do we “go to church” in 
order to maintain our reputation or to worship and 
glorify God? If the Lord Jesus were to show up in our 
house of worship, what changes would He make? 


The Servant-Prophet (11:27—12:44) 

In the days that followed, the representatives of the reli- 
gious and political establishment descended on Jesus as 
He ministered in the temple, trying their best to trip 
Him up with their questions. He answered four ques- 
tions, and then He asked them a question that silenced 
them for good. 

A question of authority (11:27—12:12). As the 
official guardians of the law, the members of the 
Sanhedrin had both the right and the responsibility to 
investigate anyone who claimed to be sent by God, and 
that included Jesus (see Deut. 18:15-22). However, 
these men did not have open minds or sincere motives. 
They were not seeking truth; they were looking for evi- 
dence to use to destroy Him (Mark 11:18). Jesus knew 
what they were doing, so He countered their question 
with another question and exposed their hypocrisy. 


Why take them all the way back to John the 
Baptist? For a very good reason: God does not teach us 
new truth if we have rejected the truth He has already 
revealed. This basic principle is expressed in John 7:17: 
“If any man is willing to do His will, he shall know of 
the teaching, whether it is of God, or whether I speak 
from Myself” (Nass). “Obedience is the organ of spir- 
itual knowledge,” said the British preacher F W. 
Robertson. The Jewish religious leaders had not 
accepted what John had taught, so why should God say 
anything more to them? Had they obeyed John’s mes- 
sage, they would have gladly submitted to Christ’s 
authority, for John came to present the Messiah to the 
nation. 

The Jewish leaders were caught in a dilemma of 
their own making. They were not asking “What is 
true?” or “What is right?” but “What is safe?” This is 
always the approach of the hypocrite and the crowd- 
pleaser. It certainly was not the approach of either Jesus 
(Mark 12:14) or John the Baptist (Matt. 11:7-10). 
Jesus did not refuse to answer their question; He only 
refused to accept and endorse their hypocrisy. He was 
not being evasive; He was being honest. 

Before they had opportunity to escape, He told 
them a parable that revealed where their sins were lead- 
ing them. They had already permitted John the Baptist 
to be killed, but soon they would ask for the crucifix- 
ion of God’s Son! 

The vineyard was a familiar image of Israel (Ps. 
80:8-16; Isa. 5:1-7). According to Leviticus 
19:23-25, a farmer would not use the fruit until the 
fifth year, though we are not sure the Jews were obey- 
ing this regulation at that time. In order to retain his 
legal rights to the property, the owner had to receive 
produce from the tenants, even if it was only some of 
the vegetables that grew between the rows of trees or 
vines. This explains why the tenants refused to give 
him anything: they wanted to claim the vineyard for 
themselves. It also explains why the owner continued 
to send agents to them; it was purely a question of 
authority and ownership. 

If Mark 12:2-5 covers the three years when the 
fruit was not used, then it was in the fourth year that 
the beloved Son was sent. This is the year when the fruit 
was devoted to the Lord (Lev. 19:24), and it makes the 
sending of the Son even more meaningful. If the ten- 
ants could do away with the heir, they would have a 
clear claim to the property, so they cast him out (see 
Heb. 13:12-13) and killed him. They wanted to pre- 
serve their own position and were willing even to kill to 
accomplish their evil purpose (John 11:47-53). 

Jesus then asked, “What shall, therefore, the lord of 
the vineyard do?” The leaders answered the question 
first and thereby condemned themselves (Matt. 21:41), 
and then Jesus repeated their answer as a solemn ver- 
dict from the Judge. But before they could appeal the 
case, He quoted what they knew was a messianic 
prophecy, Psalm 118:22-23. We met this same psalm 
at His triumphal entry (Mark 11:9-10). “The Stone” 
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was a well-known symbol for the Messiah (Ex. 17:6; 
Dan. 2:34; Zech. 4:7; Rom. 9:32-33; 1 Cor. 10:4; 1 
Peter 2:6-8). The Servant-Judge announced a double 
verdict: they had not only rejected the Son, but they 
had also refused the Stone! There could be only one 
consequence—judgment (Matt. 22:1-14). 

A question of responsibility (vv. 13-17). A com- 
mon threat forced two enemies to unite, the Pharisees 
and the Herodians. The Herodians supported the fam- 
ily of Herod as well as the Romans who gave them the 
authority to rule. The Pharisees, however, considered 
the Herod clan to be the evil usurpers of the throne of 
David, for, after all, Herod was an Edomite and not a 
Jew. The Pharisees also opposed the poll tax that the 
Romans had inflicted on Judea, and they resented the 
very presence of Rome in their land. 

Their temporary alliance was a subtle trap, for no 
matter how Jesus replied to their question, He was in 
trouble with either Rome or Herod! But Jesus moved 
the discussion from politics to principle and caught the 
hypocrites in their own trap. We might state our Lord’s 
reply something like this: “Caesars image is on his 
coins, so they must be minted by his authority. The fact 
that you possess these coins and use them indicates that 
you think they are worth something. Therefore, you 
are already accepting Caesar’s authority, or you would 
not use his money! But don’t forget that you were cre- 
ated in the image of God and therefore must live under 
God’s authority as well.” 

I once carried on a brief correspondence with a man 
who objected to my interpretation of Romans 13. He 
said that all government was of the devil and that 
Christians must not bow to the authority of “the pow- 
ers that be.” I pointed out to him that even his use of 
the United States mail service was an acceptance of 
governmental authority. The money he spent buying 
the paper and stamps also came from the “powers that 
be.” For that matter, the very freedom he had to express 
himself was a right guaranteed by—the government! 

The word translated “render” in Mark 12:17 means 
“to pay a debt, to pay back.” Jesus looked on taxes as 
the citizens’ debt to the government in return for the 
services performed. Today those services would 
include, among other things, fire and police protec- 
tion, national defense, the salaries of the officials who 
manage the affairs of state, special programs for the 
poor and underprivileged, etc. The individual 
Christian citizen might not agree with the way all of his 
tax money is used, and he can express himself with his 
voice and his vote, but he must accept the fact that 
God has established human government for our good 
(Rom. 13; 1 Tim. 2:1-6; 1 Peter 2:13-17). Even if we 
cannot respect the people in office, we must respect the 
office. 

A question about eternity (vv. 18-27). This is the 
only place in Mark where the Sadducees are men- 
tioned. This group accepted only the law of Moses as 
their religious authority; so, if a doctrine could not be 


defended from the first five books of the Old 
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Testament, they would not accept it. They did not 
believe in the existence of the soul, life after death, res- 
urrection, final judgment, angels, or demons (see Acts 
23:8). Most of the Sadducees were priests and were 
wealthy. They considered themselves the “religious aris- 
tocrats” of Judaism and tended to look down on 
everybody else. 

They brought a hypothetical question to Jesus, 
based on the law of marriage given in Deuteronomy 
25:7-10. This woman had a series of seven husbands 
during her lifetime, all brothers, and all of whom had 
died. “If there is such a thing as a future resurrec- 
tion,” they argued, “then she must spend eternity 
with seven husbands!” It seemed a perfect argument, 
as most arguments are that are based on hypothetical 
situations. 

The Sadducees thought that they were smart, but 
Jesus soon revealed their ignorance of two things: the 
power of God and the truth of Scripture. Resurrection 
is not the restoration of life as we know it; it is the 
entrance into a new life that is different. The same God 
who created the angels and gave them their nature is 
able to give us the new bodies we will need for new life 
in heaven (1 Cor. 15:38ff). Jesus did not say that we 
would become angels or be like the angels in every- 
thing, for God’s children are higher than the angels 
(John 17:22-24; 1 John 3:1-2). He said that in our 
resurrection bodies, we would be sexless like the angels, 
and therefore marriage would no longer exist. In the 
eternal state, where our new bodies are perfect and 
there is no death, there will be no need for marriage, 
procreation, and the continuance of the race. 

The Sadducees were also ignorant of the 
Scriptures. They claimed to accept the authority of 
Moses, but they failed to notice that Moses taught the 
continuation of life after death. Once again, our Lord 
went back to Scripture (note Mark 2:25; 10:19; 
12:10), in this case to the passage about the burning 
bush (Ex. 3). God did not tell Moses that He was (past 
tense) the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. He said, 
“I am the God of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and 
the God of Jacob.” The patriarchs were alive when 
God spoke those words to Moses; therefore, Moses 
does teach that there is life after death. 

A question of priority (vv. 28-34). The next chal- 
lenger was a scribe who was also a Pharisee (see Matt. 
22:34-35). The scribes had determined that the Jews 
were obligated to obey 613 precepts in the law, 365 
negative precepts and 248 positive. One of their 
favorite exercises was discussing which of these divine 
commandments was the greatest. 

The Lord quoted Deuteronomy 6:4-5, the great 
confession of faith that even today pious Jews recite 
each morning and evening. It is called the “Shema” 
from the first word of the confession which means 
“hear.” Then He quoted Leviticus 19:18, which 
emphasizes love for one’s neighbor. Jesus made love the 
most important thing in life, because “love is the ful- 
filling of the law” (Rom. 13:8-10). If we love God, we 
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will experience His love within and will express that 
love to others. We do not live by rules but by relation- 
ships, a loving relationship to God that enables us to 
have a loving relationship with others. 

When he started this conversation, the scribe was 
only the tool of the Pharisees who were trying to get 
evidence against Jesus (note Matt. 22:35). But after he 
heard our Lord’s answer, the scribe stood and dared to 
commend the Lord for His reply. The Word had spo- 
ken to the man’s heart, and he was beginning to get a 
deeper spiritual understanding of the faith he thought 
he understood. Even the Old Testament Scriptures 
taught that there was more to the Jewish religion than 
offering sacrifices and keeping laws (see 1 Sam. 15:22; 
Ps. 51:16-17; 141:1—2; Jer. 7:22-23; Hos. 6:6; Mic. 
6:6-8). 

What does it mean when a person is “not far from 
the kingdom of God”? It means he or she is facing 
truth honestly and is not interested in defending a 
“party line” or even personal prejudices. It means the 
person is testing his or her faith by what the Word of 
God says and not by what some religious group 
demands. People close to the kingdom have the 
courage to stand up for what is true even if they lose 
some friends and make some new enemies. 

A question of identity (vv. 35-37). Now it was 
our Lord’s turn to ask the questions, and He focused on 
the most important question of all: Who is the 
Messiah? “What think ye of Christ? Whose Son is he?” 
(Matt. 22:42). This is a far more important question 
than the ones His enemies had asked Him, for if we are 
wrong about Jesus Christ, we are wrong about salva- 
tion. This means we end up condemning our own souls 
(John 3:16-21; 8:24; 1 John 2:18-23). 

Jesus quoted Psalm 110:1 and asked them to 
explain how David’s son could also be David’s Lord. 
The Jews believed that the Messiah would be David’s 
son (John 7:41-42), but the only way David’s son 
could also be David’s Lord would be if Messiah were 
God come in human flesh. The answer, of course, is our 
Lord’s miraculous conception and virgin birth (Isa. 
7:14; Matt. 1:18-25; Luke 1:26-38). 

This section closes with two warnings from the 
Lord: a warning against the pride of the scribes (Mark 
12:38-40) and against the pride of the rich (Mark 
12:41-44). If a person is “important” only because of 
the uniform he wears, the title he bears, or the office he 
holds, then his “importance” is artificial. It is character 
that makes a person valuable, and nobody can give you 
character: you must develop it yourself as you walk 
with God. 

There were thirteen trumpet-shaped chests around 
the walls of the court of the women, and here the peo- 
ple dropped in their offerings. The rich made a big 
production out of their giving (see Matt. 6:1-4), but 
Jesus rejected them and their gifts. It is not the portion 
but the proportion that is important: the rich gave out of 
their abundance, but the poor widow gave all that she 
had. For the rich, their gifts were a small contribution, 


but for the widow, her gift was true consecration of her 
whole life. 

Pride of living and pride of giving are sins we must 
avoid at all cost. How tragic that the leaders depended 
on a religious system that shortly would pass off the 
scene. How wonderful that the common people gladly 
listened to Jesus and obeyed His Word. 

In which group are you? 


CHAPTER TEN 
Mark 13 


THE SERVANT UNVEILS THE FUTURE 


he Jews were proud of their temple, in spite of the 
IE that it was built by the Herod family in order 

to placate the Jews. Jesus had already given His 
estimate of the temple (Mark 11:15-17), but His dis- 
ciples were fascinated by the magnificence of the 
structure. Imagine how shocked they were when Jesus 
informed them that the building they admired so 
much would one day be demolished. The Jewish lead- 
ers had defiled it; Jesus would depart from it and leave 
it desolate (Matt. 23:38); the Romans would destroy it. 

Once away from the crowds, Jesus’ disciples asked 
Him when this momentous event would take place and 
what would happen to indicate it was soon to occur. 
Their questions revealed that their understanding of 
prophecy was still quite confused. They thought that 
the destruction of the temple coincided with the end of 
the age and the return of their Lord (Matt. 24:3). But 
their questions gave Jesus the opportunity to deliver a 
prophetic message that is generally called “The Olivet 
Discourse” (Matt. 24—25; Luke 21:5—36). 

As we study this important sermon, we must follow 
some practical guidelines. To begin with, we must 
study this discourse in the light of the rest of Scripture, 
especially the book of Daniel. The prophetic Scriptures 
harmonize if we consider all that God has revealed. 

Second, we must see the practical application of the 
discourse. Jesus did not preach this sermon to satisfy 
the curiosity of His disciples, or even to straighten out 
their confused thinking. At least four times He said, 
“Take heed!” (Mark 13:5, 9, 23, 33), and He closed the 
address with the admonition, “Watch!” While studying 
this address can help us better understand future 
events, we must not make the mistake of setting dates 
(Mark 13:32)! 

Third, as we study, we must keep in mind the 
“Jewish atmosphere” of the discourse. The Olivet 
Discourse grew out of some questions asked of a Jewish 
rabbi by four Jewish men, about the future of the 
Jewish temple. The warnings about “false Christs” 
would especially concern Jews (Mark 13:5-6, 21-22), 
as would the warning about Jewish courts and trials 
(Mark 13:9). The Jews would especially appreciate the 
reference to “Daniel the prophet” and the admonition 


to flee from Judea (Mark 13:14). 
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Finally, we must remember that this chapter 
describes a period of time known as “the tribulation” 
(Mark 13:19, 24; also see Matt. 24:21, 29). The Old 
Testament prophets wrote about this period and called 
it “the time of Jacob’s trouble” (Jer. 30:7), a time of 
wrath (Zeph. 1:15-18), and a time of indignation and 
punishment (Isa. 26:20-21). As we shall see, it is 
Daniel the prophet who gives us the “key,” resulting in 
a better understanding of the sequence of events. 

In Mark 13, Jesus described three stages in this 
tribulation period: (1) the beginning (Mark 13:5-13), 
(2) the middle (Mark 13:14-18), and (3) the events 
that lead to the end (Mark 13:19-27). He then closed 
with two parables that urge believers to watch and take 
heed (Mark 13:28-37). Matthews gospel is more 
detailed but has the same basic outline: the beginning 
of sorrows (Matt. 24:4-14), the middle of the tribula- 
tion (Matt. 24:15-28), the end (Matt. 24:29-31), 
closing parabolic application (Matt. 24:32—44). 

I must point out that it is the conviction of many 
students of prophecy that believers in this present age 
of the church will be raptured by Christ and taken to 
heaven before the tribulation begins (1 Thess. 4:13— 
5:11; Rev. 3:10-11). At the close of the tribulation, 
they will return to earth with Christ and reign with 
Him (Rev. 19:11—20:6). I agree with this interpreta- 
tion, but I do not make it a test of orthodoxy or 
spirituality. 


The First Half of the Tribulation (13:5-13) 

The key statement is at the end of Mark 13:8: “These 
are the beginnings of sorrows.” The word translated 
“sorrows” means “birth pangs,” suggesting that the 
world at that time will be like a woman in travail (see 
Isa. 13:6-8; Jer. 4:31; 6:24; 13:21; 22:20-23; 1 Thess. 
5:3). The birth pangs will come suddenly, build up 
gradually, and lead to a time of terrible sorrow and 
tribulation for the whole world. 

“Don’t be deceived.” Jesus listed the things that 
must vot be taken as the “signs” of His coming. Rather, 
they are indications that the tribulation “birth pangs” 
are just beginning. These signs are the success of false 
Christs (Mark 13:5-6), nations in conflict (Mark 
13:7—8a), natural disturbances (Mark 13:8b), and reli- 
gious persecutions (Mark 13:9-13). They have been 
always been with us, but since these events are com- 
pared to “birth pangs,” our Lord may be saying that an 
acceleration of these things would be significant. 

False messiahs. The pages of history are filled with 
the tragic stories of false messiahs, false prophets, and 
their enthusiastic but deluded disciples. Jesus warned 
about false prophets (Matt. 7:15—20), as did Paul (Acts 
20:28-31) and John (1 John 4:1-6). There is some- 
thing in human nature that loves a lie and refuses to 
believe the costly lessons of the past. Mark Twain said 
that a lie runs around the world while Truth is putting 
on her shoes! How easy it is for spiritually blind people 
to follow popular leaders and gullibly accept their sim- 
ple but erroneous solutions for the problems of life. 
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Jesus warned His disciples not to be deceived by these 
imposters, and that warning holds good today. 

Political conflicts. He also warned them not to be 
disturbed by political conflicts among the nations. The 
Roman Empire had enjoyed a measure of peace for 
many years, but it would not last. As the empire 
decayed and nationalism developed, it was inevitable 
that nations would come into conflict. The “Pax 
Romana” would be gone forever. 

Natural disasters. War often leaves famine in its 
wake (2 Kings 25:2-3; Ezek. 6:11). Famine is also 
caused by man’s abuse of the environment, or it can be 
sent by God as a judgment (1 Kings 17:1). There have 
always been earthquakes, and some are evidences of 
God’s wrath (Rev. 6:12; 8:5; 11:13; 16:18). Since nat- 
ural disasters have many causes, it is dangerous to 
dogmatically make them “the signs of the times.” 

“Don't be discouraged!” Not only were the believ- 
ers to take heed and avoid the deceivers, but they were 
also to take heed to themselves (Mark 13:9-13). Why? 
Because they would face increasing opposition and per- 
secution from sources both official (Mark 13:9-11) 
and personal (Mark 13:12-13). It was important that 
the believers use these experiences as opportunities to 
witness for Jesus Christ. Persecution would begin in the 
local Jewish courts, but it would move to the higher 
courts where governors and kings would be involved. 
You see a similar development recorded in the book of 
Acts (Acts 4—5; 7; 12; 16; 21—28). 

But persecution would only result in proclamation! 
The believers would suffer for His sake and in that way 
declare His gospel. “We multiply whenever we are 
mown down by you,” said Tertullian to his persecutors. 
“The blood of Christians is seed!” While I do not think 
that taking the gospel to all nations (Mark 13:10) is a 
condition for our Lord’s return, it is certainly Christ’s 
commission to His people (Matt. 28:19-20). The 
“end” here means “the end of the age,” the tribulation 
period. 

It would not be easy for these “common people” to 
face courts, governors, and kings, but Jesus assured 
them that the Holy Spirit would minister through 
them whenever they had opportunity to witness (Mark 
13:11). This passage should not be used as an excuse or 
a crutch for poorly prepared preachers. It is an encour- 
agement for all believers who sincerely want to witness 
for Christ and honor Him (John 14:26; Acts 4:8). If we 
are walking in the Spirit, we will have no trouble bear- 
ing witness for Christ when the opportunities arrive 
John 15:26-27). 

We can understand official persecution, but why 
would friends and family members create problems for 
believers (see Mic. 7:4ff; John 15:18-27)? You would 
think that Jewish families in particular would be loyal 
to each other. But the Christian faith was looked on as 
heresy and blasphemy by both the Jews and the 
Gentiles. Twice daily, orthodox Jews affirmed, “Hear, 
O Israel! The Lord our God is one Lord” (Deut. 6:4). 
The Jew who said, “Jesus is Lord!” blasphemed and was 
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worthy of death. Rome expected its citizens to declare 
“Caesar is lord!” or suffer the consequences. Thus, fam- 
ilies and friends would be torn between their loyalty to 
their “ancient faith” and their nation, and their devo- 
tion to loved ones. 

The real cause for persecution is stated in Mark 
13:13: “for my name’s sake.” If we identify with Jesus 
Christ, we can expect the world to treat us the way it 
treated Him (John 15:20ff.). You can belong to all sorts 
of weird religious groups today and not suffer much 
opposition from family and friends, but the minute 
you bring the name of Jesus into the picture, and share 
the gospel, somebody will start to oppose you. His 
name is still hated. 

Do not interpret Mark 13:13 as a condition for sal- 
vation, for it applies primarily to witnesses during the 
tribulation. In any period a person lives, if he is truly 
born again God will love him (John 13:1; Rom. 
8:35-38) and keep him (John 10:27-29; Rom. 
8:29-34). Since “the end” in Mark 13:7 means “the 
end of the age,” that is likely what it means in Mark 
13:13. During the tribulation, the true believers will 
prove their faith by their faithfulness. They will not 
give in to the godless pressures of false religion (Rev. 


13). 


The Middle of the Tribulation (13:14-18) 

The phrase “abomination of desolation” comes from 
the book of Daniel and refers to the idolatrous pollu- 
tion of the Jewish temple by the Gentiles. To the Jews, 
all idolatry is an abomination (Deut. 29:17; 2 Kings 
16:3). The Jewish temple was defiled in 167 BC by the 
Syrian king Antiochus IV (also called “Epiphanes,” 
meaning “illustrious”) when he poured swine’s blood 
on the altar. This event was predicted in Daniel 11:31. 
The temple was also defiled by the Romans in AD 70 
when they captured and destroyed the city of 
Jerusalem. However, these events were but anticipa- 
tions of the final “abomination of desolation” 
prophesied in Daniel 9:27 and 12:11. 

In order to understand Daniel 9:24-27, we must 
remember that the Jewish calendar is built on a series 
of sevens. The seventh day of the week is the Sabbath, 
and the seventh week after Passover brings Pentecost. 
The seventh month brings the Feast of Trumpets, the 
day of Atonement, and the Feast of Booths. The sev- 
enth year is a sabbatical year, and after seven sabbatical 
years comes the Year of Jubilee. 

Daniel saw seventy weeks, or periods of seven years, 
divinely determined for the Jews and for their Holy 
City, Jerusalem. This period of 490 years began with 
the decree of Artaxerxes in 445 BC, permitting the 
Jews to return to their land and rebuild Jerusalem (Ezra 
1:1-4). Why must the city be restored? Because 483 
years later (7 x 69), Messiah would come to the city 
and give His life for sinners. 

Now we must do some simple calculating. Most 
historians agree that Jesus was born in 5 BC, for Herod 
the Great was still living at the time, and he died in 


March, 4 BC. If our Lord died at about the age of 33, 
that would take us to AD 27 or 28, and this would be 
483 years after 445 BC when the decree was given! 

We have accounted for 483 of Daniel’s 490 years, 
but what about the remaining 7 years? Daniel 9:27 
assigns them to the tribulation period that we are now 
studying. (Note that Dan. 9:26 also predicts the 
destruction of Jerusalem—by the Romans, commenta- 
tors conclude—but these two events must not be 
confused.) “The time of Jacob’s trouble” will last seven 
years. 

But what signals the beginning of this awful seven- 
year period? The signing of a covenant between the 
nation of Israel and “the prince that shall come” (Dan. 
9:26). This “prince” is the coming world dictator that 
we usually call “the Antichrist.” In the book of 
Revelation, he is called “the Beast” (Rev. 13—14). He 
will agree to protect Israel from her many enemies for 
seven years, and will even allow the Jews to rebuild 
their temple and restore their ancient liturgy and sacri- 
fices. The Jews rejected their true Messiah but will 
accept a false messiah (John 5:43). However, after three 
and a half years, Antichrist will break this covenant, 
invade the temple, set up his own image, and force the 
world to worship Satan (see 2 Thess. 2:1-12; Rev. 13). 
This is Daniel’s “abomination of desolation,” and it 
will usher in the last half of the tribulation period, a 
time known as “the Great tribulation” (Matt. 24:21). 
Note in Mark 13:14 that Mark’s parenthesis is for read- 
ers at a future time, not hearers when Jesus gave this 
message. This message will have special meaning to 
them as they see these events taking place. 

Jesus gave a special warning to the Jewish believers 
in Jerusalem and Judea: “Get out as fast as you can!” 
This same warning applied when Rome attacked 
Jerusalem in AD 70. (See Luke 21:20—24, and remem- 
ber that Daniel 9:26 predicted the invasion.) What 
happened in AD 70 foreshadowed what will happen in 
the middle of the tribulation. Dr. Harry Rimmer used 
to say, “Coming events cast their shadows before. 
Straight ahead lies yesterday!” The warnings in Mark 
13:14-18 do not apply to believers today, but they do 
remind us that God’s people in every age must know 
the prophetic Word and be prepared to obey God at 


any time. 


The Last Half of the Tribulation (13:19-27) 
In the book of Revelation, the last half of the tribula- 
tion is called “the wrath of God” (Rev. 14:10, 19; 15:1, 
7; 16:1, 19; 19:15). During this time, God will judge 
the world and prepare Israel for the coming of her 
Messiah. It will be a time of intensive judgment such as 
the world has never seen or will ever see again. In it, 
God will be working out His purposes and setting the 
stage for the coming of the Conqueror (Rev. 19:11ff.). 
Even in the midst of His wrath, God remembers 
mercy (Hab. 3:2), and for the sake of His elect, He 
shortens the days of the tribulation. (The “elect” refers 
to Israel and the Gentiles who believe during the tribu- 
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lation. See Rev. 14.) To “shorten the days” means that 
He limits them to the three and a half years already 
determined and stops on time. 

Satanic deception will continue to the very end, 
and false Christs and false prophets will lead people 
astray. In fact, they will even do miracles (Matt. 
7:21-23; 2 Thess. 2:9-12; Rev. 13:13-14). So decep- 
tive will be these miracles that even the elect will be 
tempted to believe their lies. Of themselves, miracles 
are not a proof of divine calling and approval (Deut 
13:1-5). The final test is the Word of God. 

The tribulation period will climax with the appear- 
ing of terrifying signs in the heavens and worldwide 
chaos on the earth (Luke 21:25-26). These signs, 
which have been predicted by the prophets (Isa. 13:10; 
34:4; Joel 2:10; 3:15), will prepare the way for the 
coming of Jesus Christ to the earth. It will be a revela- 
tion of His great glory (see Dan. 7:13-14; Mark 8:38) 
as He comes to establish His rule on the earth (Acts 
1:11; Rev. 1:7). 

Mark 13:27 describes the regathering of Israel from 
the nations to which they have been scattered through- 
out the world (Deut. 30:3-6; Isa. 11:12; Jer. 31:7-9). 
They will see their Messiah and trust Him, and the 
nation will be created in holiness and glory (Zech. 
12:9—13:1; 14:4-11). That there is a glorious future 
for Israel is stated by Paul in Romans 11. 

Jesus did not want His disciples to get so involved 
in the prophecies of the future that they would neglect 
the responsibilities of the present, so He closed the 
Olivet Discourse with two parables. (Matt. 25 adds 
three other parables—the bridesmaids, the talents, and 
the sheep and goats.) Note that the first parable (Mark 
13:28-31) emphasizes knowing that His coming is 
near, while the second parable emphasizes not knowing 
the time of His return. Is this a contradiction? No, 
because they were addressed to two different groups of 
people—the first, to the tribulation saints, and the sec- 
ond, to all believers of every age. 

The fig tree has a special association with the nation 
of Israel (see Mark 11:12-14, but note that Luke 21:29 
adds “and all the trees”). Most of the trees in Palestine 
are evergreens and do not change dramatically with the 
seasons. Not so the fig tree; it is one of the latest to leaf 
out in spring, so its shoots are an indication that sum- 
mer is indeed near. 

As Christian believers today, we are not looking for 
“signs” of His coming; we are looking for Him! But 
people living during the tribulation will be able to 
watch these things occur and will know that His com- 
ing is near. This assurance will help them to endure 
(Mark 13:13) and to be good witnesses. 

We think of a “generation” as a body of people liv- 
ing at the same time in history. But to what 
“generation” was Jesus referring in Mark 13:30? Not 
the generation then living in Judea, because they did 
not see “all these things” actually take place. Perhaps 
He meant the generation living during the tribulation 
period. But since the tribulation covers only seven 
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years, why refer to an entire generation? For that mat- 
ter, several different generations live together during 
every period of history. 

The Greek word translated “generation” can also 
mean “race, stock, family.” On several occasions, Jesus 
used it to refer to the Jewish nation (Mark 8:12, 38; 
9:19), and that is probably how He used it in Mark 
13:30. The chosen nation, God’s elect, would be pre- 
served to the very end, and God would fulfill His 
promises to them. His Word will never fail (Josh. 
21:45; 1 Kings 8:56; Matt. 24:35). We as believers do 
not depend on signs; we depend on His unchanging 
Word, the “sure word of prophecy” (2 Peter 1:19-21). 

The parable of the fig tree cautions tribulation 
saints to watch and to know the “signs of the times.” 
But the parable of the householder warns all of us today 
(Mark 13:37) to be alert, because we do not know 
when He will return to take us to heaven (1 Cor. 
15:51-52). Like the householder in the story, before 
our Lord went from us back to heaven, He gave each of 
us work to do. He expects us to be faithful while He is 
gone and to be working when He returns. “Take heed, 
watch and pray” is His admonition. 

To “watch” means to be alert, to stay at one’s best, 
to stay awake. (The English name “Gregory” comes 
from this Greek word translated “watch.”) Why must 
we stay alert? Because nobody knows when Jesus Christ 
will return. When He was on earth in His humiliation, 
Jesus did not know the day or hour of His coming 
again. Even the angels do not know. The unsaved 
world scoffs at us because we continue to cling to this 
“blessed hope,” but He will return as He promised (2 
Peter 3). Our task is to be faithful and to be busy, not 
to speculate or debate about the hidden details of 
prophecy. 

Watchfulness has nothing to do with going to 
heaven. It is purely a matter of pleasing Him, hearing 
His loving commendation, and receiving His reward 
(Matt. 25:14-30). There is no suggestion here that, 
when He returns, Jesus will take only the faithful to 
heaven and leave the others on earth to suffer the tribu- 
lation. His family is one, and He is now preparing a 
home for all of them, even the least worthy (John 
14:1-6). We go to heaven because of His grace, not 
because of our faithfulness or good works (Eph. 2:8-10). 

The Christians who read Mark’s gospel eventually 
had to face intense persecution from Rome (1 Peter 
4:12ff.), and this particular message must have brought 
comfort and strength to them. After all, if God is able 
to help His people witness during the Great tribula- 
tion, the worst persecution of all, then surely He could 
strengthen the saints in the Roman Empire as they 
faced their fiery trial. 

While Christians today will not experience the ter- 
rible sufferings described in this chapter, we will have 
our share of persecution and tribulation in this world 
before the Lord returns (John 16:33; Acts 14:22). But 
the warnings of this message in Mark 13 may be 
applied to our own lives: “Take heed that you are not 
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deceived” (Mark 13:5, 23); “Take heed that you do not 
become discouraged and quit” (Mark 13:9); “Take 
heed, watch and pray” (Mark 13:33). 

“And what I say unto you, I say unto all, “Watch” 
(Mark 13:37). 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 
Mark 14:1—15:20 


THE SERVANT SUFFERS 


hile thousands of Passover pilgrims were prepar- 
W ing for the joys of the feast, Jesus was preparing 
for the ordeal of His trial and crucifixion. Just as 
He had steadfastly set His face to go to Jerusalem (Luke 
9:51), so He steadfastly set His heart to do the Father's 
will. The Servant was “obedient unto death, even the 
death of the cross” (Phil. 2:8). 
Follow His footsteps during the days and hours of 
the last week, and you will be amazed to see the 
responses of various people to the Lord Jesus Christ. 


In Bethany—Adored (14:1-11) 

This event took place six days before Passover, which 
would put it on the Friday before the triumphal entry 
(John 12:1). By placing this story between the accounts 
of the plot to arrest Jesus, Mark contrasted the treach- 
ery of Judas and the leaders with the love and loyalty of 
Mary. The ugliness of their sins makes the beauty of 
her sacrifice even more meaningful. 

Neither Mark nor Matthew names the woman, but 
John tells us that it was Mary of Bethany, the sister of 
Martha and Lazarus (John 11:1-2). Mary is found 
three times in the gospel story, and each time, she is at 
the feet of Jesus (Luke 10:38-42; John 11:31-32; 
12:1-8). Mary had a close fellowship with the Lord as 
she sat at His feet and listened to His Word. She is a 
good model for all of us to follow. 

Mary’s anointing of the Lord must not be confused 
with a similar event recorded in Luke 7:36-50. The 
unnamed woman in the house of Simon the Pharisee 
was a converted harlot who expressed her love to Christ 
because of His gracious forgiveness of her many sins. In 
the house of Simon the (healed) leper, Mary expressed 
her love to Christ because He was going to the cross to 
die for her. She prepared His body for burial as she 
anointed His head (Mark 14:3) and His feet (John 
12:3). She showed her love for Jesus while He was still 
alive. 

It was an expensive offering that she gave to the 
Lord. Spikenard was imported from India, and a whole 
jar would have cost the equivalent of a common 
worker’s annual income. Mary gave lavishly and lov- 
ingly. She was not ashamed to show her love for Christ 
openly. 

There were three consequences to her act of wor- 
ship. First, the house was filled with the beautiful 
fragrance of the ointment (John 12:3; also note 2 Cor. 


2:15-16). There is always a “spiritual fragrance” in that 
home where Jesus Christ is loved and worshipped. 

Second, the disciples, led by Judas, criticized Mary 
for wasting her money! It sounded so pious for Judas to 
talk about the poor, when in reality he wanted the 
money for himself (John 12:4—6)! Even in the Upper 
Room, six days later, the disciples still thought Judas 
was concerned about helping the poor (John 
13:21-30). It is interesting that the word translated 
“waste” in Mark 14:4 is translated “perdition” in John 
17:12 and applied to Judas! Judas criticized Mary for 
“wasting money,” but he wasted his entire life! 

Third, Jesus commended Mary and accepted her 
gracious gift. He knew the heart of Judas and under- 
stood why the other disciples followed his bad 
example. He also knew Marys heart and quickly 
defended her (Rom. 8:33-39). No matter what others 
may say about our worship and service, the most 
important thing is that we please the Lord. The fact 
that others misunderstand and criticize us should not 
keep us from showing our love to Christ. Our concern 
should be His approval alone. 

When Mary gave her best at the feet of Jesus, she 
started a “wave of blessing” that has been going on ever 
since. She was a blessing to Jesus as she shared her love, 
and she was a blessing to her home as the fragrance 
spread. Were it not for Mary, her village, Bethany, 
would probably have been forgotten. The account of 
her deed was a blessing to the early church that heard 
about it and, because of the records in three of the 
Gospels, Mary has been a blessing to the whole 
world—and still is! The Lord’s prediction has certainly 
been fulfilled. 

Mary gave her best in faith and love; Judas gave his 
worst in unbelief and hatred. He solved the problem of 
how the Jewish leaders could arrest Jesus without caus- 
ing a riot during the feast. He sold his Master for the 
price of a slave (see Ex. 21:32), the basest act of treach- 
ery in history. 


In the Upper Room—Betrayed (14:12-26) 

The Passover lamb was selected on the tenth day of 
the month Nisan (our March-April), examined for 
blemishes, and then slain on the fourteenth day of the 
month (Ex. 12:3-6). The lamb had to be slain in 
the temple precincts and the supper eaten within the 
Jerusalem city limits. For the Jews, the Passover feast 
was the memorial of a past victory, but Jesus would 
institute a new supper that would be the memorial of 
His death. 

Peter and John saw to it that the supper was prepared 
(Luke 22:8). It would not be difficult to locate the man 
carrying the jar of water because the women usually per- 
formed this task. Was this man John Mark’s father? Did 
Jesus eat the Passover in an upper room in John Mark’s 
home? These are fascinating speculations, but we have 
no evidence that can confirm them. However, we do 
know that John Mark’s home was a center for Christian 
fellowship in Jerusalem (Acts 12:12). 
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The original Passover feast consisted of the roasted 
lamb, the unleavened bread, and the dish of bitter 
herbs (Ex. 12:8-20). The lamb reminded the Jews of 
the blood that was applied to the doorposts in Egypt to 
keep the angel of death from slaying their firstborn. 
The bread reminded them of their haste in leaving 
Egypt (Ex. 12:39), and the bitter herbs spoke of their 
suffering as Pharaoh's slaves. At some time in the cen- 
turies that followed, the Jews had added to the 
ceremony the drinking of four cups of wine diluted 
with water. 

Since for the Jews the new day began with sun- 
down, it would be Friday when Jesus and His disciples 
met in the Upper Room. This was His last Passover, 
and on that day, He would fulfill the Passover by dying 
on the cross as the spotless Lamb of God (John 1:29; 1 
Cor. 5:7; 1 Peter 2:21-24). 

Between Mark 14:17 and 18 are details of the wash- 
ing of the disciples’ feet and the lesson on humility 
(John 13:1-20). Following that lesson, Jesus became 
deeply troubled and announced that one of the disci- 
ples was a traitor. This announcement stunned all the 
disciples except Judas, who knew that Jesus was speak- 
ing about him. Until the very end, Jesus hid from the 
other disciples the identity of His betrayer, for He 
wanted to give Judas every opportunity to turn from 
sin. He even washed Judas’s feet! Had Peter known the 
truth about Judas, he might have been tempted to kill 
him. 

Some people try to defend Judas by arguing that he 
betrayed Jesus in order to force Him into revealing His 
power and setting up the Jewish kingdom. Others say 
that he was nothing but a servant who obediently ful- 
filled God’s Word. Judas was neither a martyr nor a 
robot. He was a responsible human being who made 
his own decisions but, in so doing, fulfilled the Word 
of God. He must not be made into either a hero (“After 
all, somebody had to betray Jesus!”) or a helpless victim 
of merciless predestination. Judas was lost for the same 
reason millions are lost today: he did not repent of his 
sins and believe on Jesus Christ (John 6:64-71; 
13:10-11). If you have never been born again, one day 
you will wish you had not been born at all. 

None of the other disciples really thought himself 
to be the traitor, for their questions imply a negative 
answer: “It is not I, is it?” The men had often debated 
over which of them was the greatest, but now they were 
discussing which of them was the vilest. To make mat- 
ters worse, Jesus said that His betrayer had even eaten 
bread with Him at the table! In the East, to break bread 
with someone means to enter into a pact of friendship 
and mutual trust. It would be an act of the basest 
treachery to break bread and then betray your host. 
However, even this was the fulfillment of the Word of 
God (Ps. 41:9). 

Judas was sitting in the place of honor at our Lord’s 
left, while John was reclining to His right (John 13:23). 
When Jesus gave Judas the bread dipped in the herbs, 


it was the gracious act of a host to a special guest. Even 
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this did not break Judas’s heart, for after Judas took the 
morsel, Satan possessed him. Judas left the Upper 
Room to go to make the final arrangements to arrest 
the Lord Jesus. But even then the disciples did not 
know the truth about Judas (John 13:27-30), and they 
would not find out the truth until they met him later 
in the garden of Gethsemane. 

After Judas left the scene, Jesus instituted what 
Christians commonly call “the Lord’s Supper” or “the 
Eucharist.” (The word Eucharist comes from a Greek 
word which means “to give thanks.”) Before the cup, 
Jesus took one of the unleavened loaves, blessed it, 
broke it, and told the men, “This is My body.” He then 
took the Passover cup, blessed it, and gave it to them, 
saying, “This is my blood” (see 1 Cor. 11:23-26). 

Bread and wine were two common items that were 
used at practically every meal, but Jesus gave them a 
wonderful new meaning. When Jesus said, “This is my 
body,” and, “This is my blood,” He did not transform 
either the bread or the wine into anything different. 
When the disciples ate the bread, it was still bread; 
when they drank the wine, it was still wine. However, 
the Lord gave a new meaning to the bread and the 
wine, so that, from that hour, they would serve as 
memorials of His death. 

What, then, did Jesus accomplish by His death? 
On the cross, Jesus fulfilled the old covenant and 
established a new covenant (Heb. 9—10). The old 
covenant was ratified with the blood of animal sacri- 
fices, but the new covenant was ratified by the blood 
of God’s Son. The new covenant in His blood would 
do what the old covenant sacrifices could not do— 
take away sin and cleanse the heart and conscience of 
the believer. We are not saved from our sins by partic- 
ipating in a religious ceremony, but by trusting Jesus 
Christ as our Savior. 

Our Lord’s command was, “This do in remem- 
brance of me” (1 Cor. 11:24-25). The word translated 
“remembrance” means much more than “in memory 
of,” for you can do something in memory of a dead 
person—yet Jesus is alive! The word carries the idea of 
a present participation in a past event. Because Jesus is 
alive, as we celebrate the Lord’s Supper, by faith we 
have communion with Him (1 Cor. 10:16-17). This is 
not some “magical” experience produced by the bread 
and cup. It is a spiritual experience that comes through 
our discerning of Christ and the meaning of the 
Supper (1 Cor. 11:27-34). 

The last thing Jesus and His disciples did in the 
Upper Room was to sing the traditional Passover hymn 
based on Psalms 115—118. Imagine our Lord singing 
when the cross was only a few hours away! 


In the Garden—Forsaken (14:27-52) 

On the way to the garden of Gethsemane (“oil press”), 
Jesus warned the disciples that they would all forsake 
Him, but He then assured them that He would meet 
them again in Galilee after His resurrection. He even 


quoted Zechariah 13:7—“Smite the shepherd, and the 
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sheep shall be scattered”—to back up His warning. 
Their minds and hearts were unable to receive and 
retain His words, for three days later, they did not 
believe the reports of His resurrection! And the angel 
had to give them a special reminder to meet Him in 
Galilee (Mark 16:6-7). Had they listened to His word 
and believed it, they would have saved themselves a 
great deal of anxiety, and Peter would not have denied 
the Lord. 

The quotation from Zechariah told the disciples 
what to do when the Jews arrested Jesus: scatter! In fact, 
at the very time of His arrest, Jesus said, “Let these [dis- 
ciples] go their way” (John 18:8). In other words, 
“Men, get out of here!” I have read eloquent sermons 
blaming Peter for “following afar off,” but they com- 
pletely miss the point. He was not supposed to follow 
at all! Had he obeyed the Lord, he would not have 
attacked a man with his sword or denied the Lord three 
times. 

Peter seemed to have a difficult time applying Jesus’ 
commands to himself: The other men might forsake 
Jesus, but Peter would stand true and, if necessary, go 
with Him to prison and to death. Of course, the other 
disciples echoed Peter’s boast, so he was not the only 
self-confident one in the group. In the end, all of them 
failed. 

When about to experience great suffering, most 
people want to have someone with them, to help share 
the burden. Often in my pastoral ministry, I have sat 
with people at the hospital, waiting for the surgeon to 
come with a report. Being perfectly human, Jesus 
wanted companionship as He faced the cross, and He 
selected Peter, James, and John, the same men who had 
accompanied Him to the home of Jairus (Mark 5:37) 
and to the Mount of Transfiguration (Mark 9:2). These 
three experiences parallel Philippians 3:10: “That I 
may know him [Mount of Transfiguration], and the 
power of his resurrection [home of Jairus], and the fel- 
lowship of his sufferings [garden of Gethsemane].” 

Our Lord’s struggle in the Garden can be under- 
stood only in the light of what would happen to Him 
on the cross: He would be made sin for us (2 Cor. 5:21) 
and bear the curse of the law (Gal. 3:13). It was not the 
physical suffering that almost overwhelmed Him with 
“anguish and sorrow,” but the contemplation of being 
forsaken by His Father (Mark 15:34). This was “the 
cup” that He would drink (John 18:11). According to 
Hebrews 5:7-9, He asked to be saved, not “from 
death” but out of death—that is, raised from the dead— 
and the Father granted His request. 

Abba is an Aramaic word that means “papa” or 
“daddy.” It reveals the intimate relationship between 
our Lord and His Father. While believers today would 
probably not use that term in public, it does belong to 
us because we belong to Him (Rom. 8:15; Gal. 4:6). 
Note that Jesus did not tell the Father what to do; He 
had perfect confidence in God’s will. Three times He 
prayed about the matter, and each time He yielded to 
the Father’s will in loving surrender. 


What were the three disciples doing? Sleeping! And 
Peter had vowed that he would die with his Lord—yet 
he could not even watch with Him! How gently Jesus 
rebuked the disciples and warned them. “Watch and 
pray” is an admonition that is often repeated in 
Scripture (Neh. 4:9; Mark 13:33; Eph. 6:18; Col. 4:2). 
It means, “Be alert as you pray! Keep your spiritual eyes 
open, for the enemy is near!” 

The third time our Lord returned to the sleeping 
men, He said, “Are you still sleeping and taking your 
rest? It is enough; the hour has come” (Mark 14:41 
NASB). It was the hour of His sacrifice, when He would 
die for the sins of the world. At that moment, Judas 
and the temple guards arrived to arrest Jesus, and Judas 
kissed Jesus repeatedly as the sign that He was the one 
to arrest. What hypocrisy! 

The fact that Judas brought such a large group of 
armed men is evidence that neither he nor the religious 
leaders really understood Jesus. They thought that Jesus 
would try to escape, or that His followers would put up 
a fight, or that perhaps He might do a miracle. Our 
Lord’s words in Mark 14:49 were proof that He was in 
control, for they could have arrested Him many times 
earlier, except that His hour had not yet come. 

Peter did a foolish thing by attacking Malchus 
(John 18:10), for we do not fight spiritual battles with 
physical weapons (2 Cor. 10:3-5). He used the wrong 
weapon, at the wrong time, for the wrong purpose, 
with the wrong motive. Had Jesus not healed Malchus, 
Peter would have been arrested as well, and there might 
have been four crosses on Calvary. 

At this point, the disciples forsook Jesus and fled, 
and so did an unknown young man who came into the 
Garden and witnessed the arrest. Was this John Mark? 
We do not know, but since the gospel of Mark is the 
only one of the four gospels that records this event, the 
author could well have been writing about himself. If 
the Upper Room was in the home of John Mark, then 
perhaps Judas led the soldiers there first. John Mark 
may have hastily put on an outer garment and followed 
the mob to the Garden. The soldiers may have even 
tried to arrest him, so he fled. 

The disciples were scattered and the Servant was 
now alone, “and yet I am not alone, because the Father 
is with me” (John 16:32). Soon, even the Father would 
forsake Him! 


In the High Priest's Palace—Rejected (14:53-72) 
Both the Jewish trial and the Roman trial were in three 
stages. The Jewish trial was opened by Annas, the for- 
mer high priest (John 18:13-24). It then moved to the 
full council to hear witnesses (Mark 14:53-65), and 
then to an early morning session for the final vote of 
condemnation (Mark 15:1). Jesus was then sent to 
Pilate (Mark 15:1—5; John 18:28-38), who sent Him 
to Herod (Luke 23:6-12), who returned Him to Pilate 
(Mark 15:6-15; John 18:39-19:6). Pilate yielded to 
the cry of the mob and delivered Jesus to be crucified. 
By the time the soldiers arrived at the palace of the 
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high priest, Peter and John, heedless of the Lord’s 
repeated warnings, followed the mob and even went 
into the courtyard. Jesus that night had sweat “as it 
were great drops of blood” (Luke 22:44), but Peter was 
cold and sat by the enemy fire! The two disciples could 
not witness the actual trial, but at least they were near 
enough to see the outcome (Matt. 26:58; John 18:15). 

After questioning and insulting Jesus, Annas sent 
Jesus bound to his son-in-law Caiaphas, the high 
priest. The Sanhedrin was assembled and the witnesses 
were ready. It was necessary to have at least two wit- 
nesses before the accused could be declared guilty and 
worthy of death (Deut. 17:6). Many witnesses testified 
against Jesus, but since they did not agree, their testi- 
mony was invalid. How tragic that a group of religious 
leaders would encourage people to lie, and during a 
special holy season! 

Throughout this time of false accusation, our Lord 
said nothing (Isa. 53:7; 1 Peter 2:23). But when the 
high priest put Him under oath, Jesus had to reply, and 
He testified clearly that he was indeed the Son of God. 
The title “Son of man” is messianic (Dan. 7:13), and 
the members of the council knew exactly what Jesus 
was saying: He was claiming to be God come in human 
flesh! This claim, of course, was blasphemy to the Jews, 
and they declared Him guilty and worthy of death. 
Since it was irregular for the Sanhedrin to vote on cap- 
ital cases at night, the council met again early the next 
morning and gave the official sentence (Mark 15:1). 

While the Lord was being mocked and abused, 
Peter was in the courtyard below, trying to escape 
detection. Had he heeded the Lord’s warnings, he 
would have avoided walking into temptation and 
denying his Master three times. He is a warning to all 
of us, for, after all, if an apostle who walked with Christ 
denied his Lord, what might we do in similar circum- 
stances? The Roman believers who read Mark’s gospel 
no doubt learned from this account, for they would 
soon be entering the furnace of persecution themselves. 

First, one of the high priest’s servant girls spoke to 
Peter, and he denied knowing anything about Jesus. 
Then the cock crowed. Another servant girl pointed 
Peter out to some of the bystanders, and again Peter 
denied knowing Jesus. Finally, a man accused him of 
being one of the disciples, and some of the bystanders 
joined in, but Peter vehemently denied knowing Jesus, 
and even put himself under a curse. Then the cock 
crowed for the second time and the Lord’s prediction 
was fulfilled (see Mark 14:30). 

However, it was not the crowing of the cock that 
convicted Peter; it was the remembering of Christ’s 
words. It is always the Word that penetrates the heart 
and brings about true repentance. Peter pondered what 
Jesus had said and what he himself had done, and then 
Jesus, on His way to Pilate’s hall, turned and looked at 
Peter. It was a look of love, to be sure, but injured love 
(Luke 22:61). His heart broken, Peter went out quickly 
and wept bitterly. 

Before we judge Peter too severely, we need to 
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examine our own lives. How many times have we 
denied the Lord and lost opportunities to share the 
gospel with others? Do we, like Peter, talk when we 
should listen, argue when we should obey, sleep when 
we should pray, and fight when we should submit? 
Peter at least was sorry for his sins and wept over them, 
and the Lord did forgive him. After His resurrection, 
Jesus had a private meeting with Peter (Luke 24:34); 
then Jesus helped Peter make a public confession when 
He met the disciples in Galilee (John 21). 


In Pilate’s Hall—Condemned (15:1-20) 

As soon as their early morning meeting was over, and 
the verdict officially recorded, the Jewish leaders deliv- 
ered Jesus to the Roman governor, Pontius Pilate. The 
governor usually resided at Caesarea, but it was his cus- 
tom to be in Jerusalem each year for the feast. His 
presence pleased some of the Jews, and he could be on 
hand if any problems arose among the thousands of 
people crowded into Jerusalem. Roman governors held 
court early in the morning, so he was quite prepared 
when they brought the prisoner to him. 

The Jewish council had to convince Pilate that Jesus 
was guilty of a capital crime and therefore worthy of 
death (John 18:31-32). In spite of their political cor- 
ruption, many Roman officials had an appreciation for 
justice and tried to deal fairly with prisoners. 
Furthermore, Pilate had no great love for the Jews and 
was not about to do them any favors. He knew that the 
Jewish leaders were not interested in seeing justice 
done; what they really wanted was vengeance (Mark 
15:10). 

John gives us the most details of the Roman trial, 
and when you combine the gospel records, you discover 
that Pilate repeatedly stated that he found no fault in 
Jesus John 18:38; Luke 23:14; John 19:4; Luke 23:22; 
Matt. 27:24). His problem was that he lacked the 
courage to stand for what he believed. He wanted to 
avoid a riot (Matt. 27:24), so he was “willing to content 
the people” (Mark 15:15). Pilate did not ask, “Is it 
right?” Instead, he asked, “Is it safe? Is it popular?” 

The council had only one capital crime that they 
might be able to present to Pilate: Jesus claimed to be 
a king and He stirred up the people. They tried to pass 
Him off as a dangerous revolutionary who was under- 
mining the authority of Rome. As Pilate questioned 
Jesus, the Lord said nothing, but the chief priests kept 
accusing Him and trying to wear down the governor's 
resistance. 

Pilate thought he could avoid making a decision by 
sending Jesus to Herod, the ruler of Galilee (Luke 
23:6-12), but Herod only sent Jesus back after mock- 
ing Him. Then the governor offered the people a 
choice—Jesus the Nazarene, or Barabbas, the murderer 
and insurrectionist—thinking that surely sanity would 
prevail and they would ask to have Jesus released. But 
the chief priests had prepared the crowd carefully 
(Mark 15:11), and they asked for Barabbas to be set 
free and Jesus to be crucified. 
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The governor then tried a third ruse: he had Jesus 
scourged, hoping that the sight of the suffering pris- 
oner would somehow arouse their pity (Mark 15:15; 
John 19:1ff.). But the plan did not work. The governor 
gave in and delivered Jesus to be crucified. 

Then followed the disgraceful mockery by the sol- 
diers, as they beat Him, spat on Him, and bowed in 
mock homage. Roman soldiers would certainly laugh 
at a Jew who claimed to be a king! “We have no king 
but Caesar!” (John 19:12-15). Our Lord quietly suf- 
fered and did not fight back, a lesson that Mark’s 
readers would need to learn as they faced official perse- 
cution (1 Peter 2:21—24). 

But men had not yet done their worst to God’s Son. 
Now they would lead Him outside the city and nail 
Him to a cross, and the Servant would die for the sins 
of the very people who were crucifying Him. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 
Mark 15:21—16:20 


THE SERVANT FINISHES HIS WORK 


ecil Rhodes devoted his life to British expansion in 

South Africa, plus making a fortune in diamonds. 

He was not yet fifty years old when he died, and 
his last words were, “So little done, so much to do.” 

“I have glorified thee on the earth,” Jesus said to 
His Father; “I have finished the work which thou 
gavest me to do” (John 17:4). It would be wonderful if 
all of us could give that same kind of report when we 
get to the end of life’s journey. To know that we have 
accomplished His work and glorified His name would 
certainly make us look back with thanksgiving and 
ahead with excitement and anticipation. 

The four events described in this final section of 
Mark give us the climax of the gospel story and the his- 
torical basis for the message of the gospel (1 Cor. 
15:1-8). 


The Servant’s Death (15:21-41) 
Three specific hours are mentioned in this section of 
Mark: the third (Mark 15:25), the sixth (Mark 15:33), 
and the ninth (Mark 15:33-34). The Jews reckoned 
time from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m., so this means that the third 
hour was 9 a.m., the sixth hour noon, and the ninth 
hour 3 p.m. Mark followed the Jewish system, whereas 
the apostle John used Roman time in his gospel. This 
means that “the sixth hour” in John 19:14 is 6 a.m. 
The third hour (vv. 21-32). According to law, the 
guilty victim had to carry his cross, or at least the cross- 
beam, to the place of execution, and Jesus was no 
exception. He left Pilate’s hall bearing His cross (John 
19:16-17), but He could not continue, so the soldiers 
“drafted” Simon of Cyrene to carry the cross for Him. 
Roman officers had the privilege of “impressing” men 
for service, and the way they used this privilege irri- 
tated the Jews (Matt. 5:41). 


When you consider all that our Lord had endured 
since His arrest, it is not surprising that His strength 
failed. Indeed, “He could have called ten thousand 
angels,” yet He willingly bore the suffering on our 
behalf. There was a higher purpose behind this act: the 
victim carried the cross because he had been found 
guilty, but our Lord was not guilty. We are the guilty 
ones, and Simon carried that cross on our behalf. 
Simon Peter boasted that he would go with Jesus to 
prison and to death (Luke 22:33), but it was Simon of 
Cyrene, not Simon Peter, who came to the aid of the 
Master. 

In one of his folksy letters to his mother, Harry 
Truman wrote, “I went to the White House to see the 
President and discovered I was the President.” Simon 
had come to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover (Acts 
2:10; 6:9), and he ended up meeting the Passover 
Lamb! We have good reason to believe that Simon 
trusted the Savior and went home and led his two sons 
to the Lord. No doubt many of Mark’s Roman readers 
knew Alexander and Rufus (Rom. 16:13), and perhaps 
they had even known Simon. 

Golgotha is a Hebrew word that means “skull,” 
though nowhere does the text explain why the place 
bore that name. Visitors to the Holy Land today are 
shown “Gordons Calvary,” which does have the 
appearance of a skull, but guides also point out another 
possible site in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. We 
do not know the exact place where our Lord was cruci- 
fied, nor is it important that we know. He was crucified 
outside the city walls, the place of rejection (Heb. 
13:12-13), and He died for the sins of the world. 

It was customary for the victims to be given a nar- 
cotic potion that would help deaden the pain (Prov. 
31:6), but our Lord refused it. For one thing, He 
wanted to be in full possession of His faculties as He 
did the Fathers will and accomplished the work of 
redemption. He would enter fully into His sufferings 
on our behalf and take no shortcuts. He refused the 
cup of sympathy so that He might better drink the cup 
of iniquity (Matt. 26:36-43). What an example for us 
to follow as we do God’s will and share “the fellowship 
of his sufferings” (Phil. 3:10). 

None of the gospel writers gives us a description of 
crucifixion, nor is one necessary. Their aim is not to 
arouse our pity but to assure our faith. Many of their 
readers had probably witnessed crucifixions, so any 
details would have been unnecessary. Crucifixion was 
such a detestable thing that it was not mentioned in 
decent society, any more than today we would discuss 
the gas chamber or the electric chair. Suffice it to say, 
crucifixion is one of the most horrible forms of death 
ever devised by man. Read Psalm 22 for a description 
of some of our Lord’s agonies as He hung on the cross. 

The victim usually wore a placard that declared his 
offense. Pilate wrote the one that Jesus wore and that 
was later hung above Him on the cross: “This is Jesus 
of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.” The Jewish leaders 
protested, but Pilate for once stood his ground (John 
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19:19-22). It may be that the message of this sign first 
aroused the hopes of the repentant thief (Luke 
23:39-43). He may have reasoned: “If His name is 
Jesus, then He is a Savior. If He is from Nazareth, then 
He would identify with rejected people (John 1:46). If 
He has a kingdom, then perhaps there is room for me!” 

The soldiers at the execution were not only doing 
their duty, but they were also fulfilling prophecy as 
they gambled for our Lord’s garments (Ps. 22:18). The 
fact that the innocent Son of God was placed between 
two guilty criminals also fulfilled prophecy (Isa. 53:12; 
and see Luke 22:37). The word used for “thieves” is 
rendered robber in John 18:40 in reference to Barabbas, 
so perhaps these two men had been members of his 
rebel band. 

It seems incredible that the religious leaders so 
hated Jesus that they even went out to Golgotha to 
mock Him. Thomas Carlyle called ridicule “the lan- 
guage of the devil,” and in this case, that definition is 
certainly true. The idle spectators who passed by were 
only too eager to follow the bad example of their lead- 
ers, so enduring mockery was added to the sufferings of 
our Lord. They mocked Him as Prophet (Mark 15:29), 
as Savior (Mark 15:31), and as King (Mark 15:32). It 
is possible that their sarcastic “He saved others!” may 
have encouraged the one thief to trust Him. The thief 
may have reasoned, “If He saved others, then He can 
save me!” So God uses even the wrath of man to praise 
Him (Ps. 76:10). 

The sixth hour (v. 33). At noon, a miraculous dark- 
ness came over the land, and all creation sympathized 
with the Creator as He suffered. This was indeed a mir- 
acle and not some natural phenomenon, such as a sand 
storm or an eclipse. It would not be possible to have an 
eclipse during full moon at Passover. By means of this 
darkness, God was saying something to the people. 

For one thing, the Jews would certainly think about 
the first Passover. The ninth plague in Egypt was a 
three-day darkness, followed by the last plague, the 
death of the firstborn (Ex. 10:22-1 1:9). The darkness at 
Calvary was an announcement that God’s Firstborn and 
Beloved Son, the Lamb of God, was giving His life for 
the sins of the world. It was also an announcement that 
judgment was coming and men had better be prepared. 

The ninth hour (vv. 34—41). Our Lord made 
seven statements from the cross, three of them before 
the darkness came: “Father, forgive them, for they 
know not what they do” (Luke 23:34); “Today shalt 
thou be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43); and 
“Woman, behold thy son.... Behold thy mother” 
(John 19:26-27). When the darkness came, there was 
silence on His cross, for it was then that He was made 
sin for us (2 Cor. 5:21). 

At the ninth hour, Jesus expressed the agony of His 
soul when He cried out from the cross, “My God, my 
God, why hast thou forsaken me?” (see Ps. 22:1). The 
darkness symbolized the judgment Jesus experienced 
when the Father forsook Him. As was so often the case, 
the people did not understand His words; they thought 
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He was calling for Elijah the prophet. There was not 
only darkness over the land, but there was darkness in 
the minds and hearts of the people (2 Cor. 4:3-6; John 
3:16-21; 12:35-41). 

Then Jesus said, “I thirst” (John 19:28), and the 
kind act of the soldier in giving Jesus a sip of vinegar 
(see Ps. 69:21) assisted Him in uttering two more won- 
derful statements: “It is finished!” (John 19:30) and 
“Father, into thy hands I commit my spirit” (Luke 
23:46;and see Ps. 31:5). Jesus was not murdered; He 
willingly laid down His life for us (John 10:11, 15, 
17-18). He was not a martyr; He was a willing sacri- 
fice for the sins of the world. 

Two remarkable events occurred at His death: there 
was an earthquake (Matt. 27:51), and the veil in the 
temple was torn in two. The veil had separated man 
from God, but now, through His death, Jesus had 
opened for the whole world a “new and living way” 
(Heb. 10:12-22; also see John 14:6). There had been an 
earthquake at Sinai when the law was given (Ex. 
19:16-18), but now the law was fulfilled in Jesus Christ 
and its curse removed (Rom. 10:4; Gal. 3:10-14). 
Through His sacrifice, Jesus had purchased not only 
freedom from the law, but also freedom from the entire 
sacrificial system. 

It is thrilling to read the witness of the Roman cen- 
turion, especially when you consider that his words 
could have gotten him into trouble with both the Jews 
and the Romans. That Jesus Christ is the Son of God 
is one of Mark’s important themes (Mark 1:1, 11; 3:11; 
5:7; 9:7; 14:61-62). This makes His servanthood even 
more wonderful (Phil. 2:1-11). 

It is touching to see how the women stood near the 
cross until the very end. John had also been there, but 
he had taken Mary, our Lord’s mother, to his own 
home where he could care for her (John 19:25-27). 
Faithful women were the last at the cross on Friday and 
the first at the tomb on Sunday. What a contrast to the 
disciples, who had boasted that they would die for 
Him! The church of Jesus Christ owes much to the sac- 
rifice and devotion of believing women. 


The Servant’s Burial (15:42-47) 
The Jews recognized two evenings: “early evening,” 
from three to six o'clock, and “evening,” after six 
o'clock, when the new day would begin. This explains 
how both Matthew (27:57) and Mark could call late 
Friday afternoon “evening.” It was important that the 
place of execution be quickly cleared, because the 
Jewish Sabbath was about to begin, and that Sabbath 
was a “high day” because of the Passover (John 19:31). 

God had a wealthy member of the Sanhedrin, 
Joseph of Arimathea, ready to take care of the body of 
Jesus (Matt. 27:57). He was assisted by Nicodemus, 
also a member of the council (John 19:38-42). We 
must not think that these two men suddenly decided to 
bury Jesus, because what they did demanded much 
preparation. 

To begin with, Joseph had to prepare the tomb ina 
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garden near the place where Jesus died. This tomb was 
probably not for Joseph himself, since a wealthy man 
would not likely choose to be buried near a place of 
execution. The men also had to obtain a large quantity 
of spices (John 19:39), and this could not be done 
when the shops were closed for Passover. And all of this 
had to be done without the council’s knowledge. 

It seems evident that God prepared these two men 
and directed them in their activities. Nicodemus had 
come to Jesus privately (John 3) and had even defended 
Him before the council (John 7:45—53). I believe that 
Joseph and Nicodemus searched the Scriptures 
together and discovered, led by the Spirit, that the 
Lamb would die at Passover. It is possible that they 
were hiding in the new tomb when Jesus died. It was a 
simple matter for Joseph to go to Pilate for permission 
to take the body, and for Nicodemus to guard the body 
until the official release was given. Had these men not 
acted boldly, the body of Jesus might have been dis- 
posed of like rubbish. 

It was important that His body be prepared for bur- 
ial so that the empty graveclothes could be left behind 
in the tomb (John 20:1-10). Also, the way He was 
buried fulfilled prophecy (Isa. 53:9). The fact that He 
was buried is proof that Jesus actually died on the cross, 
for the Roman officials would not have released the 
body without proof that Jesus was dead. 


The Servant’s Resurrection (16:1-18) 

Jesus Christ was “delivered for our offenses, and was 
raised again for our justification’ (Rom. 4:25). A dead 
Savior cannot save anybody. The resurrection of Jesus 
Christ from the dead is as much a part of the gospel mes- 
sage as His sacrificial death on the cross (1 Cor. 15:1-8). 
In fact, in the book of Acts, the church gave witness pri- 
marily to the resurrection (Acts 1:22; 4:2, 33). 

The resurrection proves that Jesus Christ is what He 
claimed to be, the very Son of God (Rom. 1:4). He had 
told His disciples that He would be raised from the 
dead, but they had not grasped the meaning of this truth 
(Mark 9:9-10, 31; 10:34). Even the women who came 
early to the tomb did not expect to see Him alive. In 
fact, they had purchased spices to complete the anoint- 
ing that Joseph and Nicodemus had so hastily begun. 

When you combine the accounts in the Gospels, 
you arrive at the following probable order of resurrec- 
tion appearances on that first day of the week: (1) to 
Mary Magdalene (John 20:11-18 and Mark 16:9-11), 
(2) to the other women (Matt. 28:9-10), (3) to Peter 
(Luke 24:34 and 1 Cor. 15:5), (4) to the two men 
going to Emmaus (Mark 16:12 and Luke 24:13-32), 
and (5) to ten of the disciples in the Upper Room 
(Mark 16:14 and John 20:19-25). 

It was still dark when Mary Magdalene, Mary the 
mother of James, Salome, and Joanna (Luke 24:10) 
started out for the tomb (John 20:1), and they arrived 
at early dawn (Luke 24:1). Their first surprise was find- 
ing the stone already rolled away from the door (Matt. 
28:24) so that they were able to enter into the tomb. 


The second surprise was meeting two angels in the 
tomb (Luke 24:4; Mark focused on only one angel), 
and the third surprise was hearing the message they 
delivered. No wonder the women were amazed! 

The message was that Jesus was not there: He had 
risen from the dead, and He was going before them 
into Galilee where He would meet them. The women 
were the first messengers of the glorious resurrection 
message! Note that there was a special word of encour- 
agement for Peter (Mark 16:7), and keep in mind that 
Mark wrote his gospel with Peter’s assistance. 

Mary Magdalene ran to tell Peter and John what 
she had discovered (John 20:2—10), and then she lin- 
gered at the tomb after they left. It was then that Jesus 
appeared to her (John 20:11-18). From her conversa- 
tion with Jesus, it seems that Mary did not fully grasp 
what the angels had said, but she was the first believer 
to see the risen Christ. Mark 16:8 may give the idea 
that all the women fled, but Mark 16:9 states that 
Mary met Jesus personally. 

After He appeared to Mary, Jesus met the other 
women as they were on their way to report their con- 
versation with Jesus to the disciples (Matt. 28:9-10). 
Initially, the women were both joyful and afraid, but 
after they met the risen Christ, they found the disciples 
and shared the good news (Matt. 28:8). It is one thing 
to hear the message and quite something else to meet 
the risen Lord personally. When you meet Him, you 
have something to share with others. 

The emphasis in Mark 16:9-14 is on the unbelief 
of the disciples, who were mourning and weeping 
instead of rejoicing at the good news. Was it because 
they were prejudiced against the witness of the women? 
Perhaps, for the testimony of a woman was not 
accepted in a Jewish court. But even when the two 
Emmaus disciples gave their witness, not everybody 
believed. (Compare Mark 16:13 with Luke 24:33-35.) 
Apparently there was division in the Upper Room until 
Jesus Himself appeared. 

But when He did appear, He reproached them for 
their unbelief, which was caused by their hardness of 
heart (see Mark 6:52; 8:17). He was making it clear 
that the witnesses of His resurrection could and should 
be trusted. The phrase “the Eleven” in Mark 16:14 sim- 
ply means “the apostles,” because there were only ten of 
them together at that time, since Thomas was absent 
(John 20:19-25). 

Before His ascension forty days later, the Lord gave 
several commissions to His followers (Matt. 28:18—20; 
Luke 24:47-49; John 20:21; 21:15-17; Acts 1:4-8). 
The one Mark gives probably is a part of the Great 
Commission that Jesus gave on a mountain in Galilee 
(Matt. 28:16-20). 

In this commission, Jesus pointed out our message 
and our ministry, and then backed it up with the 
miraculous credentials that only He could give. The 
message is the gospel, the good news of salvation 
through faith in Jesus Christ. The ministry is to share 
this message with the whole world. 
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A superficial reading of Mark 16:15-16 would sug- 
gest that sinners must be baptized to be saved, but this 
misinterpretation disappears when you note that the 
emphasis is on believing. If a person does not believe, 
he is condemned, even if he has been baptized (see 
John 3:16-18, 36). It was expected in the early church 
that believers would be baptized (Acts 2:41; 
10:44—48). 

When God sent Moses to challenge Pharaoh in 
Egypt, He gave him special miracles to perform as his 
divine credentials, proving that he was sent from God 
(Ex. 4:1-9). This was also true of some of the prophets 
(1 Kings 18; 2 Kings 2:14-25). The apostles were also 
given special “signs” that enforced their message (Acts 
19:11-12; 2 Cor. 12:12; Heb. 2:3—4). Of themselves, 
miracles do not prove that a person has been sent by 
God, for the message must also be true to God’s Word 
(see 2 Thess. 2; Rev. 13). 

Most of the signs listed here did take place in the 
days of the apostles and are recorded in the book of 
Acts. The closest thing we have to taking up serpents is 
Paul’s experience on Malta (Acts 28:3—6), but we have 
no biblical record of anyone drinking poison and sur- 
viving. No doubt God has performed many wonders 
for His own that we know nothing about, but we shall 
learn about them in heaven. 

It is tragic when well-meaning but untaught people 
claim these signs for themselves and then die because of 
snake bites or poison. Of course, the excuse is given 
that they did not have enough faith! But whatever is 
not of faith is sin (Rom. 14:23); therefore, they should 
not have done it in the first place. 

The person who takes up serpents just to prove his 
or her faith is yielding to the very temptation Satan 
presented to Jesus on the pinnacle of the temple (Matt. 
4:5-7): “Cast Yourself down and see if God will take 
care of You,” Satan said in effect. He wants us to “show 
off” our faith and force God to perform unnecessary 
miracles. Jesus refused to tempt God, and we should 
follow His example. Yes, God cares for His children 
when, in His will, they are in dangerous places, but He 
is not obligated to care for us when we foolishly get out 
of His will. We are called to live by faith, not by 
chance, and to trust God, not tempt Him. 


The Servant’s Ascension (16:19-20) 
In a remarkable way, the gospel of Mark parallels the 
great “Servant passage” in Philippians 2. 


He came as a Servant (Phil. 2:1-7)—Mark 1—13 
He died on a cross (Phil. 2:8)—Mark 14—15 
He was exalted to glory (Phil. 2:9)—Mark 16 


Both Paul and Mark emphasize the need for God’s 
people to get the message out to all nations (Mark 
16:15-16; Phil. 2:10-11), and there is the added assur- 
ance that God is at work in and through them (Mark 
16:19-20; Phil. 2:12-13). 

Our Lord’s ascension marked the completion of His 
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earthly ministry and the beginning of His new ministry 
in heaven as High Priest and Advocate for His people 
(Heb. 7—10; 1 John 2:1-3). The “right hand of God” 
is the place of honor and authority (Ps. 110:1; 1 Peter 
3:22). Our Lord is like Melchizedek, King of 
Righteousness and King of Peace (Gen. 14:17—19; 
Heb. 7:2). 

One of His heavenly ministries is that of enabling 
His people to do His will (Heb. 13:20-21). It is fitting 
that the gospel of the Servant should end with this ref- 
erence to work, just as it is fitting for Matthew, the 
gospel of the King, to end with a reference to His great 
authority. By His Holy Spirit, the Lord wants to work 
in us (Phil. 2:12-13), with us (Mark 16:20), and for us 
(Rom. 8:28). 
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The apostles and prophets laid the foundation for 
the church (Eph. 2:20), so their work is finished and 
the apostolic signs have ceased. But the Lord’s working 
has not ceased, and He is still working in and through 
His people to save a lost world. His Servant-Son Jesus 
returned to heaven, but He still has His people on 
earth who can be His servants, if they will. 

What a privilege to have the Lord working with us! 

What an opportunity and obligation we have to 
carry the gospel to the whole world! 

“For even the Son of man came not to be minis- 
tered unto, but to minister, and to give his life a 
ransom for many” (Mark 10:45). 

Are you serving—or are you expecting others to 
serve you? 


Matthew 


2 Corinthians 


Mark Galatians 
Luke Ephesians 
John Philippians 
Acts Colossians 
Romans 1 Thessalonians 


1 Corinthians 


2 Thessalonians 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Luke 1 


HEAR THE GOOD NEWS! 


everybody, Dr. Luke is that man. His key message is, 
“For the Son of man is come to seek and to save that 
which was lost” (Luke 19:10). He presents Jesus Christ 
as the compassionate Son of Man, who came to live 
among sinners, love them, help them, and die for them. 

In this gospel you meet individuals as well as 
crowds, women and children as well as men, poor peo- 
ple as well as rich people, and sinners along with saints. 
It’s a book with a message for everybody, because Luke’s 
emphasis is on the universality of Jesus Christ and His 
salvation: “good tidings of great joy, which shall be to 
all people” (Luke 2:10). 

Dr. Luke is named only three times in the New 
Testament: in Colossians 4:14; 2 Timothy 4:11; and 
Philemon 24. He wrote Acts (compare Luke 1:1-4 
with Acts 1:1) and traveled with Paul (note the “we” 
sections in Acts 16:10-17; 20:4-15; 21:1-18, and 
27:1—28:16). He was probably a Gentile (compare 
Colossians 4:11 and 14) and was trained as a physician. 
No wonder he began his book with detailed accounts 
of the births of two important babies! No wonder he 
emphasized Christ’s sympathy for hurting people! He 
wrote with the mind of a careful historian and with the 
heart of a loving physician. 

The gospel of Luke was written for Theophilus 
(“lover of God”), probably a Roman official who had 
trusted Christ and now needed to be established in the 
faith. It’s also possible that Theophilus was a seeker 
after truth who was being taught the Christian mes- 
sage, because the word translated instructed in Luke 1:4 
gives us our English word catechumen, “someone who 
is being taught the basics of Christianity.” 

The life and message of Christ were so important 
that many books had already been written about Him, 
but not everything in them could be trusted. Luke 
wrote his gospel so that his readers might have an accu- 
rate and orderly narrative of the life, ministry, and 
message of Jesus Christ. Luke had carefully researched 
his material, interviewed eyewitnesses, and listened to 
those who had ministered the Word. Most important, 
he had the guidance of the Holy Spirit. The phrase 
from the very first (Gk. anothen) can be translated “from 
above,” as it is in John 3:31 and 19:11. It speaks of the 
inspiration of the Spirit of God on the message that 
Luke wrote. 

In this first chapter, Luke tells us how God’s won- 
derful news came to different people and how they 
responded to it. You will discover four different 
responses. 


| f ever a man wrote a book filled with good news for 


Unbelief (1:5-25) 


It was indeed a dark day for the nation of Israel. The 
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people had heard no prophetic word from God for four 
hundred years, not since Malachi had promised the 
coming of Elijah (Mal. 4:5-6). The spiritual leaders 
were shackled by tradition and, in some instances, cor- 
ruption; and their king, Herod the Great, was a tyrant. 
He had nine (some say ten) wives, one of whom he had 
executed for no apparent reason. But no matter how 
dark the day, God always has His devoted and obedi- 
ent people. 

A faithful priest (vv. 5-7). Zacharias (“Jehovah has 
remembered”) and Elizabeth (“God is my oath”) were 
a godly couple who both belonged to the priestly line. 
The priests were divided into twenty-four courses (1 
Chron. 24), and each priest served in the temple two 
weeks out of the year. In spite of the godlessness 
around them, Zacharias and Elizabeth were faithful to 
obey the Word of God and live blamelessly. 

Their only sorrow was that they had no family, and 
they made this a matter of constant prayer. Little did 
they know that God would answer their prayers and 
give them, not a priest, but a prophet! And no ordinary 
prophet, for their son would be the herald of the com- 
ing King! 

A fearful priest (vv. 8-17). The priests on duty 
drew lots to see which ministries they would perform, 
and Zacharias was chosen to offer incense in the holy 
place. This was a high honor that was permitted to a 
priest but once in a lifetime. The incense was offered 
daily before the morning sacrifice and after the evening 
sacrifice, about three o'clock in the afternoon. It was 
probably the evening offering that was assigned to 
Zacharias. 

You have probably noticed that God often speaks to 
His people and calls them while they are busy doing 
their daily tasks. Both Moses and David were caring for 
sheep, and Gideon was threshing wheat. Peter and his 
partners were mending nets when Jesus called them. It 
is difficult to steer a car when the engine is not run- 
ning. When we get busy, God starts to direct us. 

Luke mentions angels twenty-three times in his 
gospel. There are innumerable angels (Rev. 5:11), 
only two of which are actually named in Scripture: 
Michael (Dan. 10:13, 21; 12:1; Jude 9; Rev. 12:7) 
and Gabriel (Dan. 8:16; 9:21; Luke 1:19, 26). When 
Gabriel appeared by the altar, Zacharias was fright- 
ened, for the angel’s appearance could have meant 
divine judgment. 

“Fear not” is a repeated statement in the gospel of 
Luke (1:13, 30; 2:10; 5:10; 8:50; 12:7, 32). Imagine 
how excited Zacharias must have been when he heard 
that he and Elizabeth were to have a son! “Rejoicing” is 
another key theme in Luke, mentioned at least nine- 
teen times. Good news brings joy! 

Gabriel instructed him to name his son John 
(“Jehovah is gracious”) and to dedicate the boy to God 
to be a Nazarite all of his life (Num. 6:1-21). He 
would be filled with the Spirit before birth (Luke 1:41) 
and would be God’s prophet to present His Son to the 
people of Israel (see John 1:15-34). God would use 


John’s ministry to turn many people back to the Lord, 
just as Isaiah had promised (Isa. 40:1-5). 

A faithless priest (vv. 18-22). You would think 
that the presence of an angel and the announcement of 
God’s Word would encourage Zacharias’s faith, but 
they did not. Instead of looking to God by faith, the 
priest looked at himself and his wife and decided that 
the birth of a son was impossible. He wanted some 
assurance beyond the plain word of Gabriel, God’s 
messenger, perhaps a sign from God. 

This, of course, was unbelief, and unbelief is some- 
thing God does not accept. Zacharias was really 
questioning God’s ability to fulfill His own Word! Had 
he forgotten what God did for Abraham and Sarah 
(Gen. 18:9-15; Rom. 4:18-25)? Did he think that his 
physical limitations would hinder Almighty God? But 
before we criticize Zacharias too much, we should 
examine ourselves and see how strong our own faith is. 

Faith is blessed, but unbelief is judged, and 
Zacharias was struck dumb (and possibly deaf, Luke 
1:62) until the Word was fulfilled. “I believed, and 
therefore have I spoken” (2 Cor. 4:13). Zacharias did 
not believe; therefore he could not speak. When he left 
the holy place, he was unable to give the priestly bene- 
diction to the people (Num. 6:22-27) or even tell 
them what he had seen. Indeed, God had given him a 
very personal “sign” that he would have to live with for 
the next nine months. 

A favored priest (vv. 23-25). Zacharias must have 
had a difficult time completing his week of ministry, 
not only because of his handicap, but also because of 
his excitement. He could hardly wait to return “to the 
hill country” (Luke 1:39) where he lived, to tell his wife 
the good news. 

God kept His promise and Elizabeth conceived a 
son in her old age. “There is nothing too hard for the 
Lord” (Jer. 32:17). Apparently the amazement and 
curiosity of the people forced her to hide herself even 
as she praised the Lord for His mercy. Not only was she 
to have a son, but the birth of her son was evidence that 
the Messiah was coming! These were exciting days 


indeed! 


Faith (1:26-38) 

In the sixth month of Elizabeth’s pregnancy, Gabriel 
brought a second birth announcement, this time to a 
young virgin in Nazareth named Mary. At least there 
was variety in his assignments: an old man, a young 
woman; a priest, a descendent of David the king; the 
temple, a common home; Jerusalem, Nazareth; unbe- 
lief, faith. 

The people in Judah disdained the Jews in Galilee 
and claimed they were not “kosher” because of their 
contacts with the Gentiles there (Matt. 4:15). They 
especially despised the people from Nazareth (John 
1:45-46). But God in His grace chose a girl from 
Nazareth in Galilee to be the mother of the promised 
Messiah! 

When it comes to Mary, people tend to go to one 
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of two extremes. They either magnify her so much that 
Jesus takes second place (Luke 1:32), or they ignore her 
and fail to give her the esteem she deserves (Luke 1:48). 
Elizabeth, filled with the Spirit, called her “the mother 
of my Lord” (Luke 1:43), and that is reason enough to 
honor her. 

What do we know about Mary? She was a Jewess of 
the tribe of Judah, a descendant of David, and a virgin 
(Isa. 7:14). She was engaged to a carpenter in Nazareth 
named Joseph (Matt. 13:55), and apparently both of 
them were poor (Lev. 12:8; Luke 2:24). Among the 
Jews at that time, engagement was almost as binding as 
marriage and could be broken only by divorce, to fact, 
the man and the woman were called “husband” and 
“wife” even before the marriage took place (compare 
Matt. 1:19 and Luke 2:5). Since Jewish girls married 
young, it is likely that Mary was a teenager when the 
angel appeared to her. 

Mary’s surprise (vv. 26-33). When you consider 
Gabriel’s greeting, you can well understand why Mary 
was perplexed and afraid: “Greetings, you who are 
highly favored! The Lord is with you!” (The phrase 
Blessed art thou among women is not found here in 
many Greek manuscripts. You find it in Luke 1:42.) 
Why would an angel come to greet her? In what way 
was she “highly favored” (“greatly graced”) by God? 
How was God with her? 

Mary’s response reveals her humility and honesty 
before God. She certainly never expected to see an 
angel and receive special favors from heaven. There was 
nothing unique about her that such things should hap- 
pen. If she had been different from other Jewish girls, 
as some theologians claim she was, then she might have 
said, “Well, it’s about time! I’ve been expecting you!” 
No, all of this was a surprise to her. 

Gabriel then gave her the good news: she would 
become the mother of the promised Messiah whom she 
would name Jesus (“Jehovah is salvation’; see Matt. 
1:21). Note that Gabriel affirmed both the deity and 
the humanity of Jesus. As Mary’s son, He would be 
human; as Son of the Highest (Luke 1:32), He would 
be the Son of God (Luke 1:35). “For unto us a child is 
born [His humanity], unto us a son is given [His deity]” 
(Isa. 9:6). The emphasis is on the greatness of the Son 
(cf. Luke 1:15), not the greatness of the mother. 

But He would also be a king, inherit David's 
throne, and reign over Israel forever! If we interpret lit- 
erally what Gabriel said in Luke 1:30-31, then we 
should also interpret literally what he said in Luke 
1:32-33. He was referring to God’s covenant with 
David (2 Sam. 7) and His kingdom promises to the 
people of Israel (Isa. 9:1-7; 11-12; 61; 66; Jer. 33). 

Jesus came to earth to be the Savior of the world, 
but He also came to fulfill the promises God made to 
the Jewish fathers (Rom. 15:14). Today, Jesus is 
enthroned in heaven (Acts 2:29-36), but it is not on 
David’ throne. One day Jesus will return and establish 
His righteous kingdom on earth, and then these prom- 


ises will be fulfilled. 
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Mary’s surrender (vv. 34—48). Mary knew what 
would happen, but she did not know how it would 
happen. Her question in Luke 1:34 was not an evi- 
dence of unbelief (cf. Luke 1:18); rather, it was an 
expression of faith. She believed the promise, but she 
did not understand the performance. How could a vir- 
gin give birth to a child? 

First, Gabriel explained that this would be a mira- 
cle, the work of the Holy Spirit of God. Joseph, her 
betrothed, would not be the father of the child (Matt. 
1:18-25), even though Jesus would be legally identi- 
fied as the son of Joseph (Luke 3:23; 4:22; John 1:45; 
6:42). It’s possible that some people thought Mary had 
been unfaithful to Joseph and that Jesus was “born of 
fornication” (John 8:41). This was a part of the pain 
that Mary had to bear all her life (Luke 2:35). 

Gabriel was careful to point out that the Baby 
would be a “holy thing” and would not share the sin- 
ful human nature of man. Jesus knew no sin (2 Cor. 
5:21), He did no sin (1 Peter 2:22), and He had no sin 
(1 John 3:5). His body was prepared for Him by the 
Spirit of God (Heb. 10:5) who “overshadowed” Mary. 
That word is applied to the presence of God in the 
Holy of Holies in the Jewish tabernacle and temple 
(Ex. 40:35). Mary’s womb became a Holy of Hollies for 
the Son of God! 

The angel ended his message by giving Mary a word 
of encouragement: her aged relative Elizabeth was with 
child, proving that “with God nothing shall be impos- 
sible.” God gave a similar word to Abraham when He 
announced the birth of Isaac (Gen. 18:14). That our 
God can do anything is the witness of many, including 
Job (Job 42:2), Jeremiah (Jer. 32:17), and even our 
Lord Jesus (Matt. 19:26). I personally like the transla- 
tion of this verse found in the 1901 American Standard 
Version: “For no word of God shall be void of power.” 
God accomplishes His purposes through the power of 
His Word (Ps. 33:9). 

Mary’s believing response was to surrender herself 
to God as His willing servant. She experienced the 
grace of God (Luke 1:30) and believed the Word of 
God, and therefore she could be used by the Spirit to 
accomplish the will of God. A “handmaid” was the 
lowest kind of female servant, which shows how much 
Mary trusted God. She belonged totally to the Lord, 
body (Luke 1:38), soul (Luke 1:46), and spirit (Luke 
1:47). What an example for us to follow (Rom. 
12:1-2)! 


Joy (1:39-56) 
Now that Mary knew she was to become a mother, and 
that her kinswoman Elizabeth would give birth in three 
months, she wanted to see Elizabeth so they could 
rejoice together. “Joy” is the major theme of this sec- 
tion as you see three persons rejoicing in the Lord. 
The joy of Elizabeth (vv. 39-45). As Mary 
entered the house, Elizabeth heard her greeting, was 
filled with the Spirit, and was told by the Lord why 
Mary was there. The one word that filled her lips was 
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“blessed.” Note that she did not say that Mary was 
blessed above women but among women, and certainly 
this is true. While we dont want to ascribe to Mary 
that which only belongs to God, neither do we want to 
minimize her place in the plan of God. 

The thing that Elizabeth emphasized was Mary's 
faith: “Blessed is she that believed” (Luke 1:45). We are 
saved “by grace ... through faith” (Eph. 2:8-9). 
Because Mary believed the Word of God, she experi- 
enced the power of God. 

The joy of the unborn son, John (vv. 41, 44). 
This was probably the time when he was filled with the 
Spirit as the angel had promised (Luke 1:15). Even 
before his birth, John rejoiced in Jesus Christ, just as he 
did during his earthly ministry (John 3:29-30). As 
John the Baptist, he would have the great privilege of 
introducing the Messiah to the Jewish nation. 

The joy of Mary (vv. 46-56). Hers was a joy that 
compelled her to lift her voice in a hymn of praise. The 
fullness of the Spirit should lead to joyful praise in our 
lives (Eph. 5:18-20), and so should the fullness of the 
Word (Col. 3:16-17). Mary’s song contains quotations 
from and references to the Old Testament Scriptures, 
especially the Psalms and the song of Hannah in 1 
Samuel 2:1-10. Mary hid God’s Word in her heart and 
turned it into a song. 

This song is called “The Magnificat” because the 
Latin version of Luke 1:46 is Magnificat anima mea 
Dominum. Her great desire was to magnify the Lord, 
not herself: She used the phrase “He hath” eight times 
as she recounted what God had done for three recipi- 
ents of His blessing. 

What God did for Mary (vv. 46-49). To begin with, 
God had saved her (Luke 1:47), which indicates that 
Mary was a sinner like all of us and needed to trust the 
Lord for her eternal salvation. Not only had He saved 
her, but He had also chosen her to be the mother of the 
Messiah (Luke 1:48). He had “regarded” her, which 
means He was mindful of her and looked with favor on 
her. No doubt there were others who could have been 
chosen, but God chose her! The Lord had indeed 
showered His grace on her (see 1 Cor. 1:26-28). 

Not only was God mindful of her, but He was also 
mighty for her, working on her behalf (Luke 1:49). 
Mary would have no problem singing “great things he 
hath done” (see Luke 8:39; 1 Sam. 12:24; 2 Sam. 
7:21-23; and Ps. 126:2—3). Because she believed God 
and yielded to His will, He performed a miracle in her 
life and used her to bring the Savior into the world. 

What God did for us (vv. 50-53). In the second 
stanza of her song, Mary included all of God’s people 
who fear Him from generation to generation. We have 
all received His mercy and experienced His help. Mary 
named three specific groups to whom God had been 
merciful: the helpless (Luke 1:51), the humble (Luke 
1:52), and the hungry (Luke 1:53). 

The common people of that day were almost help- 
less when it came to justice and civil rights. They were 
often hungry, downtrodden, and discouraged (Luke 


4:16-19), and there was no way for them to “fight the 
system.” A secret society of patriotic Jewish extremists 
called “the Zealots” used violent means to oppose 
Rome, but their activities only made matters worse. 

Mary saw the Lord turning everything upside 
down: the weak dethrone the mighty, the humble scat- 
ter the proud, the nobodies are exalted, the hungry are 
filled, and the rich end up poor! The grace of God 
works contrary to the thoughts and ways of this world 
system (1 Cor. 1:26-28). The church is something like 
that band of men that gathered around David (1 Sam. 
22:2). 

What God did for Israel (vv. 54-55). “He shall save 
his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21). In spite of 
Israel’s destitute condition, the nation was still God’s 
servant, and He would help the people fulfill His pur- 
poses. God was on Israel’s side! He would remember 
His mercy and keep His promises (Ps. 98:1-3; see also 
Gen. 12:1—3; 17:19; 22:18; 26:4; 28:14). Were it not 
for Israel, Jesus Christ could not have been born into 
the world. 

Mary stayed with Elizabeth until John was born, 
and then she returned to Nazareth. By then, it was clear 
that she was pregnant, and no doubt the tongues began 
to wag. After all, she had been away from home for 
three months, and why, people were likely asking, had 
she left in such a hurry? It was then that God gave the 
good news to Joseph and instructed him what to do 
(Matt. 1:18-25). 


Praise (1:57-80) 

God’s blessing was resting abundantly on Zacharias 
and Elizabeth. He sent them a baby boy, just as He 
promised, and they named him “John” just as God had 
instructed. The Jews looked on children as a gift from 
God and a “heritage from the Lord” (Ps. 127:3-5; 
128:1-3), and rightly so, for they are. Israel would not 
follow the practices of their pagan neighbors by abort- 
ing or abandoning their children. When you consider 
that 1.5 million babies are aborted each year in the 
United States alone, you can see how far we have 
drifted from the laws of God. 

“The greatest forces in the world are not the earth- 
quakes and the thunderbolts,” said Dr. E. T. Sullivan. 
“The greatest forces in the world are babies.” 

Traditionally, a baby boy would be named after his 
father or someone else in the family, so the relatives and 
neighbors were shocked when Elizabeth insisted on the 
name John. Zacharias wrote “His name is John” on a 
tablet, and that settled it! Immediately God opened the 
old priest’s mouth, and he sang a hymn that gives us 
four beautiful pictures of what the coming of Jesus 
Christ to earth really means. 

The opening of a prison door (v. 68). The word 
redeem means “to set free by paying a price.” It can refer 
to the releasing of a prisoner or the liberating of a slave. 
Jesus Christ came to earth to bring “deliverance to the 
captives” (Luke 4:18), salvation to people in bondage 
to sin and death. Certainly we are unable to set our- 
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selves free; only Christ could pay the price necessary for 
our redemption (Eph. 1:7; 1 Peter 1:18—21). 

The winning of a battle (vv. 69-75). In Scripture, 
a horn symbolizes power and victory (1 Kings 22:11; 
Ps. 89:17, 24). The picture here is that of an army 
about to be taken captive, but then help arrives and the 
enemy is defeated. In the previous picture, the captives 
were set free, but in this picture, the enemy is defeated 
so that he cannot capture more prisoners. It means total 
victory for the people of God. 

The word salvation (Luke 1:69, 71) carries the 
meaning of “health and soundness.” No matter what 
the condition of the captives, their Redeemer brings 
spiritual soundness. When you trust Jesus Christ as 
Savior, you are delivered from Satan’s power, moved 
into God’s kingdom, redeemed, and forgiven (Col. 
1:12-14). 

Where did the Redeemer come from? He came 
from the house of David (Luke 1:69), who himself was 
a great conqueror. God had promised that the Savior 
would be a Jew (Gen. 12:1-3), from the tribe of Judah 
(Gen. 49:10), from the family of David (2 Sam. 
7:12-16), born in David’s city, Bethlehem (Mic. 5:2). 
Both Mary (Luke 1:27) and Joseph (Matt. 1:20) 
belonged to David’s line. The coming of the Redeemer 
was inherent in the covenants God made with His peo- 
ple (Luke 1:72), and it was promised by the prophets 
(Luke 1:70). 

Note that the results of this victory are sanctity and 
service (Luke 1:74-75). He sets us free, not to do our 
own will, because that would be bondage, but to do 
His will and enjoy His freedom. 

The canceling of a debt (vv. 76-77). Remission 
means “to send away, to dismiss, as a debt.” All of us 
are in debt to God because we have broken His law and 
failed to live up to His standards (Luke 7:40-50). 
Furthermore, all of us are spiritually bankrupt, unable 
to pay our debt. But Jesus came and paid the debt for 
us (Ps. 103:12; John 1:29). 

The dawning of a new day (vv. 78-79). Dayspring 
means “sunrise.” The people were sitting in darkness 
and death, and distress gripped them when Jesus came; 
but He brought light, life, and peace. It was the dawn 
of a new day because of the tender mercies of God (see 
Matt. 4:16). 

The old priest had not said anything for nine 
months, but he certainly compensated for his silence 
when he sang this song of praise to God! And how joy- 
ful he was that his son was chosen by God to prepare 
the way for the Messiah (Isa. 40:1-3; Mal. 3:1). John 
was “prophet of the Highest” (Luke 1:76), introducing 
to Israel “the Son of the Highest” (Luke 1:32) who was 
conceived in Mary’s womb by “the power of the 
Highest” (Luke 1:35). 

Instead of enjoying a comfortable life as a priest, 
John lived in the wilderness, disciplining himself phys- 
ically and spiritually, waiting for the day when God 
would send him out to prepare Israel for the arrival of 
the Messiah. People like Simeon and Anna (Luke 
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2:25-38) had been waiting for this day for many years, 
and soon it would come. 

God calls us today to believe His good news. Those 
who believe it experience His joy and want to express 
their praise to Him. It is not enough for us to say that 
Jesus is a Savior, or even the Savior. With Mary, we 
must say, “My spirit hath rejoiced in God my Savior” 
(Luke 1:47, italics mine). 


CHAPTER TWO 
Luke 2 


THE LORD IS COME! 


uke 2 may well be the most familiar and beloved 
[eve in Luke’s gospel. My wife and I still read 

the first twenty verses together each Christmas 
Eve, just as we did when our children were growing up. 
The story is old, but it is ever new, and God’s people 
never tire of it. 

Dr. Luke gives us three glimpses into the early years 


of the Lord Jesus Christ. 


The Newborn Baby (2:1-20) 

“As weak as a baby!” is a common expression that could 
not be applied to the Baby Jesus in the manger. While 
He was as weak as any other baby humanly speaking, 
He was also the center of power as far as heaven was 
concerned. 

His birth drew Mary and Joseph to Bethlehem 
(vv. 1-7). Augustus Caesar was ruling, but God was in 
charge, for He used Caesar's edict to move Mary and 
Joseph eighty miles from Nazareth to Bethlehem to ful- 
fill His Word. Rome took a census every fourteen years 
for both military and tax purposes, and each Jewish 
male had to return to the city of his fathers to record 
his name, occupation, property, and family. 

When Mary said “Be it unto me according to thy 
word” (Luke 1:38), it meant that from then on, her life 
would be a part of the fulfillment of divine prophecy. 
God had promised that the Savior would be a human, 
not an angel (Gen. 3:15; Heb. 2:16), and a Jew, not a 
Gentile (Gen. 12:1-3; Num. 24:17). He would be 
from the tribe of Judah (Gen. 49:10), and the family of 
David (2 Sam. 7:1-17), born of a virgin (Isa. 7:14) in 
Bethlehem, the city of David (Mic. 5:2). 

All of this occurred just as the Scriptures said, and 
Caesar unknowingly played an important part. A. T. 
Pierson used to say, “History is His story,” and 
President James A. Garfield called history “the unrolled 
scroll of prophecy.” If God’s Word controls our lives, 
then the events of history only help us fulfill the will of 
God. “I am watching over My word to perform it,” 
promises the Lord (Jer. 1:12 Nass). 

Mary and Joseph were already husband and wife, 
but since they did not consummate the marriage until 
after Jesus was born, she is called his “espoused wife” 
(Matt. 1:18-25). The journey must have been very 
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trying for her, but she rejoiced in doing the will of 
God, and she was no doubt glad to get away from the 
wagging tongues in Nazareth. 

Mothers in that day wrapped their infants in long 
bands of cloth to give the limbs strength and protec- 
tion. The word translated “manger” (Luke 2:7, 12, 16) 
is translated “stall” in Luke 13:15, and can mean either 
a feeding trough or an enclosure for animals. You see 
ancient stone troughs even today as you travel in the 
Holy Land, and it is probable that such a trough cra- 
dled the infant Jesus. Many scholars believe that our 
Lord was born in a cave where animals were sheltered 
and not in a wooden shed such as you see in modern 
manger scenes. 

Bethlehem means “house of bread,” the ideal birth- 
place for the Bread of Life (John 6:35). Its rich historic 
heritage included the death of Rachel and the birth of 
Benjamin (Gen. 35:16-20; see also Matt. 2:16-18), the 
marriage of Ruth, and the exploits of David. It is worth 
noting that the name Benjamin means “son of my right 
hand,” and the name David means “beloved.” Both of 
these names apply to our Lord, for He is the Beloved 
Son (Luke 3:22) at God’s right hand (Ps. 110:1). 

His birth drew the angels from heaven (vv. 8-14). 
How amazed the angels must have been when they saw 
the Creator born as a creature, the Word coming as a 
speechless baby. The best commentary on this is 2 
Corinthians 8:9, and the best response from our hearts 
is wonder and worship. “Great is the mystery of godli- 
ness: God was manifest in the flesh” (1 Tim. 3:16). 

The first announcement of the Messiah’s birth was 
given by an angel to some anonymous shepherds. Why 
shepherds? Why not to priests or scribes? By visiting 
the shepherds, the angel revealed the grace of God 
toward mankind. Shepherds were really outcasts in 
Israel. Their work not only made them ceremonially 
unclean, but it kept them away from the temple for 
weeks at a time so that they could not be made clean. 
God does not call the rich and mighty; He calls the 
poor and the lowly (Luke 1:51-53; 1 Cor. 1:26-29). 

The Messiah came to be both the Good Shepherd 
(John 10) and the Lamb of God sacrificed for the sins 
of the world (John 1:29). Perhaps these shepherds were 
caring for the flocks that would provide sacrifices for 
the temple services. It was fitting that the good news 
about God’s Shepherd and Lamb be given first to hum- 
ble shepherds. 

Shepherds are not easily fooled. They are practical 
men of the world who have little to do with fantasy. If 
they said that they saw angels and went and found the 
Messiah, then you could believe them. God selected 
hard-working men to be the first witnesses that His 
Son had come into the world. 

First, one angel appeared (Gabriel?) and gave the 
glad announcement, and then a chorus of angels joined 
him and gave an anthem of praise. For the first time in 
centuries, the glory of God returned to earth. If brave 
shepherds were afraid at what they saw and heard, then 
you can be sure it was real! 


“Fear not!” is one of the key themes of the 
Christmas story (Luke 1:13, 30, 74; and see Matt. 
1:20). Literally the angel said, “I announce to you good 
news, a great joy which shall be to all the people.” He 
used the word that means “to preach the good news,” a 
word Luke uses often in both his gospel and in the 
book of Acts. We see here Luke’s emphasis on a world- 
wide gospel: the good news is for everybody, not just 
the Jews. 

What was the good news? Not that God had sent a 
soldier or a judge or a reformer, but that He had sent a 
Savior to meet man’s greatest need. It was a message of 
peace to a world that had known much war. The 
famous “Pax Romana” (Roman Peace) had been in 
effect since 27 BC, but the absence of war doesn’t guar- 
antee the presence of peace. 

The Stoic philosopher Epictetus said, “While the 
emperor may give peace from war on land and sea, he 
is unable to give peace from passion, grief, and envy. 
He cannot give peace of heart for which man yearns 
more than even for outward peace.” 

The Jewish word shalom (peace) means much 
more than a truce in the battles of life. It means well- 
being, health, prosperity, security, soundness, and 
completeness. It has to do more with character than 
circumstances. Life was difficult at that time just as it is 
today. Taxes were high, unemployment was high, 
morals were slipping lower, and the military state was 
in control. Roman law, Greek philosophy, and even 
Jewish religion could not meet the needs of men’s 
hearts. Then, God sent His Son! 

The angels praised God at creation (Job 38:7), and 
now they praised Him at the beginning of the new cre- 
ation. The whole purpose of the plan of salvation is 
“glory to God” (see Eph. 1:6, 12, 14). God’s glory had 
dwelt in the tabernacle (Ex. 40:34) and in the temple 
(2 Chron. 7:1-3), but had departed because of the 
nation’s sin (1 Sam. 4:21; Ezek. 8:4; 9:3; 10:4, 18; 
11:22-23). Now God’s glory was returning to earth in 
the person of His Son (John 1:14). That lowly manger 
was a Holy of Holies because Jesus was there! 

His birth drew the shepherds from the fields (vv. 
15-20). The phrase “even unto Bethlehem” suggests 
that these men were located some distance away, but 
they were willing to make the trip in order to see the 
newborn Messiah. Certainly they arranged for others 
to care for their flocks while they hastened to 
Bethlehem. Halford Luccock called this “the first 
Christmas rush,” but it was certainly different from the 
Christmas rushes we see today! 

The verb found in Luke 2:16 means “found after a 
search.” The shepherds knew what to look for: a new- 
born Baby wrapped in swaddling clothes and lying in a 
manger. And they found Him! They worshipped Him 
and marveled at God’s grace and goodness and the mir- 
acle He had wrought for them. 

These shepherds are good examples for us to imi- 
tate today. They received by faith the message God sent 
them and then responded with immediate obedience. 
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After finding the Baby, they reported the good news to 
others, “glorifying and praising God.” They took the 
place of the angels (Luke 2:13-14)! Then they humbly 
returned to their duties, new men going back to the 
same old job. 

For some reason, shepherds were not permitted to 
testify in court, but God used some humble shepherds 
to be the first human witnesses that prophecy had been 
fulfilled and the Messiah had been born. The angels 
have never experienced the grace of God, so they can’t 
bear witness as we can. Telling others about the Savior 
is a solemn obligation as well as a great privilege, and 
we who are believers must be faithful. 


The Child (2:21-38) 

Dr. Luke now tells us about three important meetings 
in the temple in Jerusalem: the child Jesus met Moses 
(Luke 2:20-24), Simeon (Luke 2:25-35), and Anna 
(Luke 2:36-38). 

Moses (vv. 21-24). Note that the word /aw is used 
five times in Luke 2:21-40. Though He came to 
deliver His people from the bondage of the law, Jesus 
was “made under the law” and obeyed its commands 
(Gal. 4:1-7). He did not come to destroy the law but 
to fulfill ic (Matt. 5:17—18). 

Jesus’ parents obeyed the law first by having the 
child circumcised when He was eight days old. This 
was the sign and seal of the covenant that God made 
with Abraham (Gen. 17), and it was required of every 
Jewish male who wanted to practice the faith. The Jews 
were proud to be God’s covenant people, and they 
scornfully called the Gentiles “the uncircumcision” 
(Eph. 2:11-12). It is unfortunate that circumcision 
became an empty ritual for many Jews, because it pro- 
claimed an important spiritual truth (Deut. 10:15-20; 
Rom. 2:28-29). 

“His circumcision was His first suffering for us,” said 
the late Donald Grey Barnhouse, a Philadelphia minis- 
ter and author. It symbolized the work the Savior did on 
the cross in dealing with our sin nature (Gal. 6:15; Phil. 
3:1-3; Col. 2:10-11). In obedience to the Lord, Mary 
and Joseph gave Him the name Jesus, which means 
“Jehovah is salvation” (Matt. 1:21). 

But circumcision was only the beginning. When 
the child was forty days old, Mary and Joseph had to 
come to the temple for the purification rites described 
in Leviticus 12. They also had to “redeem” the boy 
since He was Mary’s firstborn (Ex. 13:1-12). They had 
to pay five shekels to redeem the Redeemer who would 
one day redeem us with His precious blood (1 Peter 
1:18-19). Their humble sacrifice would suggest that 
they were too poor to bring a lamb (2 Cor. 8:9). But 
He was the Lamb! 

Our Lord’s relationship to the law is an important 
part of His saving ministry. He was made under the law 
(Gal. 4:4); and though He rejected man’s religious tra- 
ditions, He obeyed God’s law perfectly (John 8:46). He 
bore the curse of the law for us (Gal. 3:13) and set us 
free from bondage (Gal. 5:1). 


143 


Luke 2 


Simeon (vv. 25-35). Simeon and Anna, like 
Zacharias and Elizabeth, were a part of the faithful 
Jewish remnant that eagerly looked for their Messiah 
(Mal. 3:16). Because of his readiness and eagerness to 
die (Luke 2:29), Simeon is usually pictured as a very old 
man, but nothing in Scripture supports this. Tradition 
says he was 113 years old, but it is only tradition. 

“The consolation of Israel” means the messianic 
hope. One of the traditional Jewish prayers is, “May I 
see the consolation of Israel!” That prayer was answered 
for Simeon when he saw Jesus Christ in the temple. He 
was a man who was led by the Spirit of God, taught by 
the Word of God, and obedient to the will of God, and 
therefore he was privileged to see the salvation of God. 
How important it is for people to see God’s salvation, 
Jesus Christ, before they see death. 

In Luke 2:29-32 we find Simeon’s response to see- 
ing Jesus. This is the fifth and last of the “Christmas 
songs” in Luke. (Elizabeth, 1:42—45; Mary, 1:46-56; 
Zacharias, 1:67-79; the angels, 2:13—14). It is first of 
all a worship hymn as he blesses God for keeping His 
promise and sending the Messiah. He joyfully praises 
God that he has been privileged to see the Lord’s 
Christ. 

But his song is also a salvation hymn: “For mine 
eyes have seen thy salvation” (Luke 2:30). Now he is 
ready to die! The word depart in the Greek has several 
meanings, and each of them tells us something about 
the death of a Christian. It means to release a prisoner, 
to untie a ship and set sail, to take down a tent (see 2 
Cor. 5:1-8), and to unyoke a beast of burden (see 
Matt. 11:28-30). God’s people are not afraid of death 
because it only frees us from the burdens of this life and 
leads into the blessings of the next life. 

Simeon’s song is a missionary hymn, which is some- 
thing unusual for a devout Jew standing in the temple. 
He sees this great salvation going out to the Gentiles! 
Jesus has restored the glory to Israel and brought the 
light to the Gentiles so that all people can be saved (see 
Luke 2:10). Remember that the compassion of Christ 
for the whole world is one of Luke’s major themes. 

Then Simeon stopped praising and started proph- 
esying (Luke 2:34-35), and in his message used three 
important images: the stone, the sign, and the sword. 

The stone is an important Old Testament image of 
God (Gen. 49:24; Ps. 18:2; 71:3; Deut. 32:31). 
Messiah would be a “rejected cornerstone” (Ps. 118:22; 
Luke 20:17—18; Acts 4:11), and the nation of Israel 
would stumble over Him (Isa. 8:14; Rom. 9:32). 
Because of Jesus Christ, many in Israel would fall in 
conviction and then rise in salvation. (Simeon seems to 
be speaking about one group, not two.) Even today, 
God’s people Israel stumble over the cross (1 Cor. 1:23) 
and do not understand that Jesus is their Rock (1 Peter 
2:1-6). 

The word sign means “a miracle,” not so much as 
a demonstration of power but as a revelation of 
divine truth. Our Lord’s miracles in John’s gospel are 
called “signs” because they reveal special truths about 
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Him (John 20:30-31). Jesus Christ is God’s miracle, 
and yet, instead of admiring Him, the people 
attacked Him and spoke against Him. His birth was 
a miracle, yet they slandered it (John 8:41). They 
said His miracles were done in the power of Satan 
(Matt. 12:22-24) and that His character was ques- 
tionable (John 8:48, 52; 9:16, 24). They slandered 
His death (Ps. 22:6-8; Matt. 27:39-44) and lied 
about His resurrection (Matt. 27:62-66). Today, 
people are even speaking against His coming again (2 
Peter 3). 

But the way people speak about Jesus Christ is evi- 
dence of what is in their hearts. He is not only the 
“salvation stone” and the “judgment stone” (Dan. 2:34, 
45), but He is also the “touchstone” that exposes what 
people are really like. “What think ye of Christ?” 
(Matt. 22:42) is still the most important question for 
anybody to answer (1 John 4:1-3). 

The image of the sword was for Mary alone, and it 
spoke of the suffering and sorrow she would bear as 
the mother of the Messiah. (This suggests that Joseph 
was dead when Jesus began His ministry thirty years 
later, or Joseph would have been included.) The Greek 
word means a large sword such as Goliath used (1 
Sam. 17:51), and the verb means “constantly keep on 
piercing.” 

During our Lord’s life and ministry, Mary did expe- 
rience more and more sorrow until one day she stood 
by His cross and saw Him suffer and die (John 
19:25-27). However, without minimizing her devo- 
tion, Mary’s personal pain must not in any way be 
made a part of Christ’s redemptive work. Only He 
could die for the sins of the world (1 Tim. 2:5-6). 

How much did Mary and Joseph understand of 
God’s great plan for this miracle Child? We don’t know, 
but we do know that Mary stored up all these things 
and pondered them (Luke 2:19, 51). The word means 
“to put things together”; Mary sought for some pattern 
that would help her understand God’s will. There were 
times when Mary misunderstood Him (Mark 
3:31-35), and this would add to her suffering. The last 
time you find Mary named in Scripture, she is in the 
Upper Room, praying with the other believers (Acts 
1:14). 

Anna (vv. 36-38). Her name means “grace,” and 
she was a godly widow of great age. There are forty- 
three references to women in Luke’s gospel, and of the 
twelve widows mentioned in the Bible, Luke has three 
(Luke 2:36-40; 7:11-15; 21:1—4; and note 18:1-8). It 
isnt difficult to see the heart of a physician in Luke’s 
presentation. 

Widows didn’t have an easy time in that day; often 
they were neglected and exploited in spite of the com- 
mandment of the law (Ex. 22:21-22; Deut. 10:17-18; 
14:29; Isa. 1:17). Anna devoted herself to “serving God 
by worship” through fastings and prayers. She moved 
from the tribe of Asher and remained in the temple, 
waiting for the appearing of God’s promised Messiah 
(see 1 Tim. 5:3—-16). 


God’s timing is always perfect. Anna came up just 
as Simeon was praising the Lord for the Child Jesus, so 
she joined in the song! I would like to have heard these 
elderly people singing in the temple! Their praise was 
inspired by the Spirit of God, and God accepted it. But 
Anna did much more than sing; she also spread the 
good news among the other faithful members of “the 
remnant” who were waiting for the redemption of 
Israel. The excitement began to spread as more and 
more people heard the good news. 

Anna was a prophetess, which meant she had a spe- 
cial gift of declaring and interpreting God’s message. 
Other prophetesses in Scripture are Miriam (Ex. 
15:20), Deborah (Judg. 4:4), Hulduh (2 Kings 22:14), 
Noadiah (Neh. 6:14), and the wife of Isaiah (Isa. 8:3). 
The evangelist Philip had four daughters who were 
prophetesses (Acts 21:8—9). 


The Youth (2:39-52) 

Having obeyed the law in everything, Mary and Joseph 
returned to Nazareth, which would be our Lord’s home 
until He started His official ministry. There were many 
Jewish men with the name Jesus (Joshua), so He would 
be known as “Jesus of Nazareth” (Acts 2:22), and His 
followers would be called “Nazarenes” (Acts 24:5; see 
Matt. 2:23). His enemies used the name scornfully and 
Pilate even hung it on the cross (Matt. 21:11), but 
Jesus was not ashamed to use it when He spoke from 
heaven (Acts 22:8). That which men scorned (John 
1:46), Jesus Christ took to heaven and made glorious! 

What did Jesus do during the “hidden years” at 
Nazareth? Dr. Luke reports that the lad developed 
physically, mentally, socially, and spiritually (Luke 
2:40, 52). In His incarnation, the Son of God set aside 
the independent use of His own divine attributes and 
submitted Himself wholly to the Father (Phil. 2:1-11). 
There are deep mysteries here that no one can fully 
understand or explain, but we have no problem accept- 
ing them by faith. 

Jesus did not perform any miracles as a boy, tradi- 
tions notwithstanding, because the turning of water 
into wine was the beginning of His miracles (John 
2:1-11). He worked with Joseph in the carpenter shop 
(Matt. 13:55; Mark 6:3) and apparently ran the busi- 
ness after Joseph died. Joseph and Mary had other 
children during those years (Matt. 13:55-56; John 
7:1-10), for the “until” of Matthew 1:25 indicates that 
the couple eventually had normal marital relations. 

Luke gives us only one story from our Lord’s youth- 
ful years. Joseph and Mary were devout Jews who 
observed Passover in Jerusalem every year. Three times 
a year the Jewish men were required to go to Jerusalem 
to worship (Deut. 16:16), but not all of them could 
afford to do so. If they chose one feast, it was usually 
the Passover, and they tried to take their family with 
them, for it was the most important feast on the Jewish 
calendar. 

People traveled to the feasts in caravans, the women 
and children leading the way and setting the pace, and 
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the men and young men following behind. Relatives 
and whole villages often traveled together and kept an 
eye on each other's children. At the age of twelve, Jesus 
could easily have gone from one group to another and 
not been missed. Joseph would think Jesus was with 
Mary and the other children, while Mary would sup- 
pose He was with Joseph and the men, or perhaps with 
one of their relatives. 

They had gone a days journey from Jerusalem 
when they discovered that Jesus was missing. It took a 
day to return to the city and another day for them to 
find Him. During those three days, Joseph and Mary 
had been “greatly distressed” (Luke 2:48, “sorrowing”). 
This word is used to describe Paul’s concern for lost 
Israel (Rom. 9:2) as well as the pain of lost souls in 
hades (Luke 16:24—25). 

It is worth noting that Luke’s phrase “Joseph and 
his mother” (Luke 2:43) suggests the virgin birth, while 
the phrase “thy father and I” (Luke 2:48) indicates that 
Joseph was accepted as the legal father of Jesus (see 
Luke 3:23). To use Luke 2:48 to disprove the virgin 
birth is stretching a point. 

Whether Jesus had spent the entire time in the 
temple, we dont know. It certainly would have been 
safe there, and the heavenly Father was watching over 
Him. We do know that when Joseph and Mary found 
Him, He was in the midst of the teachers, asking them 
questions and listening to their answers, and the 
teachers were amazed at both His questions and His 
answers. 

Mary’s loving rebuke brought a respectful but 
astonished reply from Jesus: “Why is it that you were 
looking for Me? Did you not know that I had to be in 
My Fathers house?” (Luke 2:49 Nass). It can also be 
translated “in the things of My Father” (Nass margin), 
but the idea is the same. Jesus was affirming His divine 
sonship and His mission to do the will of the Father. 

The word must was often on our Lord’s lips: “I must 
preach” (Luke 4:43); “The Son of man must suffer” 
(Luke 9:22); the Son of Man “must be lifted up” (John 
3:14). Even at the age of twelve, Jesus was moved by a 
divine compulsion to do the Father’s will. 

Since Jesus “increased in wisdom” (Luke 2:52), we 
wonder how much He understood God’s divine plan at 
that time. We must not assume that at the age of twelve 
He was omniscient. Certainly He grew in His compre- 
hension of those mysteries as He communed with His 
Father and was taught by the Spirit. 

One thing is sure: Joseph and Mary didn’t under- 
stand! This was a part of the pain from “the sword” that 
Simeon had promised her (Luke 2:35), and no doubt it 
happened again and again as the boy matured. Years 
later, during His ministry, our Lord’s family didn’t 
understand Him (Luke 8:19-21; John 7:1-5). 

Jesus is a wonderful example for all young people 
to follow. He grew in a balanced way (Luke 2:52) 
without neglecting any part of life, and His priority 
was to do the will of His Father (see Matt. 6:33). He 
knew how to listen (Luke 2:46) and how to ask the 
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right questions. He learned how to work, and He was 
obedient to His parents. 

The Boy Jesus grew up in a large family, in a 
despised city, nurtured by parents who were probably 
poor. The Jewish religion was at an all-time low, the 
Roman government was in control, and society was in 
a state of fear and change. Yet when Jesus emerged 
from Nazareth, eighteen years later, the Father was able 
to say of Him, “Thou art my beloved Son; in thee I am 
well pleased” (Luke 3:22). 

May the Father be able to say that about us! 


CHAPTER THREE 
Luke 3—4 


THIS IS THE SON OF GOD! 


f Socrates would enter the room, we should rise and 
| do him honor,” said Napoleon Bonaparte. “But if 

Jesus Christ came into the room, we should fall 
down on our knees and worship Him.” 

Dr. Luke would have agreed with the famous 
French general, for in these two chapters, he makes it 
clear that Jesus Christ of Nazareth is indeed the Son of 
God. Notice the witnesses that he presents, all of 
whom declare that Jesus is God’s Son. 


John the Baptist (3:1-20) 

When he came (vv. 1-2). When John the Baptist 
appeared on the scene, no prophetic voice had been 
heard in Israel for four hundred years. His coming was 
a part of God’s perfect timing, for everything that 
relates to God’s Son is always on schedule (Gal. 4:4; 
John 2:4; 13:1). The fifteenth year of Tiberius Caesar 
was AD 28/29. 

Luke named seven different men in Luke 3:1-2, 
including a Roman emperor, a governor, three tetrarchs 
(rulers over a fourth part of an area), and two Jewish 
high priests. But God’s Word was not sent to any of 
them! Instead, the message of God came to John the 
Baptist, a humble Jewish prophet. 

How he came (v. 3). Resembling the prophet 
Elijah in manner and dress (Luke 1:17; Matt. 3:4; 2 
Kings 1:8), John came to the area near the Jordan 
River, preaching and baptizing. He announced the 
arrival of the kingdom of heaven (Matt. 3:3) and urged 
the people to repent. Centuries before, Israel had 
crossed the Jordan (a national baptism) to claim their 
Promised Land. Now God summoned them to turn 
from sin and enter His spiritual kingdom. 

Keep in mind that John did much more than 
preach against sin; he also proclaimed the gospel. 
The word preached in Luke 3:18 gives us the English 
word evangelize (“to preach the good news”). John 
introduced Jesus as the Lamb of God (John 1:29) 
and told people to trust in Him. John was only the 
best man at the wedding: Jesus was the Bridegroom 
(John 3:25-30). John rejoiced at the opportunity of 
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introducing people to the Savior, and then getting out 
of the way. 

A unique feature about John’s ministry was baptism 
(Luke 20:1-8; John 1:25-28). Baptism was nothing 
new to the people, for the Jews baptized Gentile pros- 
elytes. But John baptized Jews, and this was unusual. 
Acts 19:1-5 explains that John’s baptism looked for- 
ward to the coming of the Messiah, while Christian 
baptism Woks back to the finished work of Christ. 

But there was something even beyond John’s bap- 
tism, and that was the baptism that the Messiah would 
administer (Luke 3:16). He would baptize believers 
with the Holy Spirit, and this began at Pentecost (Acts 
1:5; 2:1ff.). Today, the moment a sinner trusts Christ, 
he or she is baptized by the Spirit into the body of 
Christ (1 Cor. 12:13). 

What is the “baptism of fire”? It does not refer to 
the “tongues of fire” at Pentecost, for tongues over a 
person’s head could hardly be called a “baptism.” John’s 
use of the symbol of “fire” in Luke 3:9 and 17 indicates 
that he is talking about judgment and not blessing. In 
AD 70 the nation experienced a baptism of fire when 
Titus and the Roman armies destroyed Jerusalem and 
scattered the people. All unbelievers will experience a 
baptism of judgment in the lake of fire (Rev. 
20:11-15). 

Why he came (vv. 4-20). The illustrations used in 
the chapter help us understand the ministry God gave 
to John. 

To begin with, John the Baptist was a voice “crying 
in the wilderness” (Luke 3:4; see also Isa. 40:1—5, John 
1:23). He was like the herald who went before the royal 
procession to make sure the roads were ready for the 
king. Spiritually speaking, the nation of Israel was liv- 
ing in a “wilderness” of unbelief, and the roads to 
spiritual reality were twisted and in disrepair. The cor- 
ruption of the priesthood (instead of one, there were 
two high priests!) and the legalistic hypocrisy of the 
scribes and Pharisees had weakened the nation spiritu- 
ally. The people desperately needed to hear a voice 
from God, and John was that faithful voice. 

It was John’s task to prepare the nation for the 
Messiah and then present the Messiah to them (Luke 
1:16-17, 76-77; John 1:6-8, 15-34). He rebuked 
their sins and announced God’s salvation, for without 
conviction there can be no conversion. 

John is also compared to a farmer who chops down 
useless trees (Luke 3:9) and who winnows the grain to 
separate the wheat from the chaff (Luke 3:17). Like 
some “religious sinners” today, many of the Jews 
thought they were destined for heaven simply because 
they were descendants of Abraham (see John 8:31-34; 
Rom. 4:12-17; Gal. 3:26-29). John reminded them 
that God gets to the root of things and is not impressed 
with religious profession that does not produce fruit. In 
the last judgment, the true believers (wheat) will be 
gathered by God, while the lost sinners (chaff) will be 
burned in the fire. 

In Luke 3:7, John pictured the self-righteous sinners 


as snakes that slithered out of the grass because a fire 
was coming! Jesus compared the Pharisees to vipers 
(Matt. 23:33) because their self-righteousness and 
unbelief made them the children of the devil (John 
8:44-45; Rev. 20:2). How tragic that the religious lead- 
ers refused to obey John’s message and submit to his 
baptism (Luke 20:1-8). They not only failed to enter 
the kingdom themselves, but their bad example and 
false teaching kept other people from entering. 

John the Baptist was also a teacher (Luke 3:12). He 
not only preached publicly, but he also had a personal 
ministry to the people, telling them how to practice 
their new faith (Luke 3:10-14). He told them not to 
be selfish but to share their blessings with others (see 
Acts 2:44—45; 4:32-37). 

Even the tax collectors came to John for counsel. 
These men were despised by their fellow Jews because 
they worked for the Romans and usually extorted 
money from the people. Luke emphasized the fact that 
Jesus was the friend of tax collectors (Luke 5:27ff; 
15:1-2; 19:1-10). John did not tell them to quit their 
jobs but to do their work honestly. 

Likewise, the soldiers were not condemned for their 
vocation. Rather, John told them to refrain from using 
their authority to get personal gain. These were proba- 
bly Jewish soldiers attached to the temple or to the 
court of one of the Jewish rulers. It was not likely that 
Roman soldiers would ask a Jewish prophet for counsel. 

John was faithful in his ministry to prepare the 
hearts of the people and then to present their Messiah 
to them. He clearly stated that Jesus was “the Lord” 
(Luke 3:4) and the Son of God (John 1:34). Because 
John rebuked Herod Antipas for his adulterous mar- 
riage to Herodias, he was imprisoned by the king and 
finally beheaded. However, he had faithfully finished 
his God-given assignment and prepared the people to 
meet the Messiah, the Son of God. 


The Father and the Spirit (3:21-38) 

One day, after all the others had been baptized, Jesus 
presented Himself for baptism at the Jordan, and John 
at first refused to comply (Matt. 3:13-15). He knew 
that Jesus of Nazareth was the perfect Son of God who 
had no need to repent of sin. Why then was the sinless 
Son of God baptized? 

To begin with, in His baptism He identified with 
the sinners that He came to save. Also, His baptism was 
the official start of His ministry (Acts 1:21-22; 
10:37-38). He was “about thirty years of age” (Luke 
3:23), and the Jewish Levites began their work at age 
thirty (see Num. 4:3, 35). But our Lord’s words tell us 
the main reason for His baptism: “for in this way it is 
fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness” (Matt. 3:15 
NasB). In what way? In the way pictured by His bap- 
tism in the Jordan. Many Bible scholars agree that New 
Testament baptism was by immersion, which is a pic- 
ture of death, burial, and resurrection. Our Lords 
baptism in water was a picture of His work of redemption 
(Matt. 20:22; Luke 12:50). It was through His baptism 
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of suffering on the cross that God “fulfilled all righ- 
teousness.” (The “us” in Matthew 3:15 does not mean 
John and Jesus. It means the Father, the Son, and the 
Spirit.) 

When our Lord came up from the water, the Father 
spoke from heaven and identified Him as the beloved 
Son of God, and the Spirit visibly came upon Jesus in 
the form of a dove. Those who deny the Trinity have a 
difficult time explaining this event. 

This is the first of three recorded occasions when 
the Father spoke from heaven. The second was when 
Jesus was transfigured (Luke 9:28-36), and the third 
was during His last week before the cross (John 12:28). 

Only Luke mentions that Jesus was praying, and 
this was only one of many occasions (Luke 5:16; 6:12; 
9:18, 28-29; 11:1; 23:34, 46). As the perfect Son of 
Man, Jesus depended on His Father to meet His needs, 
and that was why He prayed. 

Luke interrupted his narrative at this point to give 
us a genealogy of Jesus. Matthew’s genealogy (Matt. 
1:1-17) begins with Abraham and moves forward to 
Jesus, while Luke’s begins with Jesus and moves back- 
ward to Adam. Matthew gives us the genealogy of 
Joseph, the legal foster-father of Jesus, while Luke gives 
us the genealogy of His mother, Mary. Luke 3:23 can be 
translated: “When He began His ministry, Jesus was 
about thirty years old (being supposedly the son of 
Joseph), the son of Heli [an ancestor of Mary].” Mary 
herself would not be mentioned because it was unusual 
for women to be named in the official genealogies, 
though Matthew names four of them (Matt. 1:3, 5, 16). 

By putting the genealogy here, Luke reminded his 
readers that the Son of God was also the Son of Man, 
born into this world, identified with the needs and 
problems of mankind. And, since Joseph and Mary 
were both in David's line, these genealogies prove that 
Jesus of Nazareth has the legal right to David’s throne 
(Luke 1:32-33). 


Satan (4:1-13) 
Even the enemy must admit that Jesus is the Son of 
God. “If thou be the Son of God” (Luke 4:3, 9) is not 
a supposition but an affirmation. It means “in view of 
the fact that You are the Son of God” (wuesrt). In fact, 
the fact of His deity was the basis for the first of the 
three temptations. “Since you are the Son of God,” 
Satan argued, “why be hungry? You can change stones 
into bread!” Satan wanted Jesus to disobey the Father’s 
will by using His divine power for His own purposes. 
Why was Jesus tempted? For one thing, it was proof 
that the Father’s approval was deserved (Luke 4:22). 
Jesus is indeed the “beloved Son” who always does 
whatever pleases His Father (John 8:29). Also, in His 
temptation, Jesus exposed the tactics of the enemy and 
revealed to us how we can overcome when we are 
tempted. This experience helped prepare our Lord for 
His present ministry as our sympathetic High Priest, 
and we may come to Him for the help we need to over- 
come the tempter (Heb. 2:16-18; 4:14-16). The first 
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Adam was tempted in a beautiful garden and failed. 
The Last Adam was tempted in a dangerous wilderness 
(Mark 1:13) and succeeded. 

We have at our disposal the same spiritual resources 
that Jesus used when He faced and defeated Satan: 
prayer (Luke 3:22), the Father’s love (Luke 3:23), the 
power of the Spirit (Luke 4:1), and the Word of God 
(“It is written”). Plus, we have in heaven the interced- 
ing Savior who has defeated the enemy completely. 
Satan tempts us to bring out the worst in us, but God 
can use these difficult experiences to put the best into 
us. Temptation is Satan’s weapon to defeat us, but it 
can become God’s tool to build us (see James 1:1-8, 
13-17). 

In the first temptation, Satan suggested that there 
must be something wrong with the Father’s love since 
His “beloved Son” was hungry. In years past Israel hun- 
gered in the wilderness, and God sent them bread from 
heaven, so surely Jesus could use His divine power to 
feed Himself and save His life. Satan subtly used this 
same approach on Eve: “God is holding out on you! 
Why can't you eat of every tree in the garden ? If He 
really loved you, He would share everything with you!” 

But the test was even more subtle than that, for 
Satan was asking Jesus to separate the physical from the 
spiritual. In the Christian life, eating is a spiritual activ- 
ity, and we can use even our daily food to glorify God 
(Rom. 14:20-21; 1 Cor. 10:31). Whenever we label 
different spheres of our lives “physical,” “material,” 
“financial,” or “spiritual,” we are bound to leave God 
out of areas where He rightfully belongs. Christ must 
be first in everything, or He is first in nothing (Matt. 
6:33). It is better to be hungry in the will of God than 
satisfied out of the will of God. 

When our Lord quoted Deuteronomy 8:3, He put 
the emphasis on the word man. As the eternal Son of 
God, He had power to do anything, but as the humble 
Son of Man, He had authority to do only that which 
the Father willed. (Note carefully John 5:17, 30; 8:28; 
10:17-18; 15:10, 15.) As the Servant, Jesus did not use 
His divine attributes for selfish purposes (Phil. 2:5-8). 
Because He was man, He hungered, but He trusted the 
Father to meet His needs in His own time and His own 
way. 

You and I need bread for the body (Matt. 6:11), but 
we must not live by physical bread alone. We also need. 
food for the inner person to satisfy our spiritual needs. 
This food is the Word of God (Ps. 119:103; Jer. 15:16; 
1 Peter 2:2). What digestion is to the body, meditation 
is to the soul. As we read the Word and meditate on it, 
we receive spiritual health and strength for the inner 
person, and this enables us to obey the will of God. 

We do not know why Luke reversed the second and 
third temptations, but since he did not claim to record 
the events in order, he is not contradicting Matthew 
4:1-11. The word then in Matthew 4:5 indicates that 
Matthew’s order is the correct one. We do seem to have 
in Luke’s order a parallel to 1 John 2:16: the lust of the 
flesh (stones into bread), the lust of the eyes (the 
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world’s kingdoms and glory), and the pride of life 
(jump from the pinnacle of the temple), but it’s doubt- 
ful that Luke had this in mind. 

The Father had already promised to give the Son all 
the kingdoms of the world (Ps. 2:7-8), but first the 
Son had to suffer and die (John 12:23-33; Rev. 
5:8-10). The suffering must come first, then the glory 
(Luke 24:25-27). The adversary offered Jesus these 
same kingdoms if He would once worship him, and this 
would eliminate the necessity of His going to the cross 
(note Matt. 16:21-23). Satan has always wanted to 
take God’s place and receive worship (Isa. 14:13-14). 

As the prince of this world, Satan has a certain 
amount of delegated authority from God (John 12:31; 
14:30). One day he will share this authority with the 
Antichrist, the man of sin, who will rule the world for 
a brief time (Rev. 13). Satan’s offer to Christ was valid, 
but his terms were unacceptable, and the Savior 
refused. 

Again, Jesus quoted God’s Word, this time 
Deuteronomy 6:13. Satan had said nothing about serv- 
ice, but Jesus knew that whatever we worship, we will 
serve. Service to the Lord is true freedom, but service 
to Satan is terrible bondage. God’s pattern is to start 
with suffering and end with glory (1 Peter 5:10), while 
Satan’s pattern is to start with glory and end with suf- 
fering. Satan wants us to sacrifice the eternal for the 
temporary and take the “easy way.” 

There are no “shortcuts” in the Christian life, and 
there is no easy way to spiritual victory and maturity. If 
the perfect Son of God had to hang on a tree before He 
could sit on the throne, then His disciples should not 
expect an easier way of life (see Luke 9:22-26; Acts 
24:22). 

Satan questioned the Father’s love when he tempted 
Jesus to turn stones into bread. He questioned His 
hope when he offered Jesus the world’s kingdoms this 
side of the cross (see Heb. 12:1-3). Satan questioned 
the Father’s faithfulness when he asked Jesus to jump 
from the temple and prove that the Father would keep 
His promise (Ps. 91:11-12). Thus, the enemy attacked 
the three basic virtues of the Christian life—faith, 
hope, and love. 

The pinnacle was probably a high point at the 
southeast corner of the temple, far above the Kidron 
Valley. Satan can tempt us even in the Holy City at the 
highest part of the holy temple! Following the example 
of Jesus, Satan decided to quote Scripture, and he 
selected Psalm 91:11-12. Of course, he misquoted the 
promise, and besides, he omitted “in all thy ways.” 

When a child of God is in the will of God, he can 
claim the Father’s protection and care. But if he will- 
fully gets into trouble and expects God to rescue him, 
then he is tempting God. (For an example of this, see 
Ex. 17:1-7.) We tempt God when we “force” Him (or 
dare Him) to act contrary to His Word. It is a danger- 
ous thing to try God’s patience, even though He is 
indeed long suffering and gracious. 

Our Lord’s reply was, “on the other hand, it is 


written” (Matt. 4:7 Nass), and He quoted Deuteronomy 
6:16. Jesus balanced Scripture with Scripture to get the 
total expression of Gods will. If you isolate verses from 
their contexts, or passages from the total revelation of 
Scripture, you can prove almost anything from the 
Bible. Almost every false cult claims to be based on the 
teachings of the Bible. When we get our orders from 
God by picking out verses from here and there in the 
Bible, we are not living by faith. We are living by chance 
and tempting the Lord. “For whatever is not of faith is 
sin’ (Rom. 14:23), and “faith comes by hearing, and 
hearing by the word of God” (Rom. 10:17 Nxyv). 

Jesus came out of the wilderness a victor, but Satan 
did not give up. He watched for other opportunities to 
tempt the Savior away from the Father's will. “Let us be 
as watchful after the victory as before the battle,” said 
Andrew Bonar, and he was right. 


The Scriptures (4:14-30) 

The events recorded in John 1:19—4:45 took place at 
this time, but Matthew, Mark, and Luke did not record 
them. They moved right into the Lord’s ministry in 
Galilee, and Luke alone reports His visit to His home- 
town of Nazareth. By now, the news had spread widely 
about the miracle-worker from Nazareth, so His fam- 
ily, friends, and neighbors were anxious to see and hear 
Him. 

It was our Lord’s custom to attend public worship, 
a custom His followers should imitate today (Heb. 
10:24-25). He might have argued that the “religious 
system” was corrupt, or that He didn’t need the instruc- 
tion, but instead, He made His way on the Sabbath to 
the place of prayer. 

A typical synagogue service opened with an invoca- 
tion for God’s blessing and then the recitation of the 
traditional Hebrew confession of faith (Deut. 6:4-9; 
11:13-21). This was followed by prayer and the pre- 
scribed readings from the law and from the prophets, 
with the reader paraphrasing the Hebrew Scriptures in 
Aramaic. 

This was followed by a brief sermon given by one of 
the men of the congregation or perhaps by a visiting 
rabbi (see Acts 13:14-16). If a priest was present, the 
service closed with a benediction. Otherwise, one of 
the laymen prayed and the meeting was dismissed. 

Jesus was asked to read the Scripture text and to 
give the sermon. The passage He read included Isaiah 
61:1-2, and He selected it for His “text.” The Jewish 
rabbis interpreted this passage to refer to the Messiah, 
and the people in the synagogue knew it. You can 
imagine how shocked they were when Jesus boldly said 
that it was written about Him and that He had come 
to usher in the “acceptable year of the Lord.” 

The reference here is the “Year of Jubilee” described 
in Leviticus 25. Every seventh year was a “sabbatical 
year” for the nation, when the land was allowed to rest, 
and every fiftieth year (after seven sabbaticals) was set 
apart as the “Year of Jubilee.” The main purpose of this 
special year was the balancing of the economic system: 
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slaves were set free and returned to their families, prop- 
erty that was sold reverted to the original owners, and 
all debts were canceled. The land lay fallow as man and 
beast rested and rejoiced in the Lord. 

Jesus applied all of this to His own ministry, not in 
a political or economic sense, but in a physical and 
spiritual sense. He had certainly brought good news of 
salvation to bankrupt sinners and healing to broken- 
hearted and rejected people. He had delivered many 
from blindness and from bondage to demons and dis- 
ease. Indeed, it was a spiritual “Year of Jubilee” for the 
nation of Israel! 

The problem was that His listeners would not 
believe in Him. They saw Him only as the son of Mary 
and Joseph, the Boy they had watched grow up in their 
own city. Furthermore, they wanted Him to perform in 
Nazareth the same miracles He had done in 
Capernaum, but He refused. That’s the meaning of the 
phrase, “Physician, heal thyself.” Do a miracle! 

At first, they admired the way He taught, but it 
didn’t take long for their admiration to turn into antag- 
onism. Why? Because Jesus began to remind them of 
Gods goodness to the Gentiles! The prophet Elijah 
bypassed all the Jewish widows and helped a Gentile 
widow in Sidon (1 Kings 17:8-16), and his successor 
Elisha healed a Gentile leper from Syria (2 Kings 
5:1-15). Our Lord’s message of grace was a blow to the 
proud Jewish exclusivism of the congregation, and they 
would not repent. Imagine this hometown Boy saying 
that Jews had to be saved by grace just like the pagan 
Gentiles! 

The congregation was so angry, they took action to 
kill Jesus! St. Augustine said, “They love truth when it 
enlightens them, but hate truth when it accuses them.” 
That applies well to many congregations today, people 
who want “gracious words” (Luke 4:22) but who don't 
want to face the truth (see John 1:17). 

In spite of the unbelief of the people in Nazareth, 
the Scriptures declared that Jesus of Nazareth is God’s 
Son, the Messiah sent to fulfill His promises. The peo- 
ple who do not want Him and who reject “the 
acceptable year of the Lord” will one day face “the day 
of vengeance of our God” (Isa. 61:2). How significant 
that Jesus stopped reading at that very place! 


The Demons (4:31-44) 

Jesus left Nazareth and set up His headquarters in 
Capernaum (Matt. 4:13-16), the home of Peter, 
Andrew, James, and John. He taught regularly in the 
synagogue and astonished the people by the authority 
of His message (see Matt. 7:28-29). He further aston- 
ished them by His authority over the demons. 

Why would a demonized man attend the syna- 
gogue? Did he know Jesus would be there? Our Lord 
did not want the demons to bear witness to Him, so 
He told them to be still and He cast them out. Of 
course, the demons know that Jesus is the Son of God 
(Luke 4:34, 41), and knowing this, they tremble 
(James 2:19). 
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After the service, Jesus went to Peter’s house, and 
there He healed Peter’s mother-in-law. (Dr. Luke noted 
that she had a “great fever.”) At sundown, when the 
Sabbath had ended and healing was permissible, a host 
of people brought their sick and afflicted to Peter’s 
house and asked Jesus to help them. Again, He silenced 
the demons who confessed Him to be the Son of God. 

The Lord must have been weary after such a 
demanding day, and yet He was up early the next 
morning to pray (Mark 1:35). It was in prayer that He 
found His strength and power for service, and so must 
we. 


CHAPTER FOUR 
Luke 5 


THE DIFFERENCE JESUS MAKES 


esus was concerned about individuals. He preached 
J to great crowds, but His message was always to the 

individual, and He took time to help people per- 
sonally. His purpose was to transform them and then 
send them out to share His message of forgiveness with 
others. Luke describes in this chapter our Lord’s meet- 
ings with four individuals and the changes they 
experienced because they trusted Him. 


From Failure to Success (5:1-11) 

This event is not parallel to the one described in 
Matthew 4:18-22 and Mark 1:16-20. In those 
accounts, Peter and Andrew were busy fishing, but in 
this account they had fished all night and caught noth- 
ing and were washing their nets. (If nets are not washed 
and stretched out to dry, they rot and break.) Jesus had 
enlisted Peter, Andrew, James, and John earlier, and 
they had traveled with Him in Capernaum and Galilee 
(Mark 1:21-39), but then they went back to their 
trade. Now He would call them to a life of full-time 
discipleship. 

It is possible that at least seven of the disciples were 
fishermen (John 21:1—3). Consider the fact that fisher- 
men generally have the qualities that make for success 
in serving the Lord. It takes courage and daring, 
patience and determination to work on the seas, and it 
also takes a great deal of faith. Fishermen must be will- 
ing to work together (they used nets, not hooks) and 
help one another. They must develop the skills neces- 
sary to get the job done quickly and efficiently. 

If I had fished all night and caught nothing, I 
would probably be selling my nets, not washing them 
to get ready to go out again! But true fishermen don’t 
quit. Peter kept on working while Jesus used his ship as 
a platform from which to address the huge crowd on 
the shore. “Every pulpit is a fishing boat,” said Dr. J. 
Vernon McGee, “a place to give out the Word of God 
and attempt to catch fish.” 

But there was another side to this request: Peter was 
a “captive audience” as he sat in the ship listening to 
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the Word of God. “So then faith comes by hearing, and 
hearing by the Word of God” (Rom. 10:17 nxyv). Ina 
short time, Peter would have to exercise faith, and Jesus 
was preparing him. First He said, “Thrust out a little,” 
and then, when Peter was ready, He commanded, 
“Launch out into the deep.” If Peter had not obeyed 
the first seemingly insignificant command, he would 
never have participated in a miracle. 

Peter must have been surprised when Jesus took 
command of the ship and its crew. After all, Jesus was 
a carpenter by trade (Mark 6:3), and what do carpen- 
ters know about fishing? It was a well-known fact that, 
in the Sea of Galilee, you caught fish at night in the 
shallow water, not in the daytime in the deep water. 
What Jesus asked Peter to do was contrary to all of his 
training and experience, but Peter obeyed. The key was 
his faith in the Word of God: “Nevertheless, at thy 
word” (Luke 5:5). 

The word translated “Master” (Luke 5:5) is used 
only by Luke and it has a variety of meanings, all of 
which speak of authority: chief commander, magis- 
trate, governor of a city, and president of a college. 
Peter was willing to submit to the authority of Jesus, 
even though he did not understand all that the Lord 
was doing. And remember, a great crowd was watching 
from the shore. 

How people respond to success is one indication of 
their true character. Instead of claiming the valuable 
catch for themselves, Peter and Andrew called their 
partners to share it. We are not reservoirs, but channels 
of blessing, to share with others what God has gra- 
ciously given to us. 


From Sickness to Health (5:12-16) 

Here was a man who needed to be changed, for he was a 
leper. Among the Jews, several skin diseases were classi- 
fied as leprosy, including our modern Hansen's disease. 
In spite of modern medical advances, an estimated ten 
million people around the world have leprosy. One 
form of leprosy attacks the nerves so that the victim 
cannot feel pain. Infection easily sets in, and this leads 
to degeneration of the tissues. The limb becomes 
deformed and eventually falls off. 

It was the task of the Jewish priest to examine peo- 
ple to determine whether they were lepers (Lev. 13). 
Infected people were isolated and could not return to 
normal society until declared “cleansed.” Leprosy was 
used by Isaiah as a picture of sin (Isa. 1:4-6), and the 
detailed instructions in Leviticus 13—14 would sug- 
gest that more was involved in the procedure than 
maintaining public health. 

Like sin, leprosy is deeper than the skin (Lev. 
13:3) and cannot be helped by mere “surface” meas- 
ures (see Jer. 6:14). Like sin, leprosy spreads (Lev. 
13:7-8), and as it spreads, it defiles (Lev. 13:44-45). 
Because of his defilement, a leprous person had to be 
isolated outside the camp (Lev. 13:46), and lost sin- 
ners one day will be isolated in hell. People with 
leprosy were looked on as “dead” (Num. 12:12), and 


garments infected with leprosy were fit only for the 
fire (Lev. 13:52). How important it is for lost sinners to 
trust Jesus Christ and get rid of their “leprosy”! 

This man not only needed to be changed, but he 
wanted to be changed. Lepers were required to keep 
their distance, but he was so determined that he broke 
the law and approached the Lord Jesus personally. 
Throughout his gospel, Luke makes it clear that Jesus 
was the Friend of the outcast, and they could come to 
Him for help. The man humbled himself before the 
Lord and asked for mercy. 

By the grace and power of God, this man was 
changed! In fact, Jesus even touched the man, which 
meant that He became unclean Himself. This is a beau- 
tiful picture of what Jesus has done for lost sinners: He 
became sin for us that we might be made clean (2 Cor. 
5:21; 1 Peter 2:24). Jesus is not only willing to save (1 
Tim. 2:4; 2 Peter 3:9), but He is also able to save (Heb. 
7:25), and He can do it now (2 Cor. 6:2). 

Jesus encouraged the man to see the priest and to 
obey the rules for restoration given in Leviticus 14. The 
ceremony is a picture of the work of Jesus Christ in His 
incarnation, His death, and His resurrection. All of this 
was done over running water, a symbol of the Holy 
Spirit of God. This sacrifice reminds us that Jesus had 
to die for us in order to deliver us from our sins. 

Jesus instructed the man not to reveal who had 
healed him, but the cleansed leper became an enthusi- 
astic witness for the Lord. (Jesus commands us to tell 
everybody, and we keep quiet!) Because of this witness, 
great multitudes came to Jesus for help, and He gra- 
ciously ministered to them. But Jesus was not 
impressed by these great crowds, for He knew that 
most of the people wanted only His healing power and 
not His salvation. He often left the crowds and slipped 
away into a quiet place to pray and seek the Father’s 
help. That’s a good example for all of God’s servants to 
follow. 


From Guilt to Forgiveness (5:17-26) 

Jesus returned to Capernaum, possibly to Peter’s house, 
and the crowd gathered to see Him heal and to hear 
Him teach. But a new element was added: some of the 
official religious leaders from Jerusalem were present to 
investigate what He was doing. They had every right 
to do this since it was the responsibility of the elders to 
prevent false prophets from leading the people astray 
(Deut. 13; 18:15-22). They had interrogated John the 
Baptist (John 1:19-34), and now they would examine 
Jesus of Nazareth. 

Since this is the first time the scribes and Pharisees 
are mentioned in Luke’s gospel, it would be good for us 
to get acquainted with them. The word Pharisee comes 
from a Hebrew word that means “to divide, to sepa- 
rate.” The scribes and Pharisees probably developed 
out of the ministry of Ezra, the priest, who taught the 
Jewish people to obey the law of Moses and be separate 
from the heathen nations around them (Ezra 9—10; 


Neh. 8—9). The great desire of the scribes and 
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Pharisees was to understand and magnify God’s law 
and apply it in their daily lives. 

However, the movement soon became quite legalis- 
tic, and its leaders laid so many burdens on the people 
that it was impossible to “serve the Lord with gladness” 
(Ps. 100:2). Furthermore, many of the Pharisees were 
hypocrites and did not practice what they preached (see 
Matt. 15:1-20; 23:1-36). In the Sermon on the 
Mount (Matt. 5—7), Jesus exposed the shallowness of 
pharisaical religion. He explained that true righteous- 
ness is a matter of the heart and not external religious 
practices alone. 

The scribes and Pharisees picked a good time to 
attend one of our Lord’s meetings, because God’s 
power was present in a special way and Jesus would 
heal a man with palsy. If leprosy illustrates the corrup- 
tion and defilement of sin, then palsy is a picture of the 
paralysis that sin produces in a life. But Jesus would do 
more than heal the man; He would also forgive his sins 
and teach the crowd a lesson in forgiveness. 

The paralytic was unable to come to Jesus himself, 
but he was fortunate enough to have four friends who 
were able to get him to Jesus. These four men are exam- 
ples of how friends ought to minister to one another 
and help needy sinners come to the Savior. 

To begin with, they had faith that Jesus would heal 
him (Luke 5:20), and it is faith that God honors. Their 
love for the man united them in their efforts so that 
nothing discouraged them, not even the crowd at the 
door. (How tragic it is when spectators stand in the way 
of people who want to meet Jesus. Zaccheus would 
have this problem. See Luke 19:3.) When they could 
not get in at the door, they went on the roof, removed 
the tiling, and lowered the man on his mat right in 
front of the Lord! 

Jesus could have simply healed the man and sent 
him home, but instead, He used the opportunity to 
teach a lesson about sin and forgiveness. Certainly it 
was easier to say to the man, “Your sins be forgiven!” 
than it was to say, “Rise up and walk!” Why? Because 
nobody could prove whether or not his sins really were for- 
given! Jesus took the harder approach and healed the 
man’s body, something everybody in the house could 
witness. 

Was the man’s affliction the result of his sin? We do 
not know, but it is probable (see John 5:1-14). The 
healing of his body was an outward evidence of the spir- 
itual healing within. Jesus astounded the religious 
leaders by claiming to have authority both to heal the 
body and to forgive sins. The people had already 
acknowledged His authority to teach and to cast out 
demons (Luke 4:32, 36), but now He claimed author- 
ity to forgive sins as well. The scribes and Pharisees 
could not deny the miracle of healing, but they consid- 
ered His claim to forgive sins nothing less than 
blasphemy, for only God can forgive sins. For making 
that kind of statement, Jesus could be stoned, because 
He was claiming to be God. 

In Luke 5:24, we have the first recorded use of the 
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title Son of man in Luke’s gospel, where it is found 
twenty-three times. Our Lord’s listeners were familiar 
with this title. It was used of the prophet Ezekiel over 
eighty times, and Daniel applied it to the Messiah 
(Dan. 7:13, 18). “Son of man” was our Lord’s favorite 
name for Himself; this title is found at least eighty-two 
times in the gospel record. Occasionally He used the 
title “Son of God” (Matt. 27:43; Luke 22:70; John 
5:25; 9:35; 10:36; 11:4), but “Son of man” was used 
more. Certainly the Jewish people caught the messianic 
character of this title, but it also identified Him with 
the people He came to save (Luke 19:10). Like Ezekiel, 
the Old Testament “son of man,” Jesus “sat where they 
sat” (Ezek. 3:15). 

The healing was immediate and the people glorified 
God. But even more than receiving healing, the man 
experienced forgiveness and the start of a whole new 
life. Our Lord’s miracles not only demonstrated His 
deity and His compassion for needy people, but they 
also revealed important spiritual lessons about salva- 
tion. They were “object lessons” to teach spiritually 
blind people what God could do for them if only they 


would believe in His Son. 


From the Old to the New (5:27-39) 

When Jesus called Levi, He accomplished three 
things: He saved a lost soul; He added a new disciple 
to His band; and He created an opportunity to 
explain His ministry to Levi’s friends and to the 
scribes and Pharisees. This event probably took place 
shortly after Jesus healed the palsied man, for the 
“official committee” was still there (Luke 5:17). And 
it is likely that Jesus at this time gave Levi his new 
name—“Matthew, the gift of God” (Luke 6:15; see 
also Matt. 9:9). 

Matthew sat at the toll booth and levied duty on 
the merchandise that was brought through. Since the 
tax rates were not always clear, it was easy for an 
unscrupulous man to make extra money for himself. 
But even if a tax collector served honestly, the Jews still 
despised him for defiling himself by working for the 
Gentiles. John the Baptist had made it clear that there 
was nothing innately sinful in collecting taxes (Luke 
3:12-13), and we have no evidence that Matthew was 
a thief. But to the Jews, Levi was a sinner, and Jesus was 
suspect for having anything to do with him and his sin- 
ner friends. 

We wonder how much Matthew knew about Jesus. 
Our Lord’s friendship with Peter and his partners 
would put Him in touch with the businessmen of 
Capernaum, and certainly Matthew had heard Jesus 
preach by the seaside. Matthew instantly obeyed the 
Lord’s call, left everything, and followed Jesus. He was 
so overjoyed at his salvation experience that he invited 
many of his friends to rejoice with him (see Luke 15:6, 
9, 23). 

The scribes and Pharisees criticized Jesus because 
they did not understand either His message or His 
ministry. Jesus simply did not fit into their traditional 
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religious life. It is unfortunate when leaders resist 
change and refuse to try to understand the new things 
that God is doing. In order to help them understand, 
Jesus gave four illustrations of what He was doing. 

The Physician (vv. 31-32). The scribes and 
Pharisees saw Matthew and his friends as condemned 
sinners, but Jesus saw them as spiritually sick “patients” 
who needed the help of a physician. In fact, He had 
illustrated this when He cleansed the leper and healed 
the paralytic. Sin is like a disease: it starts in a small and 
hidden way; it grows secretly; it saps our strength; and 
if it is not cured, it kills. It is tragic when sickness kills 
the body, but it is even more tragic when sin condemns 
the soul to hell. 

The scribes and Pharisees were quick to diagnose 
the needs of others, but they were blind to their own 
needs, for they were sinners like everyone else. They 
appeared righteous on the outside but were corrupt 
within (Matt. 23:25-28). They may not have been 
“prodigal sons” who were guilty of sins of the flesh, but 
they were certainly “elder brothers” who were guilty of 
sins of the spirit (Luke 15:11-32; 2 Cor. 7:1). 

As I was writing this chapter, I received a phone call 
from a woman in Canada who disagreed with my radio 
ministry and repeatedly condemned “the judgmental 
fundamentalists.” I tried to reason with her from the 
Word, but she would not accept it. According to her, 
there was no hell and I had no right to preach about it. 
As I quoted Scripture to her, she hung up; all I could 
do was pause to pray for her, and I did it with a heavy 
heart. 

The first step toward healing sin sickness is admit- 
ting that we have a need and that we must do 
something about it. False prophets give a false diagno- 
sis that leads to a false hope (Jer. 6:14), but the servant 
of God tells the truth about sin, death, and hell, and 
offers the only remedy: faith in Jesus Christ. The reli- 
gion of the scribes and Pharisees could offer no hope to 
Matthew’s friends, but Jesus could. 

What a wonderful Physician Jesus is! He comes to 
us in love; He calls us; He saves us when we trust Him; 
and He “pays the bill.” His diagnosis is always accurate 
and His cure is perfect and complete. No wonder 
Matthew was so happy and wanted to share the good 
news with his friends! 

The Bridegroom (vv. 33-35). The scribes and 
Pharisees were not only upset at the disciples’ friends, 
but also at their obvious joy as they fellowshipped with 
Jesus and the guests. We get the impression that the 
Pharisees experienced little if any joy in the practice of 
their religion (see Matt. 6:16; Luke 15:25-32). Jesus 
was “a man of sorrows” (Isa. 53:3), but He was also 
filled with joy (Luke 10:21; John 15:11; 17:13). 

Jewish weddings lasted a week and were times of 
great joy and celebration. By using this image, Jesus 
was saying to His critics, “I came to make life a wed- 
ding feast, not a funeral. If you know the Bridegroom, 
then you can share His joy.” He said that one day He 
would be “taken away,” which suggested rejection and 


death; but meanwhile, there was good reason for joy, 
for sinners were coming to repentance. 

Fasting is found often in the Old Testament, but 
nowhere is it commanded in the New Testament. 
However, the example of the prophets and the early 
church is certainly significant for believers today. Our 
Lord’s words in Matthew 6:16-18 assume that we will 
fast (“when,” not “if”), and passages like Acts 13:1-3 
and 14:23 indicate that fasting was a practice of the 
early church (see also 1 Cor. 7:5; 2 Cor. 6:5; 11:27). 

The garment (v. 36). Jesus did not come to patch 
up the old; He came to give the new. The Pharisees 
would admit that Judaism was not all it could be, and 
perhaps they hoped that Jesus would work with them 
in reviving the old religion. But Jesus showed the fool- 
ishness of this approach by contrasting two garments, 
an old one and a new one. If you take a patch from a 
new garment and sew it to an old garment, you ruin 
both of them. The new garment has a hole in it, and 
the old garment has a patch that does not match and 
that will tear away when the garment is washed. 

In Scripture, garments are sometimes used to pic- 
ture character and conduct (Col. 3:8—17). Isaiah wrote 
about a “robe of righteousness” (Isa. 61:10; see also 2 
Cor. 5:21), and he warned against our trusting our own 
good works for salvation (Isa. 64:6). Many people have 
a “patchwork” religion of their own making, instead of 
trusting Christ for the robe of salvation that He gives 
by grace. 

The wineskins (vv. 37-39). If unfermented wine 
is put into brittle old wineskins, the gas will burst the 
skins, and both the skins and the wine will be lost. The 
new life of the Spirit could not be forced into the old 
wineskins of Judaism. Jesus was revealing that the 
ancient Jewish religion was getting old and would soon 
be replaced (see Heb. 8:13). Most of the Jews preferred 
the old and refused the new. It was not until AD 70, 
when the Romans destroyed Jerusalem and the temple, 
and scattered the people, that the Jewish religion as 
described in the law came to an end. Today, the Jews do 
not have a priesthood, a temple, or an altar, so they 
cannot practice their religion as their ancestors did (see 
Hos. 3:4). 

The things in the ceremonial law were fulfilled by 
Jesus Christ, so there is no need today for sacrifices, 
priests, temples, and ceremonies. All of God’s people 
are priests who bring spiritual sacrifices to the Lord (1 
Peter 2:5, 9). The tables of law have been replaced by 
the tables of the human heart, where God’s Spirit is 
writing the Word and making us like Jesus Christ (2 
Cor. 3:1-3, 18). 

Jesus Christ still offers “all things new” (Rev. 21:5). 
As the Physician, He offers sinners new life and spiri- 
tual health. As the Bridegroom, He brings new love 
and joy. He gives us the robe of righteousness and the 
wine of the Spirit (Eph. 5:18; see also Acts 2:13). Life 
is a feast, not a famine or a funeral, and Jesus Christ is 
the only one who can make that kind of a difference in 
our lives. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
Luke 6 


SO WHAT’S NEW? EVERYTHING! 


ant Teacher and Healer, and multitudes followed 

Him. But now the time had come for Him to 
“organize” His followers and declare just what His 
kingdom was all about. 

In this chapter, we see the Lord Jesus establishing 
three new spiritual entities to replace that which was 
now “worn out” in the Jewish religion: a new Sabbath, 
a new nation, and a new blessing in the new spiritual 


kingdom. 


F: over a year, Jesus ministered as a popular itiner- 


A New Sabbath (6:1-11) 

The sanctity of the seventh day was a distinctive part of 
the Jewish faith. God gave Israel the Sabbath law at 
Sinai (Neh. 9:13-14) and made it a sign between Him 
and the nation (Ex. 20:8-11; 31:12-17). The word 
Sabbath means “rest” and is linked with God’s cessation 
of work after the six days of creation (Gen. 2:2-3). 
Some of the rabbis taught that Messiah could not come 
until Israel had perfectly kept the Sabbath, so obeying 
this law was very important both personally and 
nationally. 

To call Sunday “the Sabbath” is to confuse the first 
day and the seventh day and what each signifies. The 
Sabbath is a reminder of the completion of “the old 
creation,” while the Lord’s Day is a reminder of our 
Lord’s finished work in “the new creation” (2 Cor. 
5:21; Eph. 2:10; 4:24). The Sabbath speaks of rest after 
work and relates to the law, while the Lord’s Day speaks 
of rest before work and relates to grace. The Lord’s Day 
commemorates the resurrection of Jesus Christ from 
the dead as well as the coming of the Holy Spirit and 
the “birthday” of the church (Acts 2). 

The early church met on the first day of the week 
(Acts 20:7; 1 Cor. 16:1-2). However, some Jewish 
believers kept the Sabbath, and this sometimes led to 
division. Paul addressed this problem in Romans 
14:1—15:13 where he gave principles to promote both 
liberty and unity in the church. But Paul always made 
it clear that observing special days had nothing to do with 
salvation (Gal. 4:1-11; Col. 2:8-17). We are not saved 
from sin by faith in Christ plus keeping the Sabbath. 
We are saved by faith in Christ alone. 

By their strict and oppressive rules, the Pharisees 
and scribes had turned the Sabbath day into a burden 
instead of the blessing God meant it to be, and Jesus 
challenged both their doctrine and their authority. He 
had announced a new “Year of Jubilee” (Luke 4:19), 
and now He would declare a new Sabbath. He had 
already healed a lame man on the Sabbath, and the reli- 
gious leaders had determined to kill Him (John 5:18; 
also note John 5:16). Now He was to violate their 
Sabbath laws on two more occasions. 


153 


Luke 6 


In the field (vv. 1-5). It was lawful for a Jew to eat 
from a neighbor’s vineyard, orchard, or field, provided 
he did not fill a container or use a harvesting imple- 
ment (Deut. 23:24-25). The disciples were hungry, so 
they picked the heads of wheat, rubbed them in their 
hands, and ate them. But in so doing, according to the 
rabbis, they broke the Sabbath law, because they were 
harvesting, winnowing, and preparing food! 

Always alert for something to criticize, some of the 
Pharisees asked Jesus why He permitted His disciples 
to violate the Sabbath laws. This was His second 
offense, and they were sure they had a case against 
Him. How tragic that their slavish devotion to religious 
rules blinded them to the true ministry of the law as 
well as the very presence of the Lord who gave them the 
law. 

Jesus did not argue with them; instead, He took 
them right to the Word of God (1 Sam. 21:1-6). The 
“showbread” was comprised of twelve loaves, one for 
each tribe in Israel, and it stood on the table in the holy 
place in the tabernacle and then in the temple (Ex. 
25:23-30; Lev. 24:5-9). Fresh bread was put on the 
table each Sabbath, and only the priests were allowed 
to eat the loaves. 

But David and his men ate the loaves, and what Jew 
would condemn Israel’s great king? “He was God’s 
anointed!” they might argue, but that was exactly what 
Jesus claimed for Himself (Luke 4:18). Not only was He 
God’s Anointed, but He was also the Lord of the 
Sabbath! When Jesus made that statement, He was 
claiming to be Jehovah God, because it was the Lord 
who established the Sabbath. If Jesus Christ is indeed 
Lord of the Sabbath, then He is free to do on it and 
with it whatever He pleases. The Pharisees did not miss 
His meaning, you can be sure. 

God is more concerned about meeting human 
needs than He is about protecting religious rules. 
Better that David and his men receive strength to serve 
God than that they perish only for the sake of a tem- 
porary law. God desires compassion, not sacrifice 
(Matt. 12:7, quoting Hos. 6:6). The Pharisees, of 
course, had a different view of the law (Matt. 23:23). 

In the synagogue (vv. 6-11). The Pharisees knew 
that it was our Lord’s practice to be in the synagogue 
on the Sabbath, so they were there to watch Him and 
to gather more evidence against Him. Did they know 
that the handicapped man would also be there? Did 
they “plant” him there? We do not know, and Jesus 
probably did not care. His compassionate heart 
responded to the man’s need, and He healed him. Jesus 
could have waited a few hours until the Sabbath was 
over, or He could have healed the man in private, but 
He did it openly and immediately. It was a deliberate 
violation of the Sabbath traditions. 

Our Lord’s defense in the field was based on the 
Old Testament Scriptures, but His defense in the syna- 
gogue was based on the nature of Gods Sabbath law. 
God gave that law to help people, not to hurt them. 
“The Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the 
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Sabbath” (Mark 2:27). Every man in the synagogue 
would rescue a sheep on the Sabbath, so why not res- 
cue a man made in the image of God (Matt. 
12:11—12)? The scribes and Pharisees had turned God’s 
gift into a heavy yoke that nobody could bear (Acts 
15:10; Gal. 5:1). 

This miracle illustrates the power of faith in God’s 
Word. Jesus commanded the man to do the very thing 
he could not do, and yet he did it! “For no word from 
God shall be void of power” (Luke 1:37 asv). God’s 
commandments are always God’s enablements. 

The scribes and Pharisees were filled with fury. It 
certainly did not do them any good to worship God in 
the synagogue that morning. So angry were they that 
they even joined forces with the Herodians (the Jews 
who supported Herod) in a plot to kill Jesus (Mark 
3:6). Jesus knew their thoughts (Matt. 12:15; Luke 
6:8), so He merely withdrew to the Sea of Galilee, min- 
istered to the multitudes, and then went up to a 
mountain alone to pray. 

Jesus gives a spiritual “sabbath rest” that is in the heart 
all the time (Matt. 11:28-30). Unlike the galling yoke of 
the law, the yoke that Jesus gives is “well-fitting,” and His 
“burden is light.” When the sinner trusts the Savior, he 
has peace with God because his sins are forgiven and he 
is reconciled to God (Rom. 5:1-11). As the believer 
yields to Christ in daily experience, he enjoys “the peace 
of God” in his heart and mind (Phil. 4:6-7). 


A New Nation (6:12-19) 

Jesus spent the whole night in prayer, for He was 
about to call His twelve apostles from among the 
many disciples who were following Him. A disciple is 
a learner, an apprentice; while an apostle is a chosen 
messenger sent with a special commission. Jesus had 
many disciples (see Luke 10:1) but only twelve hand- 
picked apostles. 

Why did He pray all night? For one thing, He knew 
that opposition against Him was growing and would 
finally result in His crucifixion, so He prayed for 
strength as He faced the path ahead. Also, He wanted 
the Father’s guidance as He selected His twelve apos- 
tles, for the future of the church rested with them. 
Keep in mind that one of the Twelve would betray 
Him, and Jesus knew who he was from the beginning 
(John 6:64). Our Lord had real human emotions (Luke 
22:41-44; Heb. 5:7-8), and it was through prayer that 
He made this difficult choice. 

The names of the apostles are also given in 
Matthew 10:1-4; Mark 3:16-19; and Acts 1:13 
(minus Judas). In all the lists, Peter is named first and, 
except in Acts 1:13, Judas is named last. The Judas in 
Acts 1:13 is Judas the brother [more likely “the son”] of 
James, who is also called Thaddeus in Mark 3:18. It 
was not unusual for one man to have two or more 
names. 

Simon received the name Peter (stone) when 
Andrew brought him to Jesus (John 1:40-42). 
Bartholomew is the same as Nathanael (John 1:45—49). 


The other Simon in the group was nicknamed 
“Zelotes,” which can mean one of two things. It may 
mean that he belonged to a group of fanatical Jewish 
patriots known as “the Zealots,” whose purpose was to 
deliver Israel from the tyranny of Rome. They used 
every means at hand, including terror and assassina- 
tion, to accomplish their purposes. Or, perhaps the 
word Zelotes translates from the Hebrew word ganna 
which means “Jealous for God, zealous for God’s 
honor.” (It is transliterated in Matt. 10:4 as “Simon the 
Canaanite” /qannaj.) Whether Simon was known for 
his zeal to honor God, or his membership in a subver- 
sive organization, we cannot be sure—possibly both. 

Nor are we sure of the origin of the word Iscariot. It 
probably means “man [żs in Hebrew] of Kerioth,” a 
town in southern Judah (Josh. 15:25). Some connect it 
with the Aramaic word segar, which means “false- 
hood.” Thus, “Judas the false one.” The geographical 
explanation is probably right. 

What an interesting group of men! They illustrate 
what Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 1:26-29, and they 
are an encouragement to us today. After all, if God 
could use them, can He not use us? Perhaps seven of 
them were fishermen (see John 21:1—3), one was a tax 
collector, and the other four are anonymous as far as 
their vocations are concerned. They were ordinary 
men; their personalities were different, yet Jesus called 
them to be with Him, to learn from Him, and to go 
out to represent Him (Mark 3:14). 

Why twelve apostles? Because there were twelve 
tribes in Israel, and Jesus was forming the nucleus for a 
new nation (see Matt. 21:43; 1 Peter 2:9). The first 
Christians were Jews because the gospel came “to the 
Jew first” (Acts 13:46; Rom. 1:16). Later, the Gentiles 
were added to the church through the witness of the 
scattered Jewish believers (Acts 11:19ff.) and the min- 
istry of Paul, apostle to the Gentiles. In the church, 
there is no difference between Jew and Gentile; we are 
“all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). 

It is significant that after Jesus called His twelve 
apostles, and before He preached this great sermon, He 
took time to heal many needy people. This was a 
demonstration of both His power and His compassion. 
It was also a reminder to His newly appointed assis- 
tants that their job was to share His love and power 
with a needy world. It is estimated that there were three 
hundred million people in the world in Jesus’ day, 
while there are over five billion today, four-fifths of 
them in the less-developed nations. What a challenge 
to the church! 


A New Blessing (6:20-49) 

This sermon is probably a shorter version of what we 
call “The Sermon on the Mount” (Matt. 5—7), 
though some fine evangelical scholars believe these 
were two different events. If they are the same event, 
the fact that Matthew locates it on a mountain (Matt. 
5:1), while Luke puts it “in the plain” (Luke 6:17), cre- 
ates no problem. Dr. D. A. Carson points out that the 
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Greek word translated “plain” can mean “a plateau in a 
mountainous region” (Exegetical Fallacies, Baker, 43). 

Jesus went “into the hill country” with His disci- 
ples. After a night of prayer, He came down to a level 
place, ordained the Twelve, ministered to the sick, and 
then preached this sermon. It was His description of 
what it means to have a life of “blessing.” 

To most Jewish people, the word blessing evoked 
images of a long life; wealth; a large, healthy family; a 
full barn; and defeated enemies. God’s covenant with 
Israel did include such material and physical blessings 
(Deut. 28; Job 1:1-12; Prov. 3:1-10), for this was how 
God taught and disciplined them. After all, they were 
“little children” in the faith, and we teach children by 
means of rewards and punishments. With the coming 
of Jesus, Israel’s childhood period ended, and the peo- 
ple had to mature in their understanding of God’s ways 
(Gal. 4:1-6). 

Jesus was preaching to His disciples as well as to the 
multitudes (Luke 6:27, 47), for even the Twelve had to 
unlearn many things before they could effectively serve 
Him. Furthermore, they had left everything to follow 
Jesus (Luke 5:11, 28), and no doubt were asking them- 
selves, “What is in store for us?” (See Matt. 19:27.) The 
Lord explained in this sermon that the truly blessed life 
comes not from getting, or from doing, but from being. 
The emphasis is on Godlike character. 

This sermon is not “the gospel,” and nobody goes 
to heaven by “following the Sermon on the Mount.” 
Dead sinners cannot obey the living God; they must 
first be born again and receive God’s life (John 3:1-7, 
36). 

Nor is this sermon a “constitution” for the kingdom 
God will one day establish on earth (Matt. 20:21; Luke 
22:30). The Sermon on the Mount applies to life today 
and describes the kind of godly character we should 
have as believers in this world. Certainly our Lord 
describes a life situation quite unlike that of the glori- 
ous kingdom, including hunger, tears, persecution, and 
false teachers. 

What Jesus did was to focus on attitudes: our atti- 
tude toward circumstances (Luke 6:20-26), people 
(Luke 6:27-38), ourselves (Luke 6:39—45), and God 
(Luke 6:46-49). He emphasized four essentials for true 
happiness: faith in God, love toward others, honesty 
with ourselves, and obedience toward God. 

Circumstances (vv. 20—26). Life was difficult for 
the people of that day, and there was not much hope 
their circumstances would be improved. Like people 
today, many of them thought that happiness came 
from having great possessions, or holding an exalted 
position, or enjoying the pleasures and popularity that 
money can buy. Imagine how surprised they were when 
they heard Jesus describe happiness in terms just the 
opposite of what they expected! They discovered that 
what they needed most was not a change in circum- 
stances but a change in their relationship to God and 
in their outlook on life. 

Jesus was not teaching that poverty, hunger, 
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persecution, and tears were blessings in themselves. If that 
were true, He would never have done all He did to alle- 
viate the sufferings of others. Rather, Jesus was describing 
the inner attitudes we must have if we are to experience 
the blessedness of the Christian life. We should certainly 
do what we can to help others in a material way (James 
2:15-17; 1 John 3:16-18), but we must remember that 
no amount of “things” can substitute for a personal rela- 
tionship with God. 

Matthew’s account makes this clear: “Blessed are 
the poor in spirit ... Blessed are they which do hunger 
and thirst after righteousness” (Matt. 5:3, 6, italics 
mine). Jesus was not glorifying material poverty; rather, 
He was calling for that brokenness of heart that con- 
fesses spiritual poverty within (Luke 18:9-14; Phil. 
3:4-14). The humble person is the only kind the Lord 
can save (Isa. 57:15; 66:2; 1 Peter 5:6). If you compare 
“the Beatitudes” with Isaiah 61:1-3 and Luke 4:18, 
you will see that our Lord’s emphasis was on the con- 
dition of the heart and not the outward circumstances. 
Mary expressed this same insight in her song of praise 
(Luke 1:46-55). 

Jesus Himself would experience the persecution 
described in Luke 6:22, and so would His disciples. 
How can we rejoice when men attack us? By remem- 
bering that it is a privilege to suffer for His sake (Phil. 
3:10). When they treat us the way they treated Him, it 
is evidence that we are starting to live as He lived, and 
that is a compliment. All of the saints of the ages were 
treated this way, so we are in good company! 
Furthermore, God promises a special reward for all 
those who are faithful to Him, so the best is yet to 
come! 

The four “woes” all share a common truth: you 
take what you want from life and you pay for it. If you 
want immediate wealth, fullness, laughter, and popu- 
larity, you can get it, but there is a price to pay: that is 
all you will get. Jesus did not say that these things were 
wrong. He said that being satisfied with them is its own 
judgment. 

H. H. Farmer wrote that “to Jesus the terrible thing 
about having wrong values in life and pursuing wrong 
things is not that you are doomed to bitter disappoint- 
ment, but that you are zot; not that you do not achieve 
what you want, but that you do” (Things Not Seen, 
Nishbet [London], 96). When people are satisfied with 
the lesser things of life, the good instead of the best, 
then their successes add up only as failures. These peo- 
ple are spiritually bankrupt and do not realize it. 

Life is built on character, and character is built on 
decisions. But decisions are based on values, and values 
must be accepted by faith. Moses made his life-changing 
decisions on the basis of values that other people 
thought were foolish (Heb. 11:24-29), but God hon- 
ored his faith. The Christian enjoys all that God gives 
him (1 Tim. 6:17) because he lives “with eternity’s val- 
ues in view.” 

People (vv. 27-38). Jesus assumed that anybody 
who lived for eternal values would get into trouble with 
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the world’s crowd. Christians are the “salt of the earth” 
and “the light of the world” (Matt. 5:13-16), and 
sometimes the salt stings and the light exposes sin. 
Sinners show their hatred by avoiding us or rejecting us 
(Luke 6:22), insulting us (Luke 6:28), physically abus- 
ing us (Luke 6:29), and suing us (Luke 6:30). This is 
something we must expect (Phil. 1:29; 2 Tim. 3:12). 

How should we treat our enemies? We must love 
them, do them good, and pray for them. Hatred only 
breeds more hatred, “for man’s anger does not bring 
about the righteous life that God desires” (James 1:20 
Nv). This cannot be done in our own strength, but it 
can be done through the power of the Holy Spirit 
(Rom. 5:5; Gal. 5:22—23). 

We must not look at these admonitions as a series 
of rules to be obeyed. They describe an attitude of heart 
that expresses itself positively when others are negative, 
and generously when others are selfish, all to the glory 
of God. It is an inner disposition, not a legal duty. We 
must have wisdom to know when to turn the other 
cheek and when to claim our rights (John 18:22-23; 
Acts 16:35—40). Even Christian love must exercise dis- 
cernment (Phil. 1:9-11). 

Two principles stand out: we must treat others as 
we would want to be treated (Luke 6:31), which 
assumes we want the very best spiritually for ourselves; 
and we must imitate our Father in heaven and be mer- 
ciful (Luke 6:36). The important thing is not that we 
are vindicated before our enemies but that we become 
more like God in our character (Luke 6:35). This is the 
greatest reward anyone can receive, far greater than 
riches, food, laughter, or popularity (Luke 6:24-26). 
Those things will one day vanish, but character will last 
for eternity. We must believe Matthew 6:33 and prac- 
tice it in the power of the Spirit. 

Luke 6:37-38 reminds us that we reap what we sow 
and in the amount that we sow. If we judge others, we 
will ourselves be judged. If we forgive, we shall be for- 
given, but if we condemn, we shall be condemned (see 
Matt. 18:21-35). He was not talking about eternal 
judgment but the way we are treated in this life. If we 
live to give, God will see to it that we receive, but if we 
live only to get, God will see to it that we lose. This 
principle applies not only to our giving of money, but 
also to the giving of ourselves in ministry to others. 

Self (vv. 39-45). The four striking figures in this 
section teach us some important lessons about min- 
istry. To begin with, as His disciples, we must be sure 
that we see clearly enough to guide others in their spir- 
itual walk. While there are blind people who have a 
keen sense of direction, it is not likely any of them will 
be hired as airplane pilots or wilderness guides. Jesus 
was referring primarily to the Pharisees, who were lead- 
ing the people astray (Matt. 15:14; 23:16). If we see 
ourselves as excellent guides, but do not realize our 
blindness, we will only lead people into the ditch (see 
Rom. 2:17-22). 

Luke 6:40 reminds us that we cannot lead others 
where we have not been ourselves, nor can we be all 


that our Master is. In fact, the more we strive to be like 
Him, the more we realize how far short we fall. This is 
a warning against pride, for nothing blinds a person 
like pride. 

Continuing the image of “the eye,” Jesus taught 
that we must be able to see clearly enough to help our 
brother see better. It certainly is not wrong to help a 
brother get a painful speck of dirt out of his eye, pro- 
vided we can see what we are doing. The crowd must 
have laughed out loud when Jesus described an “eye 
doctor” with a plank in his eye, performing surgery on 
a patient with a speck in his eye! 

The emphasis here is on being honest with our- 
selves and not becoming hypocrites. It is easy to try to 
help a brother with his faults just so we can cover up our 
own sins! People who are constantly criticizing others 
are usually guilty of something worse in their own lives. 

The illustration of the tree reminds us that fruit is 
always true to character. An apple tree produces apples, 
not oranges, and a good person produces good fruit, 
not evil. Believers do sin, but the witness of their words 
and works is consistently good to the glory of God. In 
terms of ministry, servants of God who are faithful will 
reproduce themselves in people who are in turn true to 
the Lord (2 Tim. 2:2). 

The last image, the treasury, teaches us that what 
comes out of the lips depends on what is inside the 
heart. The human heart is like a treasury, and what we 
speak reveals what is there. A man who apologized for 
swearing by saying, “It really wasn’t in me!” heard a 
friend say, “It had to be in you or it couldn't have come 
out of you!” 

We must be honest with ourselves and admit the 
blind spots in our lives, the obstacles that blur our 
vision, and the areas within that must be corrected. 
Then we can be used of the Lord to minister to others 
and not lead them astray. 

God (vv. 46-49). Our Lord’s emphasis here is on 
obedience. It is not enough merely to hear His Word 
and call Him “Lord.” We must also obey what He 
commands us to do. All of us are builders, and we must 
be careful to build wisely. To “build on the rock” sim- 
ply means to obey what God commands in His Word. 
To “build on the sand” means to give Christ lip service, 
but not obey His will. It may look as if we are building 
a strong house, but if it has no foundation, it cannot 
last. The storm here is not the last judgment but the 
tests of life that come to every professing Christian. 
Not everybody who professes to know the Lord has had 
a real experience of salvation. They may have been 
active in church and other religious organizations, but 
if they are not saved by faith, they have no foundation 
to their lives. When difficulties come, instead of glori- 
fying the Lord, they desert Him, and their house of 
testimony collapses. 

Nobody can really call Jesus Christ “Lord” except 
by the Holy Spirit of God (Rom. 8:16; 1 Cor. 12:3). If 
Christ is in our hearts, then our mouths must confess 
Him to others (Rom. 10:9-10). If we are “rooted and 
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built up in him” (Col. 2:7), then our fruits will be good 
and our house will withstand the storms. We may have 
our faults and failures, but the steady witness of our 
lives will point to Christ and honor Him. 

This is the “new blessing” that Jesus offered His 
nation and that He offers us today. We can experience 
the “heavenly happiness” and true blessedness that only 
He can give. The basis for all of this is personal saving 
faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, for, as Dr. H.A. Ironside 
once said, “We cannot live the life until first we possess 
it. 


CHAPTER SIX 
Luke 7 


COMPASSION IN ACTION 


ompassion has been defined as “your pain in my 

heart.” What pain our Lord must have felt as He 

ministered from place to place! In this chapter 
alone, Jesus is confronted with the miseries of a dying 
servant, a grieving widow, a perplexed prophet, and a 
repentant sinner, and He helped them all. If a “hard- 
ship committee” had been asked to decide which of 
these persons was “deserving,” we wonder who would 
have been chosen. 

Jesus helped them all, because compassion does not 
measure: it ministers. Bernard of Clairvaux said, 
“Justice seeks out only the merits of the case, but pity 
only regards the need.” It was compassion, not justice, 
that motivated the Great Physician who came “not to 
call the righteous, but sinners to repentance” (Luke 
5:32). Let’s meet these four hurting people and see our 
Lord’s responses to their needs. 


The Servant: His Response to Faith (7:1-10) 
In the Gospels and the book of Acts, Roman centuri- 
ons are presented as quality men of character, and this 
one is a sterling example. The Jewish elders had little 
love for the Romans in general and Roman soldiers in 
particular, and yet the elders commended this officer to 
Jesus. He loved the Jewish people in Capernaum and 
even built them a synagogue. He loved his servant and 
did not want him to die. This centurion was not a Stoic 
who insulated himself from the pain of others. He had 
a heart of concern, even for his lowly servant boy who 
was dying from a paralyzing disease (Matt. 8:6). 

Matthew’s condensed report (Matt. 8:5-13) does 
not contradict Luke’s fuller account. The centurion’s 
friends represented him to Jesus and then represented 
Jesus to him. When a newscaster reports that the pres- 
ident or the prime minister said something to Congress 
or Parliament, this does not necessarily mean that the 
message was delivered by them in person. It was prob- 
ably delivered by one of their official representatives, 
but the message would be received as from the presi- 
dent or prime minister personally. 

We are impressed not only with this man’s great 
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love, but also his great humility. Imagine a Roman offi- 
cer telling a poor Jewish rabbi that he was unworthy to 
have Him enter his house! The Romans were not 
known for displaying humility, especially before their 
Jewish subjects. 

But the characteristic that most impressed Jesus was 
the man’s faith. Twice in the gospel record we are told 
that Jesus marveled. Here in Capernaum, He marveled 
at the faith of a Gentile; and in Nazareth, He marveled 
at the unbelief of the Jews (Mark 6:6). The only other 
person Jesus commended for having “great faith” was a 
Gentile woman whose daughter He delivered from a 
demon (Matt. 15:28). It is worth noting that in both 
of these instances, Jesus healed at a distance (see Ps. 
107:20; Eph. 2:11-13). 

The centurion’s faith certainly was remarkable. 
After all, he was a Gentile whose background was 
pagan. He was a Roman soldier, trained to be self-suf- 
ficient, and we have no evidence that he had ever heard 
Jesus preach. Perhaps he heard about Jesus’ healing 
power from the nobleman whose son Jesus had healed, 
also at a distance (John 4:46-54). His soldiers may also 
have brought him reports of the miracles Jesus had per- 
formed, for the Romans kept close touch with the 
events in Jewish life. 

The important word in Luke 7:8 is “also.” (It 
should be in Matt. 8:9 as well, but the KJV omits it for 
some reason. The NASB has “too” in both places.) The 
officer saw a parallel between the way he commanded 
his soldiers and the way Jesus commanded diseases. 
Both the centurion and Jesus were under authority, and 
because they were under authority, they had the right 
to exercise authority. All they had to do was say the word 
and things happened. What tremendous faith this man 
exhibited! No wonder Jesus marveled. 

If this Roman, with very little spiritual instruction, 
had that kind of faith in God’s Word, how much 
greater our faith ought to be! We have an entire Bible 
to read and study, as well as nearly two thousand years 
of church history to encourage us, and yet we are guilty 
of “no faith” (Mark 4:40) or “little faith” (Matt. 14:31). 
Our prayer ought to be, “Lord, increase our faith!” 


(Luke 17:5). 


The Widow: Jesus’ Response to Despair (7:11-17) 
Nain was about twenty-five miles from Capernaum, a 
good day’s journey away, yet Jesus went there even 
though He was not requested to come. Since the Jews 
buried their dead the same day (Deut. 21:23; Acts 
5:5-10), it is likely that Jesus and His disciples arrived 
at the city gate late in the afternoon of the day the boy 
died. Four special meetings took place at the city gate 
that day. 

Two crowds met. We can only marvel at the prov- 
idence of God when we see Jesus meet that funeral 
procession just as it was heading for the burial ground. 
He lived on a divine timetable as He obeyed the will of 
His Father (John 11:9; 13:1). The sympathetic Savior 
always gives help when we need it most (Heb. 4:16). 
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What a contrast between the crowd that was follow- 
ing Jesus and the crowd following the widow and her 
dead son. Jesus and His disciples were rejoicing in the 
blessing of the Lord, but the widow and her friends 
were lamenting the death of her only son. Jesus was 
heading for the city while the mourners were heading 
for the cemetery. 

Spiritually speaking, each of us is in one of these 
two crowds. If you have trusted Christ, you are going 
to the city (Heb. 11:10, 13-16; 12:22). If you are 
“dead in sin,” you are already in the cemetery and 
under the condemnation of God (John 3:36; Eph. 
2:1-3). You need to trust Jesus Christ and be raised 
from the dead (John 5:24; Eph. 2:4-10). 

Two only sons met. One was alive but destined to 
die, the other dead but destined to live. The term only 
begotten as applied to Jesus means “unique,” “the only 
one of its kind.” Jesus is not a “son” in the same sense 
that I am, having been brought into existence by con- 
ception and birth. Since Jesus is eternal God, He has 
always existed. The title Son of God declares Christ’s 
divine nature and His relationship to the Father, to 
whom the Son has willingly subjected Himself from all 
eternity. All the Persons of the Godhead are equal, but 
in the “economy” of the Trinity, each has a specific 
place to fill and task to fulfill. 

Two sufferers met. Jesus, “the man of sorrows,” 
could easily identify with the widow’s heartache. Not 
only was she in sorrow, but she was now left alone in a 
society that did not have resources to care for widows. 
What would happen to her? Jesus felt the pain that sin 
and death have brought into this world, and He did 
something about it. 

Two enemies met. Jesus faced death, “the last 
enemy” (1 Cor. 15:26). When you consider the pain 
and grief that it causes in this world, death is indeed 
an enemy, and only Jesus Christ can give us victory 
(see 1 Cor. 15:51-58; Heb. 2:14-15). Jesus had only 
to speak the word and the boy was raised to life and 
health. 

The boy gave two evidences of life: he sat up and 
he spoke. He was lying on an open stretcher, not in a 
closed coffin, so it was easy for him to sit up. We are 
not told what he said, but it must have been interest- 
ing! What an act of tenderness it was for Jesus to take 
the boy and give him to his rejoicing mother. The 
whole scene reminds us of what will happen when the 
Lord returns, and we are reunited with our loved ones 
who have gone to glory (1 Thess. 4:13-18). 

The response of the people was to glorify God and 
identify Jesus with the prophet the Jews had been wait- 
ing for (Deut. 18:15; John 1:21; Acts 3:22-23). It did 
not take long for the report of this miracle to spread. 
People were even more enthusiastic to see Jesus, and 
great crowds followed Him (Luke 8:4, 19, 42). 


John the Baptist: His Response to Doubt (7:18-35) 
Confusion (vv. 18-20). John had been in prison some 
months (Luke 3:19-20), but he knew what Jesus was 


doing because his own disciples kept him informed. It 
must have been difficult for this man, accustomed to a 
wilderness life, to be confined in a prison. The physical 
and emotional strain were no doubt great, and the long 
days of waiting did not make it easier. The Jewish lead- 
ers did nothing to intercede for John, and it seemed 
that even Jesus was doing nothing for him. If He came 
to set the prisoners free (Luke 4:18), then John the 
Baptist was a candidate! 

It is not unusual for great spiritual leaders to have 
their days of doubt and uncertainty. Moses was ready 
to quit on one occasion (Num. 11:10-15), and so were 
Elijah (1 Kings 19) and Jeremiah (Jer. 20:7-9, 14-18), 
and even Paul knew the meaning of despair (2 Cor. 
1:8-9). 

There is a difference between doubt and unbelief. 
Doubt is a matter of the mind: we cannot understand 
what God is doing or why He is doing it. Unbelief is a 
matter of the will: we refuse to believe God’s Word and 
obey what He tells us to do. “Doubt is not always a 
sign that a man is wrong,” said Oswald Chambers; “it 
may be a sign that he is thinking.” In John’s case, his 
inquiry was not born of willful unbelief, but of doubt 
nourished by physical and emotional strain. 

You and I can look back at the ministry of Christ 
and understand what He was doing, but John did not 
have that advantage. John had announced judgment, 
but Jesus was doing deeds of love and mercy. John had 
promised that the kingdom was at hand, but there was 
no evidence of it so far. He had presented Jesus as “the 
Lamb of God” (John 1:29), so John must have under- 
stood something about Jesus’ sacrifice, yet how did this 
sacrifice relate to the promised kingdom for Israel? He 
was perplexed about God’s plan and his place in it. But 
let’s not judge him harshly, for even the prophets were 
perplexed about some of these things (1 Peter 
1:10-12). 

Confirmation (vv. 21-23). Jesus did not give the 
two men a lecture on theology or prophecy. Instead, 
He invited them to watch as He healed many people of 
many different afflictions. Certainly these were His cre- 
dentials as the promised Messiah (Isa. 29:18-19; 
35:4-6; 42:1-7). He had not established a political 
kingdom, but the kingdom of God was there in power. 

The Greek word translated “offended” gives us our 
English word scandalize, and it referred originally to 
the “bait stick” in a trap. John was in danger of being 
trapped because of his concern about what Jesus was 
not doing. He was stumbling over his Lord and His 
ministry. Jesus gently told him to have faith, for his 
Lord knew what He was doing. 

There are many people today who criticize the 
church for not “changing the world” and solving the 
economic, political, and social problems of society. 
What they forget is that God changes His world by 
changing individual people. History shows that the 
church has often led the way in humanitarian service 
and reform, but the church’s main job is to bring lost 
sinners to the Savior. Everything else is a by-product 
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of that. Proclaiming the gospel must always be the 
church’s first priority. 

Commendation (vv. 24-30). What we think of 
ourselves, or what others think of us, is not as impor- 
tant as what God thinks. Jesus waited until the 
messengers had departed, and then He publicly com- 
mended John for his ministry. At the same time, He 
exposed the sinful hearts of those who rejected John’s 
ministry. 

John the Baptist was not a compromiser, a reed 
blowing in the wind (note Eph. 4:14); nor was he a 
popular celebrity, enjoying the friendship of great peo- 
ple and the pleasures of wealth. John did not waver or 
weaken, no matter what people did to him. John was 
not only a prophet, but he was a prophet whose min- 
istry was prophesied (see Isa. 40:3 and Mal. 3:1)! The 
last of the Old Testament prophets, John had the great 
privilege as God’s messenger of introducing the 
Messiah to Israel. 

How is the least person in the kingdom of God 
greater than John? In position, not in character or min- 
istry. John was the herald of the King, announcing the 
kingdom; believers today are children of the kingdom 
and the friends of the King (John 15:15). John’s min- 
istry was a turning point in both the nation’s history 
and in God’s plan of redemption (Luke 16:16). 

Luke 7:29-30 are the words of Jesus, not an expla- 
nation from Luke (see Matt. 21:32). They answer the 
question some of the people were asking: “If John is 
such a great prophet, why is he in prison?” The answer 
is, because of the willful unbelief of the religious lead- 
ers. The common people accepted John’s message and 
were baptized by him as proof of their repentance. 
They “justified God,” which means they agreed with 
what God said about them (Ps. 51:4). But the religious 
leaders justified themselves (Luke 16:15), not God, 
and rejected John and his message. 

Condemnation (vv. 31-35). Jesus compared. that 
generation to people who were childish, not childlike, 
and nothing pleased them. He was probably referring 
to the scribes and Pharisees in particular. John was an 
individual who declared a stern message of judgment, 
and they said, “He has a demon!” Jesus mingled with 
the people and preached a gracious message of salva- 
tion, and they said, “He’s a glutton, a winebibber, and 
a friend of publicans and sinners!” They wanted neither 
the funeral nor the wedding, because nothing pleased 
them. 

People who want to avoid the truth about them- 
selves can always find something in the preacher to 
criticize. This is one way they “justify themselves.” But 
God’s wisdom is not frustrated by the arguments of the 
“wise and prudent.” It is demonstrated in the changed 
lives of those who believe. This is how true wisdom is 
“justified.” 


A Sinful Woman: His Response to Love (7:36-50) 
Jesus not only accepted hospitality from the publicans 
and sinners but also from the Pharisees. They needed 
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the Word of God too, whether they realized it or not. 
We trust that Simon’s invitation was a sincere one and 
that he did not have some ulterior motive for having 
Jesus in his home. If he did, his plan backfired, because 
he ended up learning more about himself than he cared 
to know! 

The repentant woman (vv. 36-38). It was cus- 
tomary in that day for outsiders to hover around 
during banquets so they could watch the “important 
people” and hear the conversation. Since everything 
was open, they could even enter the banquet hall and 
speak to a guest. This explains how this woman had 
access to Jesus. He was not behind locked doors. In 
that day women were not invited to banquets. 

Jewish rabbis did not speak to women in public, 
nor did they eat with them in public. A woman of this 
type would not be welcomed in the house of Simon the 
Pharisee. Her sins are not named, but we get the 
impression she was a woman of the streets with a bad 
reputation. 

Do not confuse this event with a similar one involv- 
ing Mary of Bethany (John 12:1-8), and do not 
identify this woman with Mary Magdalene (Mark 
16:9; Luke 8:2) as many continue to do. 

The woman admitted she was a sinner and gave evi- 
dence that she was a repentant sinner. If you check a 
harmony of the Gospels, you will discover that just 
before this event, Jesus had given the gracious invita- 
tion, “Come unto me ... and I will give you rest” 
(Matt. 11:28-30). Perhaps that was when the woman 
turned from her sin and trusted the Savior. Her tears, 
her humble attitude, and her expensive gift all spoke of 
a changed heart. 

The critical host (vv. 39-43). Simon was embar- 
rassed, both for himself and for his guests. People had 
been saying that Jesus was a great prophet (Luke 7:16), 
but He certainly was not exhibiting much prophetic 
discernment if He allowed a sinful woman to anoint 
His feet! He must be a fraud. 

Simon’s real problem was blindness: he could not see 
himself, the woman, or the Lord Jesus. It was easy for 
him to say, “She is a sinner!” but impossible for him to 
say, “I am also a sinner!” (see Luke 18:9-14). Jesus 
proved that He was indeed a prophet by reading 
Simon’s thoughts and revealing his needs. 

The parable does not deal with the amount of sin in a 
person’s life but the awareness of that sin in his heart. How 
much sin must a person commit to be a sinner? Simon 
and the woman were both sinners. Simon was guilty of 
sins of the spirit, especially pride, while the woman was 
guilty of sins of the flesh (see 2 Cor. 7:1). Her sins were 
known, while Simon’s sins were hidden to everyone 
except God. And both of them were bankrupt and could 
not pay their debt to God. Simon was just as spiritually 
bankrupt as the woman, only he did not realize it. 

Forgiveness is a gift of God’s grace; the debt was 
paid in full by Jesus Christ (Eph. 1:7; 1 Peter 1:18-19). 
The word frankly means “graciously and freely.” The 
woman accepted God’s free offer of salvation and 
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expressed her love openly. Simon rejected that offer 
and remained unforgiven. He was not only blind to 
himself, but he was blind to the woman and to his hon- 
ored guest! 

The forgiving Savior (vv. 44-50). The woman 
was guilty of sins of commission, but Simon was guilty 
of sins of omission. He had not been a gracious host to 
the Lord Jesus. (For a contrast, see Abraham in Gen. 
18:1-8.) Everything that Simon neglected to do, the 
woman did—and she did it better! 

There are two errors we must avoid as we interpret 
our Lord’s words. First, we must not conclude that this 
woman was saved by her tears and her gift. Jesus made 
it clear that it was her faith alone that saved her (Luke 
7:50), for no amount of good works can pay for salva- 
tion (Titus 3:4-7). 

Nor should we think that lost sinners are saved by 
love, either God’s love for them or their love for God. 
God loves the whole world (John 3:16), yet the whole 
world is not saved. “For by grace you have been saved 
through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift 
of God, not of works, lest anyone should boast” (Eph. 
2:8-9 nxjv). Grace is love that pays a price, and that 
price was the death of the Son of God on the cross. 

Jesus did not reject either the woman’s tears or her 
gift of ointment, because her works were the evidence 
of her faith. “Faith without works is dead” (see James 
2:14-26). We are not saved by faith plus works; we are 
saved by a faith that leads to works. This anonymous 
woman illustrates the truth of Galatians 5:6: “The only 
thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love” 
(NIV). 

How did the woman know that her sins were for- 
given? Jesus told her. How do we know today that we 
have been forgiven? God tells us so in His Word. Here are 
just a few verses to consider: Isaiah 1:18; 43:25-26; 
55:6-7; Acts 13:38-39; Romans 4:7-8; Ephesians 
4:32; and Hebrews 8:12. Once you understand the 
meaning of God’s grace, you have no trouble receiving 
His free and full forgiveness and rejoicing in it. 

Of course, the legalistic critics at the dinner were 
shocked when Jesus said, “Her sins, which are many, are 
forgiven.” By saying this, Jesus was claiming to be God 
(see Luke 5:21)! But He zs God, and He died for the sins 
that she committed. His words of forgiveness were not 
cheap words; they cost Him dearly on the cross. 

How was this woman saved? She repented of her 
sins and put her faith in Jesus Christ. How did she 
know she was truly forgiven? She had the assurance of 
His word. What was the proof of her salvation? Her love 
for Christ expressed in sacrificial devotion to Him. For 
the first time in her life, she had peace with God (Luke 
7:50). Literally it reads, “Go into peace,” for she had 
moved out of the sphere of enmity toward God and was 
now enjoying peace with God (Rom. 5:1; 8:7-8). 

When Jesus healed the centurion’s servant, it was a 
great miracle. An even greater miracle was His raising 
the widow’s son from the dead. But in this chapter, the 
greatest miracle of all was His saving this woman from 


her sins and making her a new person. The miracle of 
salvation has to be the greatest miracle of all, for it 
meets the greatest need, brings the greatest results (and 
they last forever), and cost the greatest price. 

Simon was blind to the woman and blind to him- 
self. He saw her past, but Jesus saw her future. I wonder 
how many rejected sinners have found salvation 
through the testimony of this woman in Luke’s gospel. 
She encourages us to believe that Jesus can take any sin- 
ner and make him or her into a child of God. 

But God’s forgiveness is not automatic; we can 
reject His grace if we will. In 1830, a man named 
George Wilson was arrested for mail theft, the penalty 
for which was hanging. After a time, President Andrew 
Jackson gave Wilson a pardon but he refused to accept it! 
The authorities were puzzled: should Wilson be freed 
or hanged? 

They consulted Chief Justice John Marshall, who 
handed down this decision: “A pardon is a slip of paper, 
the value of which is determined by the acceptance of 
the person to be pardoned. If it is refused, it is no par- 
don. George Wilson must be hanged.” 

If you have never accepted God’s pardon, now is the 
time to believe and be saved. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 
Luke 8 


LESSONS ABOUT FAITH 


ne of the major themes in Luke 8 is how to get 
0 faith and use it in the everyday experiences of life. 

In the first section, Jesus laid the foundation by 
teaching His disciples that faith comes through receiv- 
ing the Word of God into an understanding heart. In 
the second part, He put them through a series of 
“examinations” to see how much they had really 
learned. Most of us enjoy Bible study, but we wish we 
could avoid the examinations that often follow the les- 
sons! However, it is in the tests of life that faith really 
grows and we get closer to Christ. 

The cynical American editor H. L. Mencken 
defined faith as “an illogical belief in the occurrence of 
the impossible,” and Mark Twain said (through one of 
his characters) that faith is “believin’ what you know 
aint so.” Of course, these men are describing supersti- 
tion, not faith, for the faith of a Christian rests on solid 
foundations. 

Everybody lives by faith in something or someone. 
The difference between the Christian believer and the 
unsaved. person is not that one has faith and the other 
does not. They both have faith. The difference is in the 
object of their faith, for faith is only as good as the 
object. The Christian believer has put his faith in Jesus 
Christ, and he bases that faith on the Word of God. 


Teaching: Hearing God’s Word (8:1-21) 


The Lord continued His itinerant ministry in Galilee, 
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assisted by His disciples and partially supported by 
some godly women. It was not unusual for Jewish rab- 
bis to receive gifts from grateful people, and these 
women had certainly benefited from Jesus’ ministry. 
The New Testament church leaders were supported by 
gifts from friends (2 Tim. 1:16-18) and from churches 
(Phil. 4:15-17), and Paul supported himself by his 
own labor (2 Thess. 3:6-10). 

The word hear is used nine times in this section. It 
means much more than simply listening to words. 
“Hearing” means listening with spiritual understand- 
ing and receptivity. “So then faith come by hearing, 
and hearing by the word of God” (Rom. 10:17). With 
this in mind, we can understand the three admonitions 
Jesus gave His followers. 

Hear and receive the Word (vv. 4-15). Initially, 
the sower is Jesus Christ, but the sower represents any 
of God’s people who share the Word of God (John 
4:35-38). The seed is the Word of God, for, like seed, 
the Word has life and power (Heb. 4:12) and can pro- 
duce spiritual fruit (Gal. 5:22-23). But the seed can do 
nothing until it is planted (John 12:24). When a per- 
son hears and understands the Word, then the seed is 
planted in the heart. What happens after that depends 
on the nature of the soil. 

Jesus called this parable “the parable of the sower” 
(Matt. 13:18), but it could also be called “the parable 
of the soils.” The seed without the soil is fruitless, and 
the soil without the seed is almost useless. The human 
heart is like soil: if it is prepared properly, it can receive 
the seed of the Word of God and produce a fruitful 
harvest. 

Jesus described four different kinds of hearts, three 
of which did not produce any fruit. The proof of salva- 
tion is fruit and not merely hearing the Word or 
making a profession of faith in Christ. Jesus had 
already made that clear in His “Sermon on the Mount” 
(Luke 6:43-49; also note Matt. 7:20). 

The hard soil (vv. 5, 12). This soil represents the 
person who hears the Word but immediately allows the 
devil to snatch the seed away. How did the heart 
become hard? The “wayside” was the path that ran 
through the common field, separating the plots, and 
the foot traffic hardened the soil. Whatever goes into 
the ear or eye finally enters the heart, so be careful who 
is allowed to “walk on your heart.” 

The shallow soil (vv. 6, 13). This soil illustrates the 
emotional hearer who quickly responds to the message, 
but his interest wanes and he does not continue (see 
John 8:31-32). In many parts of the Holy Land you 
find a substratum of limestone covered with a thin 
layer of soil. The shoot can grow up, but the roots can- 
not go down, and the sun withers the rootless plant. 
The sun represents the testing that comes to all profess- 
ing believers to prove their faith. Sun is good for plants 
if they have roots. Persecution can deepen the roots of a 
true Christian, but it only exposes the shallowness of 
the false Christian. 

The crowded soil (vv. 7, 14). This soil illustrates the 
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person who does not repent and “weed out” the things 
that hinder the harvest. There is enough soil so the 
roots can go down, but not enough room for the plant 
to grow up and produce fruit. The plant is crowded out 
and the fruit is choked. “Cares, riches, and the pleas- 
ures of this life” are like weeds in a garden that keep the 
soil from being fruitful. The person with the “crowded 
heart” comes closest to salvation, but he still does not 
bring forth “fruit to perfection.” 

The good soil (vv. 8, 15). This soil alone is fruitful. 
It illustrates the individual who hears the Word, under- 
stands it, receives it within, is truly saved, and proves it 
by patiently producing fruit (see 1 Thess. 2:13; 1 Peter 
1:22-25). Not everybody produces the same amount 
of fruit (Matt. 13:8), but all true believers will produce 
some fruit as evidence of spiritual life. That fruit may 
include winning others to Christ (Rom. 1:13), money 
given to God’s work (Rom. 15:25-28), good works 
(Col. 1:10), Christian character (Gal. 5:22-23), and 
praise to the Lord (Heb. 13:15). 

This parable shows that Jesus was not impressed by 
the great crowds that followed Him. He knew that 
most of the people did not really “hear” the Word and 
receive it in their hearts. He gave this story to encour- 
age the disciples in their future ministry, and to 
encourage us today. When you consider how much 
teaching, preaching, and witnessing goes on in the 
course of a month or a year, you wonder why there is 
such a small harvest. The fault does not lie with the 
sower or the seed. The problem is with the soil. The 
human heart will not submit to God, repent and 
receive the Word, and be saved. 

“Faith comes first to the hearing ear, not to the cog- 
itating mind,” said A. W. Tozer, the much-quoted 
pastor and author. Faith is not a matter of IQ or edu- 
cation; it is a matter of humbly preparing the heart to 
receive God’s truth (James 1:19-21). The wise and 
prudent are blind to truths that are easy for the babes 
to understand (Matt. 11:20-26). 

Hear and share the Word (vv. 16-18). The disci- 
ples were perplexed because Jesus taught in parables, so 
they asked Him for an explanation (Luke 8:9-10; also 
see Matt. 13:10-17). His reply seems to suggest that 
He used parables in order to Aide the truth from the 
crowds, but just the opposite is true, and Luke 8:16-18 
makes that clear. His teaching is a light that must be 
allowed to shine so that sinners may be saved. 

The word parable means “to cast alongside.” A 
parable is a story that teaches something new by put- 
ting the truth alongside something familiar. The people 
knew about seeds and soil, so the parable of the sower 
interested them. Those who were indifferent or proud 
would shrug it off. Our Lord’s parables aroused the 
interest of the concerned. 

A parable starts off as a picture that is familiar to 
the listeners. But as you carefully consider the picture, 
it becomes a mirror in which you see yourself, and 
many people do not like to see themselves. This 
explains why some of our Lord’s listeners became 
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angry when they heard His parables, and even tried to 
kill Him. But if we see ourselves as needy sinners and 
ask for help, then the mirror becomes a window 
through which we see God and His grace. To under- 
stand a parable and benefit from it demands honesty 
and humility on our part, and many of our Lord’s 
hearers lacked both. 

It is a serious thing to hear and understand the 
Word of God, because this puts on us the obligation to 
share that Word with others. Everyone who receives the 
seed then becomes a sower, a light-bearer, and a trans- 
mitter of God’s truth (see 1 Thess. 1:5-8). If we keep 
it to ourselves, we will lose it, but if we share it, we will 
receive more. 

Hear and obey the Word (vv. 19-21). Our Lord’s 
mother, Mary, and His half-brothers (Matt. 13:55—56; 
Acts 1:14) were worried about Jesus and wanted to talk 
with Him. Some of His friends had already said that 
He was out of His mind (Mark 3:21), and perhaps His 
family agreed with them. Jesus took this as an opportu- 
nity to teach another spiritual lesson: being a part of 
His spiritual family is much more important than any 
human relationship and is based on obedience to the 
Word of God. It is not enough to “hear” the Word of 
God; we must also “keep it” (Luke 8:15). 

In one of my radio series, I emphasized the impor- 
tance of doing the Word of God, putting it into 
practice in daily life (James 1:22-25). I warned listen- 
ers that it is easy to think we are “spiritual” because we 
listen to one preacher after another, take notes, mark 
our Bibles, but never really practice what we learn. We 
are only fooling ourselves. 

A listener wrote that my words had made her angry, 
but then she faced up to the fact that she was indeed 
guilty of being an “auditor” and not a doer of the 
Word. She began to listen to fewer radio preachers, to 
listen more carefully, and to practice what she heard. 
“This new approach to Bible study has transformed 
me!” she wrote. “The Bible has become a new Book to 
me and my life has changed!” 

As His disciples, we must take heed what we hear 
(Mark 4:24) and how we hear (Luke 8:18), because 
God will hold us accountable. Listening to the wrong 
things, or listening to the right things with the wrong 
attitude, will rob us of truth and blessing. If we are 
faithful to receive the Word and share it, God will give 
us more, but if we fail to let our light shine, we will lose 
what we have. It is a solemn thing to hear the Word of 
God. 


Testing: Heeding God’s Word (8:22-56) 

By the time the Lord had finished giving “the parables 
of the kingdom” (Matt. 13:1-52), the disciples must 
have felt like postgraduate students in the School of 
Faith! They now understood mysteries that were hid- 
den from the scribes and rabbis and even from the Old 
Testament prophets. What they did not realize (and we 
are so like them!) is that faith must be tested before it can 
be trusted. It is one thing to learn a new spiritual truth, 


but quite something else to practice that truth in the 
everyday experiences of life. 

Satan does not care how much Bible truth we learn 
so long as we do not live it. Truth that is only in the 
head is purely academic and never will get into the 
heart until it is practiced by the will. “Doing the will of 
God from the heart” is what God wants from His chil- 
dren (Eph. 6:6). Satan knows that academic truth is 
not dangerous, but active truth is. 

Watch the Lord Jesus Christ as He meets four chal- 
lenges to faith and comes forth the Victor. His people 
face these same challenges today and can also overcome 
by faith. 

Dangerous circumstances (vv. 22-25). Jesus was 
weary from a long day of teaching and went to sleep as 
the ship left Capernaum for the opposite shore. But 
before He did, He gave them a word of command that 
was also a word of promise: they were going to the 
opposite shore. This word should have encouraged and 
strengthened the disciples during the storm, but their 
faith was still small (Matt. 8:26). 

While our tour group was sailing from Tiberias to 
Capernaum, I asked our guide if he had even been in a 
storm on the Sea of Galilee. His eyes opened wide and 
he said, “Yes, and I hope it never happens to me again!” 
The situation is such that sudden squalls occur as 
winds from the mountains funnel to the lake located 
six hundred feet below sea level. When the cold air and 
warm air meet in this natural basin, a storm is sure to 
develop. 

The disciples were afraid, but Jesus was not! He kept 
on sleeping, confident that His Father was completely 
in control (Ps. 89:8-9). The disciples became so fright- 
ened that they awakened Him and begged Him to 
rescue them. The title Master is the same one Peter used 
in Luke 5:5. Of course, their problem was not the 
storm around them but the unbelief within them. 
Actually, their unbelief was more dangerous than the 
storm! 

The word rebuked was used by Jesus when dealing 
with demons (Luke 4:35, 41; 9:42). It is possible that 
Satan was behind this severe storm, attempting to 
destroy Jesus or at least hinder Him from reaching the 
demonized men at Gadara. But Jesus calmed both the 
wind and the sea by simply speaking the word. Usually 
after the winds die down, the waves remain rough for 
hours, but in this instance, everything became calm 
immediately and stayed that way (Ps. 148:8). 

The disciples failed this test of faith because they 
did not lay hold of His word that He was going to the 
other side. It has well been said that faith is not believ- 
ing in spite of circumstances; it is obeying in spite of 
feelings and consequences. The disciples looked 
around and saw danger, and looked within and saw 
fear, but they failed to look up by faith and see God. 
Faith and fear cannot dwell together in the same heart. 

A woman said to D. L. Moody, “I have found a 
wonderful promise!” and she quoted Psalm 56:3, 
“What time I am afraid, I will trust in thee.” 
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“Let me give you a better one,” said Moody; and he 
quoted Isaiah 12:2: “Behold God is my salvation; I will 
trust and not be afraid.” 

Satan (vv. 26-39). Two demonized men met Jesus 
when He landed at Gadara (Matt. 8:28), but one of 
them was the more forward and did all the speaking. 
Both were pitiful cases: naked, living in the tombs, vio- 
lent, dangerous, a menace to the area, and controlled 
by a legion of demons. (A Roman legion could have as 
many as six thousand men!) Satan is the thief (John 
10:10) who robs his people of everything good and 
then tries to destroy them. No amount of man-made 
authority or restraint can control or change the devil’s 
servants. Their only hope is in the Savior. 

Demons have faith (James 2:19), but it is not sav- 
ing faith. They believe that Jesus Christ is the Son of 
God with authority to command them. They believe in 
a future judgment (Matt. 8:29) and in the existence of 
a place of torment to which Jesus could send them 
(“the abyss,” Luke 8:31). They also believe in prayer, 
for the demons begged Jesus not to send them to the 
abyss. They asked to be sent into the pigs, and Jesus 
granted their request. 

Did Jesus have the right to permit the legion of 
demons to destroy a herd of two thousand swine and 
perhaps put the owners out of business? God owns 
everything (see Ps. 50:10-11) and can dispose of it as 
He pleases. Furthermore, these two men were worth far 
more than many pigs (see Matt. 12:12). The commu- 
nity should have thanked Jesus for ridding their 
neighborhood of these two menaces, but instead, they 
begged Him to leave! 

What a transformation in these two men! You 
would have expected the people who saw the miracle to 
ask Jesus to stay and heal others who were sick and 
afflicted. Apparently money was more important to 
them than mercy, and they asked Jesus to leave. 

The one former demoniac kept pleading with Jesus 
to be allowed to travel with Him and help Him. What 
a noble desire from a newly converted man! He had 
more spiritual discernment than all the other citizens 
put together. The man was not yet ready to become a 
disciple, but he could serve Jesus as a witness, starting 
at home among his Gentile relatives and friends. Jesus 
did not want Jews who had been healed to say too 
much about it, but it was safe for the Gentiles to tell 
others what Jesus had done for them, and that is what 
he did. 

Sickness (vv. 40-48). When Jesus returned to 
Capernaum, the people welcomed Him, particularly a 
man and a woman who each had heavy burdens to 
share with Jesus. The contrast here is interesting, for it 
shows the variety of people who came to Jesus for help. 
The man’s name is given (Jairus), but the woman is 
anonymous. Jairus was a wealthy leading citizen, but 
the woman was a lowly person who had spent all her 
money trying to get well. Here was a man interceding 
for his child and a woman hoping to get help for her- 
self, and both came to the feet of Jesus. Jairus had been 
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blessed with twelve years of joy with his daughter, and 
now might lose her, while the woman had experienced 
twelve years of misery because of her affliction, and 
now she was hoping to get well. 

This woman had a hidden need, a burden she had 
lived with for twelve long years. It affected her physi- 
cally and made life difficult. But it also affected her 
spiritually, because the hemorrhage made her ceremo- 
nially defiled and unable to participate in the religious 
life of the nation (Lev. 15:19-22). She was defiled, des- 
titute, discouraged, and desperate, but she came to 
Jesus and her need was met. 

Her faith was almost superstitious, but the Lord 
honored it. She knew that He had healed others and 
she wanted Him to heal her. She could have used many 
excuses—the crowd was pressing around Him; nothing 
had worked for twelve years; it was not right to come 
to Jesus as a last resort; she was not an important per- 
son; He was on His way to heal Jairus’s daughter—but 
she allowed nothing to stand in her way. 

Jewish men wore tassels of blue twisted cords on 
the corners of their outer garments, as a reminder that 
they were to obey God’s commandments (Num. 
15:37-40; Deut. 22:12). The Pharisees went to 
extremes in obeying this rule to impress people with 
their sanctity (Matt. 23:5). Why the woman chose to 
touch this part of His garment, we do not know, but 
Jesus knew somebody with faith had touched Him 
and had been healed by His power. The healing was 
immediate and complete. 

Why did the Lord ask her to give witness publicly? 
Was this not an embarrassment to her? Not in the least. 
To begin with, this public confession was for her sake. 
It was an opportunity for her to confess Christ and glo- 
rify God. Had she stolen away in the crowd, she would 
not have met Jesus personally or heard His words of 
assurance and comfort (Luke 8:48). 

But her confession was also an encouragement to 
Jairus, who would soon hear that his daughter had 
died. (Perhaps he wanted to blame the woman for the 
delay!) The woman’s twelve years of trial were ended, 
and the same Christ who helped her would help Jairus. 
She was a testimony to the power of faith. True, she did 
not exercise “great faith,” but Christ honored it and 
healed her body. 

Finally, her witness was a rebuke to the multitude. 
You can be a part of the crowd and never get any bless- 
ing from being near Jesus! It is one thing to “press 
Him” and another thing to “touch Him” by faith. We 
may not have strong faith, but we do have a strong 
Savior, and He responds even to a touch at the hem of 
His garment. 

When the inventor of chloroform, Sir James 
Simpson, was dying, a friend said to him, “You will 
soon be resting on His bosom.” Simpson humbly 
replied, “I don’t know as I can do that, but I think I 
have hold of the hem of His garment.” 

Death (vv. 49-56). The ruler of a synagogue was 
the elder in charge of the public services and the care of 
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the facilities. He saw to it that people were appointed 
to pray, read the Scriptures, and give the sermon. He 
presided over the elders of the synagogue and was usu- 
ally a man of reputation and wealth. It took a great deal 
of humility and courage for Jairus to approach Jesus 
and ask His help, for by this time the Jewish religious 
leaders were plotting to kill Him. 

When Jairus left home, his daughter was so sick she 
was ready to die. By the time Jesus got away from the 
crowd to go with him, the girl had died. Jairus’s friends 
thought that Jesus could help only living people, so 
they advised Jairus to drop the matter and come home. 
But Jesus encouraged the distraught father with a word 
of hope. 

The scene at the home would have discouraged 
anybody! The professional mourners were already 
there, weeping and wailing, and a crowd of friends and 
neighbors had gathered. Jewish people in that day lost 
no time or energy in showing and sharing their grief. 
The body of the deceased would be buried that same 
day, after being washed and anointed. 

Jesus took command of the situation and told the 
crowd to stop weeping because the girl was not dead 
but asleep. Of course she was dead, for her spirit had 
left her body (compare Luke 8:55 with James 2:26), 
but to Jesus, death was only sleep. This image is often 
used in the New Testament to describe the death of 
believers (John 11:11-14; Acts 7:59-60; 1 Cor. 15:51; 
1 Thess. 4:13-18). Sleep is a normal experience that we 
do not fear, and we should not fear death. It is the body 
that sleeps, not the spirit, for the spirit of the believer 
goes to be with Christ (Phil. 1:20-24; 2 Cor. 5:6-8). 
At the resurrection, the body will be “awakened” and 
glorified, and God’s people will share the image of 
Christ (1 John 3:1-2). 

The mourners laughed at Jesus because they knew 
the girl was dead and that death was final. But they 
failed to realize that Jesus is “the resurrection and the 
life” (John 11:25-26). Had He not raised the widow's 
son from the dead? Did He not tell John the Baptist 
that the dead were being raised (Luke 7:22)? 
Apparently the mourners did not believe these reports 
and thought Jesus was a fool. 

So He put them all out! This situation was much 
too tender and special for Him to allow dozens of 
unbelieving spectators to watch. He took the parents 
and three of His disciples, Peter, James, and John, and 
together they entered the room where the little girl lay 
dead. 

He took her by the hand and spoke in Aramaic, 
“Talitha cumi! Little girl, arise!” (Peter would one day 
say, “Tabitha cumi!”—Acts 9:40.) This was not a magic 
formula but a word of command from the Lord of life 
and death (Rev. 1:17-18). Her spirit returned to her 
body and she arose and began to walk around the 
room! Jesus told them to give her something to eat, for 
it is likely that during her illness she had eaten little or 
nothing. Jesus also instructed them not to spread the 
news, but still the word got around (Matt. 9:26). 


Resurrection is a picture of the way Jesus Christ 
saves lost sinners and raises them from spiritual death 
(John 5:24; Eph. 2:1-10). The Gospels record three 
such resurrections, though Jesus probably performed 
more. In each instance, the person raised gave evidence 
of life. The widow’s son began to speak (Luke 7:15), 
Jairus’s daughter walked and ate food, and Lazarus was 
loosed from the graveclothes (John 11:44). When a lost 
sinner is raised from the dead, you can tell it by his 
speech, his walk, his appetite, and his “change of 
clothes” (Col. 3:1ff.). You cannot hide life! 

Peter, James, and John accompanied Jesus on three 
special occasions, and this was the first. The second was 
on the Mount of Transfiguration (Luke 9:28ff), and 
the third was in the garden of Gethsemane (Mark 
14:33ff.). Campbell Morgan has pointed out that each 
of these events has something to do with death and 
that the three disciples learned from these experiences 
some valuable lessons about Jesus and death. 

In the home of Jairus, they learned that Jesus is vic- 
torious over death. On the Mount of Transfiguration, 
they discovered that He would be glorified in His 
death, and in the garden , they saw that He was surren- 
dered to death. James was the first of the Twelve to die 
(Acts 12:1-2), John the last to die, and Peter’s death 
was predicted by Jesus (John 21:18-19; 2 Peter 
1:13-21). All three men needed these lessons, and we 
need them today. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
Luke 9 


A MANY-SIDED MINISTRY 


t was an exasperating evening. I was studying and 
| writing, and the phone was ringing every half hour. 

Had the calls been from friends, I would have 
enjoyed taking a break and chatting, but they came 
from people wanting to sell me everything from dance 
tickets to investments. By the time I got to bed that 
night, I had just about decided to get an unlisted num- 
ber and start protecting my privacy. 

At eleven o'clock, a man phoned who was contem- 
plating committing suicide, and with the Lord’s help, I 
was able to encourage him to get a new grip on life. 
When I hung up, I gave thanks that I did not have an 
unlisted number. As I lay down to go back to sleep, I 
thought of the Lord Jesus and the kind of schedule He 
must have had. He was available to all kinds of people 
at all times, and He did not turn anyone away. He 
probably would not have had an unlisted number. 

In this chapter, Dr. Luke described the busy life of 
the compassionate Son of Man as He performed four 
ministries. 


Sending (9:1-11) 
The commission (vv. 1—6). The Twelve had been 
ordained some months before (Luke 6:13—16) and had 
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been traveling with Jesus as His helpers. Now He was 
going to send them out in pairs (Mark 6:7) to have 
their own ministry and to put into practice what they 
had learned. This was their “solo flight.” 

But before He sent them out, He gave them the 
equipment needed to get the job done, as well as the 
instructions to follow. The parallel passage in Matthew 
10 reveals that the Twelve were sent only to the people 
of Israel (Matt. 10:5-6). Luke does not mention this 
since he wrote primarily for the Gentiles and empha- 
sized the worldwide outreach of the gospel. 

Power is the ability to accomplish a task, and 
authority is the right to do it, and Jesus gave both to 
His apostles. They were able to cast out demons and 
heal the sick, but the most important ministry He gave 
them was that of preaching the gospel. The word 
preach in Luke 9:6 describes a herald proclaiming a 
message from the king, and in Luke 9:6 it means “to 
preach the good news.” They were heralds of the good 
news! 

The apostles’ ability to heal was a special gift that 
authenticated their ministry (see Rom. 15:18-19; 2 
Cor. 12:12; Heb. 2:1-4). Miracles were one evidence 
that the Lord had sent them and was working through 
them (Mark 16:20). Today we test a person’s ministry 
by the truth of the Word of God (1 John 2:18-29; 
4:1-6). Miracles alone are not proof that a person is 
truly sent of God, for Satan can enable his false minis- 
ters to do amazing things (Matt. 24:24; 2 Cor. 
11:13-15; 2 Thess. 2:9-10). 

Jesus told the apostles what to take on their journey, 
with an emphasis on urgency and simplicity. They were 
not to take a “begging bag” along but were to trust God 
to open up homes for their hospitality. Matthew 
10:11-15 tells how they were to select these homes. If 
they were refused, they should shake off the dust from 
their feet, a familiar act performed by orthodox Jews 
whenever they left Gentile territory (see Luke 
10:10—11; Acts 13:51). 

The confusion (vv. 7-9). When the disciples left, 
Jesus also departed and ministered for a time in Galilee 
(Matt. 11:1), and together they attracted a great deal of 
attention. In fact, their work was even discussed in the 
highest levels of government! Herod Antipas (Luke 
3:1) was a son of Herod the Great and the man who 
had John the Baptist killed (Matt. 14:1-12; Luke 
3:19-20). 

Who was this miracle worker? John the Baptist had 
done no miracles (John 10:41), but that might change 
if he were raised from the dead. The Jews expected 
Elijah to come, so perhaps the prophecy was being ful- 
filled (see Mal. 4:5; Matt. 11:10-14; 17:11-13; Luke 
1:17). Herod’s conscience was no doubt convicting 
him, and he was wondering if perhaps God had sent 
John back to judge him. 

Herod kept trying to see Jesus, but Jesus, unlike 
some modern “religious celebrities,” did not make it a 
point to go out of His way to mingle with the high and 
mighty. Jesus called the evil king a “fox” and was not 
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intimidated by his threats (Luke 13:31-32). When 
Herod and Jesus did finally meet, the king hoped to see 
a miracle, but the Son of God did nothing and said 
nothing to him. Evil King Herod had silenced God’s 
voice to him (Luke 23:6-12). 

The conclusion (vv. 10-11). The apostles 
returned and gave a glowing report of their ministry, 
and Jesus suggested that they all take some time off for 
rest (Mark 6:30-32). As the popular speaker Vance 
Havner used to say, “If we don’t come apart and rest, 
we'll just come apart.” Their mission of preaching and 
healing had been demanding, and they all needed time 
alone for physical and spiritual renewal. This is a good 
example for busy (and sometimes overworked) 
Christian workers to imitate. 

Attracted by the signs Jesus was doing, the crowds 
would not leave Him alone, but followed Him from 
the cities. When Jesus and the Twelve landed, the 
crowd was already there to meet them, and Jesus had 
compassion on them and ministered to them (Matt. 
14:13-14). The Son of Man could not even take a day 
offt 


Feeding (9:12-17) 

Our Lord was not the kind of person who could teach 
the Word and then say to hungry people, “Depart in 
peace, be ye warm and filled” (James 2:16). The disci- 
ples were only too eager to see the crowd leave (Luke 
18:15; see Matt. 15:23). They had not yet caught the 
compassion of Christ and the burden He had for the 
multitudes, but one day they would. 

When you combine all four accounts of this mira- 
cle, you find that Jesus first asked Philip where they 
could buy enough bread to feed such a great crowd. 
(There could well have been ten thousand people 
there.) He was only testing Philip, “for He Himself 
knew what He was intending to do” (John 6:6 Nass). 
In the crisis hours of life, when your resources are low 
and your responsibilities are great, it is good to remem- 
ber that God already has the problem solved; Jesus 
started with what they had, a few loaves and fishes that 
were generously donated by a lad found by Andrew 
(John 6:8-9). Did Andrew know the boy? Or did the 
boy offer his little lunch without being asked? Before 
we ask God to do the impossible, let’s start with the 
possible and give Him what we have. And while we are 
at it, let’s give thanks for mothers who give their sons 
something to give to Jesus. 

The Lord looked up to heaven, the source of our 
daily bread (Matt. 6:11), gave thanks, and blessed the 
food, and then He multiplied the few loaves and fishes. 
Jesus was the “producer” and His disciples were the 
“distributors.” The amazing thing is that everybody was 
served and satisfied, and there were twelve baskets of 
leftovers, one for each of the disciples. Jesus takes good 
care of His servants. 

This miracle was more than an act of mercy for 
hungry people, though that was important. It was also 
a sign of our Lord’s messiahship and an illustration of 
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God’s gracious provision for man’s salvation. The next 
day, Jesus preached a sermon on “the bread of life” and 
urged the people to receive Him just as they had 
received the bread (John 6:22-59). But the people were 
more interested in their stomachs than their souls, and 
completely missed the spiritual impact of the miracle. 
Their desire was to make Jesus king so He could give 
them bread for the rest of their lives (John 6:14—15)! 

After Jesus returned to heaven, the disciples must 
often have been encouraged by remembering this mir- 
acle. It teaches us to have compassion, to look on 
problems as opportunities for God to work, and to give 
Him all that we have and trust Him to meet the needs. 
If we do all we can, He will step in and do the rest. “Let 
God’s promises shine on your problems,” said Corrie 
ten Boom, and that is good counsel for us. 


Teaching (9:18-36) 

In Luke’s gospel, the feeding of the five thousand marks 
the end of what is called the “Great Galilean Ministry” 
(Luke 4:14-:17). Jesus now begins His journey to 
Jerusalem (see Luke 9:51; 13:22; 17:11; 18:31; 19:11, 
28). This would be a time of relative retirement with 
His disciples as He prepared them for what lay ahead. 
There is a parallel between this account and the 
account in Acts of Paul’s last journey to Jerusalem. In 
both books we have “a tale of two cities”: in Luke, from 
Nazareth to Jerusalem; and in Acts, from Jerusalem to 
Rome. 

In this section, you see Jesus teaching them three 
basic lessons about His person, His sacrifice, and His 
kingdom. 

His person (vv. 18-21). If any of us asked our 
friends what people were saying about us, it would be 
an evidence of pride, but not so with Jesus Christ. 
People had better know who He is, because what we 
think about Jesus determines our eternal destiny (John 
8:24; 1 John 4:1-3). It is impossible to be wrong about 
Jesus and right with God. 

Jesus had prayed all night before choosing His dis- 
ciples (Luke 6:12-13), and now He prayed before 
asking for their personal confession of faith. The crowd 
would have its opinions (see Luke 9:7-8), but His dis- 
ciples must have convictions. Peter was the spokesman 
for the group and gave a clear witness to the deity of 
Jesus Christ. This was the second time that he con- 
fessed Christ publicly (John 6:68-69). Except for Judas 
(John 6:70-71), all of the Twelve had faith in Jesus 
Christ. 

Jesus commanded them (the word means “an order 
from a military officer”) not to spread this truth 
openly. To begin with, the message of His messiahship 
could not be divorced from the fact of His death and 
resurrection, and He was now going to teach this to the 
Twelve. They had a difficult time grasping this new les- 
son and did not really understand it until after He was 
raised from the dead (Luke 24:44-48). The Jewish 
people saw Jesus primarily as a healer and a potential 
deliverer. If the apostles began preaching that He was 


indeed the Messiah, it might cause a popular uprising 
against Rome. 

His sacrifice (vv. 22-26). Jesus had already given a 
number of “hints” about His sacrificial death, but now 
He began to teach this truth clearly to His disciples. 
John the Baptist had presented Him as the “Lamb of 
God” (John 1:29), and Jesus had predicted the 
“destruction” of the temple of His body (John 2:19). 
When He compared Himself to the serpent in the 
wilderness (John 3:14) and to Jonah (Matt. 12:38—40), 
Jesus was making statements about His suffering and 
death. 

This is the first of three statements in Luke about 
His coming passion in Jerusalem (Luke 9:43-45; 
18:31-34). It is clear that the Twelve did not under- 
stand, partly because of their unbelief and immaturity, 
and partly because it was “hidden” from them by God. 
Jesus taught them as they were able to receive the truth 
(John 16:12). It must have shocked the men to hear 
that their own religious leaders would kill their Master. 

But Jesus did not stop with a private announcement 
of His own death. He also made a public declaration 
about a cross for every disciple. In his gospel, Matthew 
tells us that this was necessary because of Peter’s desire 
to protect Jesus from suffering (Matt. 16:22ff.). Keep 
in mind that Jesus is talking about discipleship and not 
sonship. We are not saved from our sins because we take 
up a cross and follow Jesus, but because we trust the 
Savior who died on the cross for our sins. After we 
become children of God, then we become disciples. 

The closest contemporary word to “disciple” is 
probably “apprentice.” A disciple is more than a stu- 
dent who learns lessons by means of lectures and 
books. He is one who learns by living and working 
with his teacher in a daily “hands on” experience. Too 
many Christians are content to be listeners who gain a 
lot of knowledge but who have never put that knowl- 
edge into practice. 

In the Roman world, the cross was a symbol of 
shame, guilt, suffering, and rejection. There could be 
no more despicable way to die. Crucifixion was not 
mentioned in polite conversation, and the people 
would no more think of wearing crosses on their per- 
son than we would think of wearing gold or silver 
electric chairs. Jesus laid down the stern requirements 
for discipleship. We must first say no to ourselves—not 
simply to pleasures or possessions, but to se/f—and 
then take up our cross and follow Christ daily. This 
means to be identified with Him in surrender, suffer- 
ing, and sacrifice. You cannot crucify yourself; you can 
only yield your body (Rom. 12:1-2) and let God do 
the rest. 

Of course, this kind of life seems foolish to the 
world; but to the Christian, it is wisdom. To save your 
life is to lose it, and how can you ever get it back again? 
But to give your life to Christ is to save it and to live it 
in fullness. If a person owned the whole world, he 
would still be too poor to buy back a lost life. 

Discipleship is a daily discipline: we follow Jesus a 


Luke 9 


step at a time, a day at a time. A weary cleaning woman 
said to a friend of mine, “The trouble with life is that 
it’s so daily!” But she was wrong. One of the best things 
about life is that we can take it a day at a time (Deut. 
33:25). 

Our motive should be to glorify Christ. Anyone 
who is ashamed of Christ will never take up a cross and 
follow Him. But if we are ashamed of Him now, He 
will be ashamed of us when He comes again (Mark 
8:38; 2 Tim. 2:11-13) and we will be ashamed before 
Him (1 John 2:28). 

His kingdom (vv. 27-36). As far as the gospel 
record is concerned, the Transfiguration was the only 
occasion during Christs earthly ministry when He 
revealed the glory of His person. Luke did not use the 
word transfigure, but he described the same scene 
(Matt. 17:2; Mark 9:2). The word means “a change in 
appearance that comes from within,” and it gives us the 
English word metamorphosis. 

What were the reasons behind this event? For one 
thing, it was God’s seal of approval to Peter’s confession 
of faith that Jesus is the Son of God (John 1:14). It was 
also the Father’s way of encouraging the Son as He 
began to make His way to Jerusalem. The Father had 
spoken at the baptism (Luke 3:22) and would speak 
again during that final week of the Son’s earthly min- 
istry (John 12:23-28). Beyond the suffering of the 
cross would be the glory of the throne, a lesson that 
Peter emphasized in his first epistle (1 Peter 4:12— 
5:4). 

Our Lord’s own words in Luke 9:27 indicate that 
the event was a demonstration (or illustration) of the 
promised kingdom of God. This seems logical, for the 
disciples were confused about the kingdom because of 
Jesus’ words about the cross. (We must not be too hard 
on them, because the prophets were also confused—1 
Peter 1:10-12.) Jesus was reassuring them that the Old 
Testament prophecies would be fulfilled, but first He 
had to suffer before He could enter into His glory (note 
especially 2 Peter 1:12-21). 

But there is also a practical lesson here, for we can 
have a spiritual “transfiguration” experience each day as 
we walk with the Lord. Romans 12:1-2 and 2 
Corinthians 3:18 tell us how. As we surrender body, 
mind, and will, the Lord transforms us from within so 
that we are not conformed to the world. As we behold 
Him in the Word (the mirror), we are “transfigured” by 
the Spirit “from glory to glory.” The theological name 
for this experience is sanctification, the process by 
which we become more like the Lord Jesus Christ, 
which is the Fathers goal for each of His children 
(Rom. 8:19; 1 John 3:2). Note that our Lord was once 
again praying, which suggests that prayer is one of the 
keys to a transformed life. 

Peter, James, and John had accompanied Jesus 
when He raised Jairus’s daughter from the dead (Luke 
8:51ff.), and they would accompany Him when He 
prayed in the garden (Matt. 26:36-46). These three 


occasions remind me of Philippians 3:10: “That I may 
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know him [the Transfiguration], and the power of his 
resurrection [raising the girl], and the fellowship of his 
sufferings [in the garden].” 

This may well have been the greatest “Bible confer- 
ence” ever held on earth! Even apart from the great 
glory that was involved, here you certainly had the 
greatest speakers: Moses, the law; Elijah, the prophets; 
and Jesus, who came to fulfill the law and the prophets. 
You had the greatest topic: Jesus’ “decease” (the Greek 
is exodus) that He would accomplish at Jerusalem. 
Moses had led Israel out of bondage to Egypt, and 
Elijah had delivered them from bondage to false gods, 
but Jesus would die to set æ sinful world free from 
bondage to sin and death (Gal. 1:4; Col. 1:13; Heb. 
2:14-15). 

And while all of this was going on, the three privi- 
leged disciples were sleeping! (They would repeat this 
failure in the garden .) Peter's suggestion reminds us of 
the Jewish “Feast of Booths” that in the Bible is related 
to the future kingdom (Lev. 23:33-44; Zech. 
14:16-21). Peter wanted Jesus to hold on to the glory 
apart from the suffering, but this is not God’s plan. 

The Father interrupted Peter by bathing the scene 
in a cloud of glory (Ex. 13:21-22; 40:35, 38) and 
speaking out of the cloud. (Peter would one day be 
interrupted by the Son [Matt. 17:24-27] and by the 
Spirit [Acts 10:44].) These arresting words from heaven 
remind us of Deuteronomy 18:15; Psalm 2:7; and 
Isaiah 42:1. When the cloud was gone, Elijah and 
Moses were also gone. 

As wonderful as these experiences are, they are not 
the basis for a consistent Christian life. That can come 
only through the Word of God. Experiences come and 
go, but the Word remains. Our recollection of past expe- 
riences will fade, but God’s Word never changes. The 
farther we get from these events, the less impact they 
make on our lives. That was why the Father said, “Hear 
him!” and why Peter made this same emphasis on the 
Word in his report (2 Peter 1:12-21). Our own personal 
“transfiguration” comes from inner renewal (Rom. 
12:1-2), and that comes from the Word (2 Cor. 3:18). 


Enduring (9:37-62) 

“How long shall I stay with you and put up with you?” 
(Luke 9:41 nv). You might expect that lament to come 
from an overworked kindergarten teacher or an impa- 
tient army drill instructor, but it was made by the sinless 
Son of God! We are prone to forget how long suffering 
our Lord had to be while He was ministering on earth, 
especially with His own disciples. 

When you analyze this section of Luke’s gospel, you 
can better understand why Jesus spoke those words: He 
was grieved over the failures of His followers. He had 
given His apostles authority over Satan, yet they were 
too weak to cast out a demon (Luke 9:37—45). In feed- 
ing the five thousand, Jesus gave them an example of 
compassion, yet they persisted in manifesting selfish- 
ness and lack of love (Luke 9:46-56). He taught clearly 


what it meant to follow Him, yet the volunteers turned 
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out to be “me first” disciples (Luke 9:57-62). No won- 
der He was grieved! 

Lack of power (vv. 37—45). We dare not stay on 
the glorious mountaintop when there are battles to 
fight in the valley below. Here was another “only child” 
needing the help of the Lord (Luke 7:12; 8:42), and 
even more so because His own disciples had failed. 
They had the power and the authority (Luke 9:1) but 
they did not have the success. Why? 

When you study all three reports (Matt. 17; Mark 
9), you discover what was lacking in their lives. First on 
the list was faith (Matt. 17:19-20); they were part of an 
unbelieving generation and had lost the confidence 
that they needed in order to use their power. But prayer 
and fasting were also lacking (Mark 9:29), which indi- 
cates that the nine men had allowed their devotional 
disciplines to erode during their Lord’s brief absence. 
No matter what spiritual gifts we may have, their exer- 
cise is never automatic. 

The devil tried one last throw (a wrestling term in 
the Greek), but Jesus rebuked the demon and cast him 
out. The Lord lovingly gave the boy back to his father 
(see Luke 7:15) and then took the Twelve aside for 
another lesson about the cross. After all, it was at the 
cross that Jesus would give Satan that final blow of 
defeat (John 12:31-32; Col. 2:15). 

Lack of love (vv. 46-56). The disciples did not 
have much love for each other, or they would not have 
argued over who was the greatest (Luke 9:46—48). 
Perhaps this debate started because of envy (three of 
the disciples had been with Jesus on the mount), or 
because of pride (the other nine had failed to cast out 
the demon). Also, just before this, Jesus had paid 
Peter’s temple tax for him (Matt. 17:24-27), and this 
may have aroused some envy. 

In His kingdom, the example of greatness is a little 
child—helpless, dependent, without status, living by 
faith. The only thing worse than a child trying to act 
like an adult is an adult acting like a child! There is a 
great difference between being childlike and childish 
(see 1 Cor. 13:4—5; 14:20)! 

They also showed a lack of love for believers outside 
their own group (Luke 9:49-50). This is what we 
would expect from a “son of thunder” (Mark 3:17)! 
Perhaps John was trying to impress Jesus with his zeal 
for protecting His name, but the Lord was not 
impressed. Believers who think that their group is the 
only group God recognizes and blesses are in for a 
shock when they get to heaven. 

Nor did the apostles love their enemies (Luke 
9:51-56). James and John had seen the prophet Elijah 
on the mount, so they thought they might imitate him 
and call down fire from heaven (2 Kings 1)! The 
Samaritans and Jews had been enemies for centuries (2 
Kings 17:24—-41), so it was understandable that this vil- 
lage would reject Jesus as He traveled toward Jerusalem 
(John 4:9, 20). Jesus rebuked their vengeful spirit and 
simply went to another village (Matt. 5:37—48). Later, 
Samaria would be reached with the gospel (Acts 8). 


Lack of discipline (vv. 57—62). Three men could 
have become disciples, but they would not meet the 
conditions that Jesus laid down. The first man was a 
scribe (Matt. 8:19) who volunteered to go until he 
heard the cost: he had to deny himself. Apparently he 
was accustomed to a comfortable home. 

The second man was called by Jesus (what an 
honor!), but he was rejected because he would not take 
up the cross and die to self. He was worried about 
somebody else’s funeral when he should have been 
planning his own! Jesus is not suggesting here that we 
dishonor our parents, but only that we not permit our 
love for family to weaken our love for the Lord. We 
should love Christ so much that our love for family 
would look like hatred in comparison (Luke 14:26). 

The third man also volunteered, but he could not 
follow Christ because he was looking back instead. of 
ahead. There is nothing wrong with a loving farewell (1 
Kings 19:19-21), but if it gets in the way of obedience, 
it becomes sin. Jesus saw that this man’s heart was not 
wholly with Him, but that he would be plowing and 
looking back (see Gen. 19:17, 26; Phi. 3:13-14). 

No wonder the laborers are few (Luke 10:2)! 

It would appear that what Jesus taught His disciples 
and the multitudes had done them little good. They 
lacked power, love, and discipline, and they grieved His 
heart. If we today lack these spiritual essentials, we can 
never truly be His disciples, but they are available to us 
from the Lord. “For God did not give us a spirit of 
timidity, but of power, of love and of self-discipline” (2 
Tim. 1:7 Nnrv). 

Are we a joy to Jesus Christ, or are we breaking His 
heart? 


CHAPTER NINE 
Luke 10 


WHAT IN THE WORLD DOES A 
CHRISTIAN DO? 


he three scenes in Luke 10 illustrate the threefold 
[h of every Christian believer, and they 

answer the question, “What in the world does a 
Christian do?” 

To begin with, we are the Lord’s ambassadors, sent 
to represent Him in this world (Luke 10:1-24). We are 
also neighbors, looking for opportunities to show mercy 
in the name of Christ (Luke 10:25-37). But at the 
heart of all our ministry is devotion to Christ, so we 
must be worshippers who take time to listen to His 
Word and commune with Him (Luke 10:38—42). 

Whether we are in the harvest field, on the high- 
way, or in the home, our highest privilege and our 
greatest joy is to do the will of God. 


Ambassadors: Representing the Lord (10:1-24) 


This event should not be confused with the sending 
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out of the Twelve (Matt. 10; Luke 9:1-11). There are 
similarities in the charges given, but this is to be 
expected since both groups were sent by the same 
Master to do the same basic job. The twelve apostles 
ministered throughout Galilee, but these men were 
sent into Judea, and the men in this chapter are not 
called apostles. They were anonymous disciples. 

Why is this event recorded only by Luke, and why 
did Jesus select seventy men instead of some other 
number? (Some texts say seventy-two, and the textual 
evidence is about even.) Just as the Twelve were associ- 
ated in number with the twelve sons of Jacob and the 
twelve tribes of Israel, so the Seventy may be associated 
with the seventy nations listed in Genesis 10. Luke’s 
emphasis is on the universality of the gospel message, 
so it seems reasonable that he would be led by the 
Holy Spirit to include this event. It was a symbolic 
way of saying, “Jesus wants the message spread to all 
nations.” 

Explanation (vv. 1-12). These men were not 
called “apostles,” but they were still “sent /aposello] with 
a commission” to represent the Lord. They were there- 
fore truly ambassadors of the King. Not only were they 
sent by Him, but they were also sent before Him to pre- 
pare the way for His coming. Their calling was 
certainly a dignified one. 

It was also a difficult calling (Luke 10:2). 
Harvesting is hard work, even when there are many 
people helping you, but these men were sent into a vast 
field with very few workers to help them reap a great 
harvest. Instead of praying for an easier job, they were 
to pray for more laborers to join them, and we today 
need to pray that same prayer. (Please note that it is 
laborers, not spectators, who pray for more laborers! 
Too many Christians are praying for somebody else to 
do a job they are unwilling to do themselves.) 

Their calling was a dangerous one. As they invaded 
enemy territory (Luke 10:17), they would be like 
“lambs among wolves” (Luke 10:3). But as long as they 
relied on the Lord, they would win the battle. “Any 
man who takes Jesus Christ seriously becomes the tar- 
get of the devil,” Vance Havner often told audiences. 
“Most church members do not give Satan enough trou- 
ble to arouse his opposition.” 

It would require discipline and faith for them to do 
the job (Luke 10:4-8). There was an urgency about the 
work, and the Lord did not want them to be overbur- 
dened with extra supplies or be delayed on the road by 
elaborate Eastern greetings. They had to trust God to 
provide homes and food for them, and they were not 
to be embarrassed to accept hospitality. After all, they 
were laboring for the Lord and bringing blessing into 
the home, and “the laborer is worthy of his hire” (Luke 
10:7; see also 1 Cor. 9:14; 1 Tim. 5:18). 

They were ambassadors of peace, bringing healing 
to the sick, deliverance to the possessed, and the good 
news of salvation to lost sinners. Like Joshua’s army of 
old, they first proclaimed peace to the cities. If a city 
rejected the offer of peace, then it chose judgment 
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(Deut. 20:10-18). It is a serious thing to reject the 
ambassadors God sends. 

It is important to note that the special power that 
Jesus gave to His apostles (Luke 9:1) and to the Seventy 
is not ours to claim today. These two preaching mis- 
sions were very special ministries, and God did not 
promise to duplicate them in our age. Our Lord’s com- 
mission to us emphasizes the proclamation of the 
message, not the performing of miracles (Matt. 
28:19-20; Luke 24:46-49). 

Denunciation (vv. 13-16). This seems like harsh 
language from the lips of the Son of God, but we dare 
not ignore it or try to explain it away. He named three 
ancient cities that had been judged by God—Sodom 
(Gen. 19), and Tyre and Sidon (Ezek. 26-28; Isa. 
23)—and used them to warn three cities of His day: 
Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum. These three 
cities had been given more privileges than the three 
ancient cities, and therefore they had more responsibil- 
ity. If Sodom, Tyre, and Sidon were destroyed, how 
could Chorazin, Bethsaida, and Capernaum escape? 

To hear Christ’s ambassadors means to hear Him, 
and to despise His representatives means to despise 
Him. “As my Father hath sent me, even so send I you” 
John 20:21; see also 2 Cor. 5:18-21). The way a 
nation treats an ambassador is the way it treats the gov- 
ernment the ambassador represents. For an interesting 
illustration of this truth, read 2 Samuel 10. 

Jubilation (vv. 17-24). There is a threefold joy 
here: the joy of service (Luke 10:17-19), the joy of sal- 
vation (Luke 10:20), and the joy of sovereignty (Luke 
10:21-24). 

We can well understand the joy of the Seventy as 
they returned to report their victories to Jesus. He had 
given them power and authority to heal, to cast out 
demons, and to preach the Word, and they were suc- 
cessful! In the midst of their great joy, they were careful 
to give God the glory (“in thy name”). 

They had seen individual victories from city to city, 
but Jesus saw these victories as part of a war that 
dethroned and defeated Satan (note Isa. 14:4-23; John 
12:31-32; Rev. 12:8-9). As believers, we are weak in 
ourselves, but we can be “strong in the Lord, and in the 
power of his might” (Eph. 6:10ff). Each victory is 
important to the Lord, no matter how insignificant it 
may seem in our eyes. Satan will not finally be judged 
until Jesus casts him into the lake of fire (Rev. 20:10), 
but God’s people can today claim Christ’s Calvary vic- 
tory by faith (Col. 2:15). 

But the enemy will not give up! Satan would cer- 
tainly attack Christ’s servants and seek to destroy them. 
That is why our Lord added the words of encourage- 
ment in Luke 10:19. He assured them that their 
authority was not gone now that the preaching mission 
had ended, and that they could safely tread on the “old 
serpent” without fear (Gen. 3:15; Rev. 12:9). 

The Lord cautioned them not to “go on rejoicing” 
over their victories but to rejoice because their names 
had been written in heaven. (The verb means “they 
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have been written and they stand written.” It is a state- 
ment of assurance. See Phil. 4:3; Rev. 20:12-15.) As 
wonderful as their miracles were, the greatest miracle of 
all is still the salvation of a lost soul. The Greek word 
translated “written” means “to inscribe formally and 
solemnly.” It was used for the signing of a will, a mar- 
riage document, or a peace treaty, and also for the 
enrolling of a citizen. The perfect tense in the Greek 
means “it stands written.” 

But our highest joy is not found in service or even 
in our salvation, but in being submitted to the sover- 
eign will of the heavenly Father, for this is the 
foundation for both service and salvation. Here we see 
God the Son rejoicing through God the Holy Spirit 
because of the will of God the Father! “I delight to do 
thy will, O my God” (Ps. 40:8). 

Jesus was not rejoicing because sinners were blind 
to God’s truth, for God is “not willing that any should 
perish” (2 Peter 3:9). He rejoiced because the under- 
standing of that truth did not depend on natural 
abilities or education. If that were the case, most of the 
people in the world would be shut out of the kingdom. 
When the Twelve and the Seventy were preaching, they 
did not see the “wise and learned” humbling them- 
selves to receive God’s truth and grace, but they saw the 
“common people” trusting the Word (Luke 7:29-30; 1 
Cor. 1:26-29). In His sovereign will, God has ordained 
that sinners must humble themselves before they can 
be lifted up (James 4:6; 1 Peter 5:6). 

Christ’s ambassadors were indeed privileged people. 
They were able to see and hear things that the greatest 
saints in the Old Testament ages yearned to see and 
hear but could not. The Messiah was at work, and they 
were a part of His work! 


Neighbors: Imitating the Lord (10:25-37) 

It was expected that rabbis would discuss theological 
matters in public, and the question this scribe (lawyer) 
asked was one that was often debated by the Jews. It 
was a good question asked with a bad motive, because 
the lawyer hoped to trap our Lord. However, Jesus 
trapped the lawyer! 

Our Lord sent the man back to the law, not because 
the law saves us (Gal. 2:16, 21; 3:21), but because the 
law shows us that we need to be saved. There can be no 
real conversion without conviction, and the law is what 
God uses to convict sinners (Rom. 3:20). 

The scribe gave the right answer, but he would not 
apply it personally to himself and admit his own lack 
of love for both God and his neighbor. So, instead of 
being justified by throwing himself on the mercy of 
God (Luke 18:9-14), he tried to justify himself and 
wriggle out of his predicament. He used the old debat- 
ing tactic: “Define your terms! What do you mean by 
‘neighbor’? Who is my neighbor?” 

Jesus did not say that this story was a parable, so it 
could well be the report of an actual occurrence. For 
Jesus to tell a story that made the Jews look bad and the 
Samaritans look good would either be dangerous or 


self-defeating. “You just made that up!” they could say. 
“We all know that nothing like that would ever hap- 
pen!” So it is possible that some of His listeners, 
including the lawyer, knew that such a thing had really 
happened. Either way, the account is realistic. 

The worst thing we can do with any parable, espe- 
cially this one, is turn it into an allegory and make 
everything stand for something. The victim becomes 
the lost sinner who is half-dead (alive physically, dead 
spiritually), helplessly left on the road of life. The priest 
and Levite represent the law and the sacrifices, neither 
of which can save the sinner. 

The Samaritan is Jesus Christ who saves the man, 
pays the bill, and promises to come again. The inn 
stands for the local church where believers are cared for, 
and the “two pence” are the two ordinances, baptism 
and Communion. If you take this approach to 
Scripture, you can make the Bible say almost anything 
you please, and you are sure to miss the messages God 
wants you to get. 

The road from Jerusalem down to Jericho was 
indeed a dangerous one. Since the temple workers used 
it so much, you would have thought the Jews or 
Romans would have taken steps to make it safe. It is 
much easier to maintain a religious system than it is to 
improve the neighborhood. 

Most of us can think up excuses for the priest and 
Levite as they ignored the victim. (Maybe we have used 
them ourselves!) The priest had been serving God at 
the temple all week and was anxious to get home. 
Perhaps the bandits were still lurking in the vicinity 
and using the victim as “bait.” Why take a chance? 
Anyway, it was not his fault that the man was attacked. 
The road was busy, so somebody else was bound to 
come along and help the man. The priest left it to the 
Levite, and then the Levite did what the priest did— 
nothing! Such is the power of the bad example of a 
religious man. 

By using a Samaritan as the hero, Jesus disarmed 
the Jews, for the Jews and Samaritans were enemies 
(John 4:9; 8:48). It was not a Jew helping a Samaritan 
but a Samaritan helping a Jew who had been ignored by 
his fellow Jews! The Samaritan loved those who hated 
him, risked his own life, spent his own money (two 
days’ wages for a laborer), and was never publicly 
rewarded or honored as far as we know. 

What the Samaritan did helps us better understand 
what it means to “show mercy” (Luke 10:37), and it also 
illustrates the ministry of Jesus Christ. The Samaritan 
identified with the needs of the stranger and had com- 
passion on him. There was no logical reason why he 
should rearrange his plans and spend his money just to 
help an “enemy” in need, but mercy does not need rea- 
sons. Being an expert in the law, the scribe certainly 
knew that God required His people to show mercy, even 
to strangers and enemies (Ex. 23:4-5; Lev. 19:33-34; 
Mic. 6:8). 

See how wisely Jesus “turned the tables” on the 
lawyer. Trying to evade responsibility, the man asked, 
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“Who is my neighbor?” But Jesus asked, “Which of 
these three men was neighbor to the victim?” The big 
question is, “To whom can I be a neighbor?” and this 
has nothing to do with geography, citizenship, or race. 
Wherever people need us, there we can be neighbors 
and, like Jesus Christ, show mercy. 

The lawyer wanted to discuss “neighbor” in a gen- 
eral way, but Jesus forced him to consider a specific 
man in need. How easy it is for us to talk about abstract 
ideals and fail to help solve concrete problems. We can 
discuss things like “poverty” and “job opportunities” 
and yet never personally help feed a hungry family or 
help somebody find a job. 

Of course, the lawyer wanted to make the issue 
somewhat complex and philosophical, but Jesus made 
it simple and practical. He moved it from duty to love, 
from debating to doing. To be sure, our Lord was not 
condemning discussions or debates; He was only warn- 
ing us not to use these things as excuses for doing 
nothing. Committees are not always committed! 

One of my favorite D. L. Moody stories illustrates 
this point. Attending a convention in Indianapolis, Mr. 
Moody asked singer Ira Sankey to meet him at six 
o'clock one evening at a certain street corner. When 
Sankey arrived, Mr. Moody put him on a box and 
asked him to sing, and it was not long before a crowd 
gathered. Moody spoke briefly, inviting the crowd to 
follow him to the nearby opera house. Before long, the 
auditorium was filled, and the evangelist preached the 
gospel to the spiritually hungry people. 

When the delegates to the convention started to 
arrive, Moody stopped preaching and said, “Now we 
must close as the brethren of the convention wish to 
come and to discuss the question, “How to Reach the 
Masses.” Touché! 

We may read this passage and think only of “the 
high cost of caring,” but it is far more costly not to care. 
The priest and the Levite lost far more by their neglect 
than the Samaritan did by his concern. They lost the 
opportunity to become better men and good stewards 
of what God had given them. They could have been a 
good influence in a bad world, but they chose to be a 
bad influence. The Samaritans one deed of mercy has 
inspired sacrificial ministry all over the world. Never say 
that such ministry is wasted! God sees to it that no act 
of loving service in Christ’s name is ever lost. 

It all depends on your outlook. To the thieves, this 
traveling Jew was a victim to exploit, so they attacked 
him. To the priest and Levite, he was a nuisance to 
avoid, so they ignored him. But to the Samaritan, he 
was a neighbor to love and help, so he took care of him. 
What Jesus said to the lawyer, He says to us: “Go and 
keep on doing it likewise” (literal translation). 


Worshippers: Listening to the Lord (10:38-42) 

Worship is at the heart of all that we are and all that we 
do in the Christian life. It is important that we be busy 
ambassadors, taking the message of the gospel to lost 
souls. It is also essential to be merciful Samaritans, 


171 


Luke 10—11 


seeking to help exploited and hurting people who need 
God’s mercy. But before we can represent Christ as we 
should, or imitate Him in our caring ministry, we must 
spend time with Him and learn from Him. We must 
“take time to be holy.” 

Mary of Bethany is seen three times in the gospel 
record, and on each occasion, she is in the same place: 
at the feet of Jesus. She sat at His feet and listened to 
His Word (Luke 10:39), fell at His feet and shared her 
woe (John 11:32), and came to His feet and poured 
out her worship (John 12:3). It is interesting to note 
that in each of these instances, there is some kind of 
fragrance: in Luke 10, it is food; in John 11, it is death 
(John 11:39); and in John 12, it is perfume. 

Mary and Martha are often contrasted as though 
each believer must make a choice: be a worker like 
Martha or a worshipper like Mary. Certainly our per- 
sonalities and gifts are different, but that does not 
mean that the Christian life is an either/or situation. 
Charles Welsey said it perfectly in one of his hymns: 


Faithful to my Lord’s commands, 

I still would choose the better part; 
Serve with careful Martha's hands, 
And loving Mary’s heart. 


It seems evident that the Lord wants each of us to 
imitate Mary in our worship and Martha in our work. 
Blessed are the balanced! 

Consider Martha’s situation. She received Jesus into 
her home and then neglected Him as she prepared an 
elaborate meal that He did not need! Certainly a meal 
was in order, but what we do with Christ is far more 
important than what we do for Christ. Again, it is not 
an either/or situation; it is a matter of balance. Mary 
had done her share of the work in the kitchen and then 
had gone to “feed” on the Lord’s teachings. Martha felt 
neglected after Mary left the kitchen, and she began to 
complain and to suggest that neither the Lord nor 
Mary really cared! 

Few things are as damaging to the Christian life as 
trying to work for Christ without taking time to com- 
mune with Christ. “For without me ye can do nothing” 
(John 15:5). Mary chose the better part, the part that 
could not be taken from her. She knew that she could 
not live “by bread alone” (Matt. 4:4). 

Whenever we criticize others and pity ourselves 
because we feel overworked, we had better take time to 
examine our lives. Perhaps in all of our busyness, we 
have been ignoring the Lord. Marthas problem was not 
that she had too much work to do, but that she allowed 
her work to distract her and pull her apart. She was try- 
ing to serve two masters! If serving Christ makes us 
difficult to live with, then something is terribly wrong 
with our service! 

The key is to have the right priorities: Jesus Christ 
first, then others, then ourselves. It is vitally important 
that we spend time “at the feet of Jesus” every single 
day, letting Him share His Word with us. The most 
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important part of the Christian life is the part that only 
God sees. Unless we meet Christ personally and pri- 
vately each day, we will soon end up like Martha: busy 
but not blessed. 

Often in my pastoral ministry, I have asked people 
with serious problems, “Tell me about your devotional 
life.” The usual response has been an embarrassed look, 
a bowed head, and the quiet confession, “I stopped 
reading my Bible and praying a long time ago.” And 
they wondered why they had problems! 

According to John 12:1-2, Martha must have 
learned her lesson, for she prepared a feast for Jesus, 
the Twelve, and her brother and sister—that’s fifteen 
people—and did not utter one word of complaint! She 
had God’s peace in her heart because she had learned 
to sit at the feet of Jesus. 

We are ambassadors, neighbors, and worshippers, 
these three, and the greatest of these is worshippers. 


CHAPTER TEN 
Luke 11 


LEARNING LIFE’S LESSONS 


0 ur Lord’s teaching in Luke 11 grew out of a prayer 
meeting, a miracle, and an invitation to dinner. 
Jesus used these occasions to give instructions 
about four important topics: prayer, Satan, spiritual 
opportunity, and hypocrisy. It is important that we 
today understand these topics and apply these truths to 
our own lives. 


Prayer (11:1-13) 

The priority of prayer (v. 1). We usually think of 
John the Baptist as a prophet and martyr, and yet our 
Lord’s disciples remembered him as a man of prayer. 
John was a “miracle baby,” filled with the Holy Spirit 
before he was born, and yet he had to pray. He was 
privileged to introduce the Messiah to Israel, and yet he 
had to pray. Jesus said that John was the greatest of the 
prophets (Luke 7:28), and yet John had to depend on 
prayer. If prayer was that vital to a man who had these 
many advantages, how much more important it ought 
to be to us who do not have these advantages! 

John’s disciples had to pray, and Jesus disciples 
wanted to learn better how to pray. They did not ask 
the Master to teach them how to preach or do great 
signs; they asked Him to teach them to pray. We today 
sometimes think that we would be better Christians if 
only we had been with Jesus when He was on earth, 
but this is not likely. The disciples were with him and 
yet they failed many times! They could perform mira- 
cles, and yet they wanted to learn to pray. 

But the greatest argument for the priority of prayer 
is the fact that our Lord was a Man of prayer. Thus far 
we have seen that He prayed at His baptism (Luke 
3:21), before He chose the Twelve (Luke 6:12), when 
the crowds increased (Luke 5:16), before He asked the 


Twelve for their confession of faith (Luke 9:18), and at 
His Transfiguration (Luke 9:29). The disciples knew 
that He often prayed alone (Mark 1:35), and they 
wanted to learn from Him this secret of spiritual power 
and wisdom. 

If Jesus Christ, the perfect Son of God, had to 
depend on prayer during “the days of his flesh” (Heb. 
5:7), then how much more do you and I need to pray! 
Effective prayer is the provision for every need and the 
solution for every problem. 

Pattern for prayer (vv. 2—4). We call this “the 
Lord’s Prayer,” not because Jesus prayed it (He never 
had to ask for forgiveness), but because Jesus taught it. 
There is nothing wrong with praying this prayer per- 
sonally or as part of a congregation, so long as we do it 
from a believing heart that is sincere and submitted. 
How easy it is to “recite” these words and not really 
mean them, but that can happen even when we sing 
and preach! The fault lies with us, not with this prayer. 

This is a “pattern prayer,” given to guide us in our 
own praying (see Matt. 6:9-15 for the parallel). It 
teaches us that true prayer depends on a spiritual rela- 
tionship with God that enables us to call Him “Father,” 
and this can come only through faith in Jesus Christ 
(Rom. 8:14—17; Gal. 4:1-7). 

Lyndon Johnson's press secretary, Bill Moyers, was 
saying grace at a staff lunch, and the president shouted, 
“Speak up, Bill! I can’t hear a thing!” Moyers quietly 
replied, “I wasn’t addressing you, Mr. President.” It is 
good to remind ourselves that when we pray, we talk to 
God. 

True prayer also involves responsibilities: honoring 
God’s kingdom and doing God’s will (Luke 11:2). It 
has well been said that the purpose of prayer is not to 
get man’s will done in heaven, but to get God’s will 
done on earth. Prayer is not telling God what we want 
and then selfishly enjoying it. Prayer is asking God to 
use us to accomplish what He wants so that His name 
is glorified. His kingdom is extended and strengthened, 
and His will is done. I must test all of my personal 
requests by these overruling concerns if I expect God to 
hear and answer my prayers. 

It is important for Christians to know the Word of 
God, for there we discover the will of God. We must 
never separate prayer and the Word (John 15:7). 
During my ministry, I have seen professing Christians 
disobey God and defend themselves by saying, “I 
prayed about it and God said it was all right!” This 
includes a girl who married an unsaved man (2 Cor. 
6:14-18), a fellow living with a girl who was not his 
wife (1 Thess. 4:1-8), and a preacher who started his 
own church because all the other churches were wrong 
and only he had true “spiritual insight” (Phil. 2:1-16). 

Once we are secure in our relationship with God 
and His will, then we can bring our requests to Him 
(Luke 11:34). We can ask Him to provide our needs 
(not our greeds!) for today, to forgive us for what we 
have done yesterday, and to lead us in the future. All of 
our needs may be included in these three requests: 
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material and physical provision, moral and spiritual 
perfection, and divine protection and direction. If we 
pray this way, we can be sure of praying in God’s will. 

Persistence in prayer (vv. 5-8). In this parable, 
Jesus did not say that God is like this grouchy neigh- 
bor. In fact, He said just the opposite. If a tired and 
selfish neighbor finally meets the needs of a bother- 
some friend, how much more will a loving heavenly 
Father meet the needs of His own dear children! He is 
arguing from the lesser to the greater. 

We have already seen that prayer is based on sonship 
(“Our Father”), not on friendship, but Jesus used 
friendship to illustrate persistence in prayer. God the 
Father is not like this neighbor, for He never sleeps, 
never gets impatient or irritable, is always generous, 
and delights in meeting the needs of His children. The 
friend at the door had to keep on knocking in order to 
get what he needed, but God is quick to respond to His 
children’s cries (Luke 18:1-8). 

The argument is clear. If persistence finally paid off 
as a man beat on the door of a reluctant friend, how 
much more would persistence bring blessing as we pray 
to a loving heavenly Father! After all, we are the chil- 
dren in the house with Him! 

The word translated “importunity” means “shame- 
lessness” or “avoidance of shame.” It can refer to the 
man at the door who was not ashamed to wake up his 
friend, but it can also refer to the friend in the house. 
Hospitality to strangers is a basic law in the East (Gen. 
18:1ff.). If a person refused to entertain a guest, he 
brought disgrace on the whole village and the neigh- 
bors would have nothing to do with him. The man in 
the house knew this and did not want to embarrass 
himself, his family, or his village, so he got up and met 
the need. 

Why does our Father in heaven answer prayer? Not 
just to meet the needs of His children, but to meet 
them in such a way that it brings glory to His name. 
“Hallowed be thy name.” When God's people pray, Gods 
reputation is at stake. The way He takes care of His chil- 
dren is a witness to the world that He can be trusted. 
Phillips Brooks said that prayer is not overcoming 
God’s reluctance; it is laying hold of His highest will- 
ingness. Persistence in prayer is not an attempt to 
change God’s mind (“thy will be done”) but to get our- 
selves to the place where He can trust us with the 
answer. 

Promises for prayer (vv. 9-13). The tenses of the 
verbs are important here: “Keep on asking ... keep on 
seeking ... keep on knocking.” In other words, don’t 
come to God only in the midnight emergencies, but 
keep in constant communion with your Father. Jesus 
called this “abiding” John 15:1ff.), and Paul exhorted, 
“Pray without ceasing” (1 Thess. 5:17). As we pray, 
God will either answer or show us why He cannot 
answer. Then it is up to us to do whatever is necessary 
in our lives so that the Father can trust us with the 
answer. 

Note that the lesson closes with an emphasis on God 
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as Father (Luke 11:11—13). Because He knows us and 
loves us, we never need to be afraid of the answers that He 
gives. Again, Jesus argued from the lesser to the greater: 
if an earthly father gives what is best to his children, 
surely the Father in heaven will do even more. This even 
includes “the good things of the Holy Spirit” (compare 
Luke 11:13 with Matt. 7:11), blessings that in the Old 
Testament were reserved only for a special few. 


Satan (11:14-28) 

Accusation (vv. 14—16). This is the third miracle of 
deliverance our Lord performed that elicited from His 
enemies the accusation that He was in league with 
Satan (see Matt. 9:32-34; 12:22-37). Instead of rejoic- 
ing that God had sent a Redeemer, the religious leaders 
were rebelling against the truth of God’s Word and 
seeking to discredit Christs work and character. 
Imagine people being so blind that they could not dis- 
tinguish a work of God from a work of Satan! 

“Beelzebub” was one of the names of the Philistine 
god Baal (2 Kings 1:1-3); it means “lord of flies.” A 
variant is “Beelzebul,” which means “lord of the 
dwelling” and ties in with Christ’s illustrations in Luke 
11:18-26. The Jews often used this name when refer- 
ring to Satan. 

The request in Luke 11:16 was a part of the accu- 
sation. “If you are really working for God,” they were 
saying in effect, “prove it by giving us a sign from 
heaven, not just a miracle on earth.” They were tempt- 
ing God, which is a dangerous thing to do. 

Refutation (vv. 17-22). Jesus answered their 
charges with three arguments. First, their accusation 
was illogical. Why would Satan fight against himself 
and divide his own kingdom? (Note that Jesus believed 
in a real devil who has a kingdom that is strong and 
united. See Eph. 2:1-3; 6:10ff.) Second, their charges 
were self-incriminating: by what power were the Jews 
casting out demons? How do their works differ from 
Christ’s works? On the contrary, Christs miracles show 
that the kingdom of God is present, not the kingdom 
of Satan! 

Finally, their accusation was really an admission of 
His power, for He could not defeat Satan unless He 
were stronger than Satan. Jesus pictured Satan as a 
strong man in armor, guarding his palace and his 
goods. But Jesus invaded Satan’s territory, destroyed his 
armor and weapons, and claimed his spoils (see John 
12:31-33; Col. 2:15; 1 John 3:8). Our Lord has “led 
captivity captive” (Eph. 4:8) and set the prisoners free 
(Luke 4:18). Though he is permitted limited authority, 
Satan is a defeated enemy. 

Application (vv. 23-28). It is impossible to be 
neutral in this spiritual war (Luke 11:23; see also 9:50), 
for neutrality means standing against Him. There are 
two spiritual forces at work in the world, and we must 
choose between them. Satan is scattering and destroy- 
ing, but Jesus Christ is gathering and building. We 
must make a choice, and if we choose to make no 
choice, we are really choosing against Him. 
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Jesus illustrated the danger of neutrality by telling 
the story of the man and the demon. The man’s body 
was the demon’s “house” (Luke 11:24; and note wv. 17 
and 21). For some unknown reason, the demonic ten- 
ant decided to leave his “house” and go elsewhere. The 
man’s condition improved immediately, but the man 
did not invite God to come and dwell within. In other 
words, the man remained neutral. What happened? 
The demon returned with seven other demons worse 
than himself, and the man’s condition was abominable. 

“Neutrality in religion is always cowardice,” wrote 
Oswald Chambers. “God turns the cowardice of a 
desired neutrality into terror.” 

Taking sides with Jesus means much more than say- 
ing the right things, like the woman who cried, 
“Blessed is the womb that bore You, and the breasts 
which nursed You” (Luke 11:27 Nxjv). She was cer- 
tainly sincere, but that was not enough. We take sides 
with Jesus Christ when we hear His Word and obey it (see 
Luke 6:46—49; 8:19-21). 


Opportunity (11:29-36) 

Because He knew what was in their hearts, Jesus was 
not impressed by the big crowds, but the disciples were. 
In order to keep the Twelve from being swayed by “suc- 
cess,” Jesus gave them some insights into what was 
really happening as they ministered the Word. He used 
three illustrations to show the seriousness of spiritual 
opportunities. 

Jonah (vv. 29-30, 32). The leaders kept asking 
Jesus for a sign to prove that He was the Messiah. The 
only sign He promised was “the sign of Jonah the 
prophet,” which is death, burial, and resurrection. It is 
the resurrection of our Lord that proves He is the 
Messiah, the Son of God (Rom. 1:4), and this is what 
Peter preached to Israel on the day of Pentecost (Acts 
2:22ff.). The witness of the early church was centered 
on Christs resurrection (Acts 1:22; 3:15; 5:30-32; 
13:32-33). Jonah was a living miracle and so is our 
Lord Jesus Christ. 

Solomon (v. 31). The emphasis here is on the wis- 
dom of a king, not the works of a prophet. The Queen 
of Sheba traveled many miles to hear the wisdom of 
Solomon (1 Kings 10), but here was the very Son of 
God in their midst, and the Jews would not believe His 
words! Even if Jesus had performed a sign, it would not 
have changed their hearts. They needed the living wis- 
dom of God, but they were content with their stale 
religious tradition. 

The important thing about these illustrations is 
that they involved Gentiles. When Jonah preached to the 
Gentiles in Nineveh, they repented and were spared. 
When a Gentile queen heard Solomon's wisdom, she 
marveled and believed. If, with all their privileges, the 
Jews did not repent, then the people of Nineveh and 
the Queen of Sheba would bear witness against them in 
the last judgment. The Lord gave Israel so many oppor- 
tunities, yet they would not believe (Luke 13:34-35; 
John 12:35-41). 


Light (vv. 33-36). The third illustration was from 
daily life, not from history, and was one Jesus had used 
before (Matt. 6:22-23). God’s Word is a light that 
shines in this dark world (Ps. 119:105; Prov. 6:23). But 
it is not enough that the light be shining externally, it 
must enter our lives before it can do any good. “The 
entrance of thy words giveth light; it giveth under- 
standing unto the simple” (Ps. 119:130). The brightest 
sun cannot enable a blind man to see. 

When we trust Jesus Christ, our eyes are opened, 
the light shines in, and we become children of light 
(John 8:12; 2 Cor. 4:3-6; Eph. 5:8-14). The impor- 
tant thing is that we take advantage of the light and 
have a single outlook of faith. If we keep one eye on the 
things of God and the other eye on the world (1 John 
2:16), the light will turn into darkness! There is no 
“twilight living” for the Christian, for God demands 
total submission and obedience (Luke 11:23). 

Three men in the Bible illustrate this truth. They 
began in the light and ended up in the darkness 
because they were double-minded. The name Samson 
probably means “sunny,” yet he ended up a blind slave 
in a dark dungeon because he yielded to the “lust of the 
flesh” (Judg. 16). Lot began as a pilgrim with his uncle 
Abraham. He ended as a drunk in a cave, committing 
incest (Gen. 19:30-38), because he yielded to “the lust 
of the eyes” (Gen. 13:10-11). Lot wanted to serve two 
masters and look in two directions! 

King Saul began his reign as a humble leader, but 
his pride led him to a witch’s cave (1 Sam. 28), and he 
died of suicide on the field of battle (1 Sam. 31). His 
sin was “the pride of life”; he would not humble him- 
self and obey the will of God. 

Each of us is controlled either by light or darkness. 
The frightening thing is that some people have so hard- 
ened themselves against the Lord that they cannot tell 
the difference! They think they are following the light 
when, in reality, they are following the darkness. The 
scribes and Pharisees claimed to “see the light” as they 
studied the law, but they were living in the darkness 
(see John 12:35-50). 


Hypocrisy (11:37-54) 

At this stage in Christ’s ministry, when the religious 
leaders were bent on destroying Him, why would a 
Pharisee invite Him to his home for a meal? If he had 
been sincerely seeking truth, he would have talked with 
our Lord privately. It seems obvious that he was look- 
ing for an opportunity to accuse Jesus, and he thought 
he had it when Jesus did not practice the ceremonial 
washing before eating (Mark 7:2-3). Knowing what 
the host was thinking, Jesus responded by giving a 
“spiritual analysis” of the Pharisees. 

He exposed their folly (vv. 37-41). The basic 
error of the Pharisees was thinking that righteousness 
was only a matter of external actions, and they mini- 
mized internal attitudes. They were very careful to keep 
the outside clean, but they ignored the wickedness 
within. They seemed to forget that the same God who 
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created the outside also created the inside, the “inner 
person” that also needs cleansing (Ps. 51:6, 10). 

The Pharisees boasted of their giving (Matt. 6:1-4; 
Luke 18:11-12), but they did not give what was within 
to the Lord. The way to make the outside pure is to 
make the inside pure (Luke 11:41). Kenneth Wuest 
translates this verse, “Rather, the things which are 
inside give as alms, and behold, all things are clean to 
you” (wuEsT). The way to clean up a dirty vocabulary 
is not to brush your teeth but to cleanse your heart. 

He denounced their sins (vv. 42-52). These six 
“woes” parallel the “woes” in Matthew 23. Jesus started 
with the sins of the Pharisees (Luke 11:42—44) and 
then turned to the sins of the scribes, for it was their 
interpretations of the law that formed the basis for the 
whole pharisaical system (Luke 11:45-52). 

The first three “woes” denounce the Pharisees for 
their wrong priorities. They were careful about tithing 
even the tiny leaves and seeds from the herbs, but they 
forgot about important things like justice and love 
(Mic. 6:7-8). They majored on the minors! Jesus did 
not say they should stop tithing but that they should 
put their religious activities into proper perspective. 

They also put reputation above character. They 
thought that sitting in the right seats and being 
acknowledged by the right people would make them 
spiritual. Reputation is what people think we are; char- 
acter is what God knows we are. 

The comparison in Luke 11:44 must have infuri- 
ated the host and the other Pharisees who were present. 
The Jews had to be especially careful about ceremonial 
defilement from dead bodies (Num. 19:11—22; note 
especially v. 16), so they made sure the graves were 
carefully marked. But the Pharisees were like unmarked 
graves that did not look like graves at all! This meant 
that they were unconsciously defiling others when they 
thought they were helping them become holier! Instead of 
helping people, the Pharisees were harming them. 

The scribes felt the sting of our Lord’s words and 
tried to defend themselves. Jesus used three vivid illus- 
trations in answering them: burdens, tombs, and keys. 

The scribes were good at adding to the burdens of 
the people, but they had no heart for helping them 
carry those burdens. What a tragedy when “ministers” 
of God’s Word create more problems for people who 
already have problems enough! A pastor friend of mine 
prays daily, “Lord, help me today not to add to any- 
body’s problems.” Jesus had these “religious burdens” 
in mind when He gave the gracious invitation recorded 
in Matthew 11:28-30. 

The scribes were also good at “embalming” the past 
and honoring the prophets who had been martyred by 
the religious establishment to which they belonged. Both 
Bible history and church history reveal that true ser- 
vants of God are usually rejected by the people who 
most need their ministry, but the next generation will 
come along and honor these people. The Pharisees 
were like “hidden graves,” but the scribes built elabo- 
rate tombs! 
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The first recorded martyrdom in the Old Testament 
is that of Abel, and the last is that of Zechariah (see 
Gen. 4:1-15; 2 Chron. 24:20-27, and remember that 
2 Chronicles is the last book in the Hebrew Bible). 
Jesus did not suggest that the scribes and Pharisees were 
personally responsible for killing the Old Testament 
prophets. Rather, He was affirming that people just like 
the scribes and Pharisees did these terrible things to 
God’s servants. Their ultimate crime would be the cru- 
cifixion of the Son of God. 

Finally, the scribes were guilty of robbing the com- 
mon people of the knowledge of the Word of God. It 
was bad enough that they would not enter the king- 
dom themselves, but they were hindering others from 
going in! It is a serious thing to teach God’s Word, and 
not everyone is supposed to do it (James 3:1). 
Unfortunately, what some people call “Bible study” is 
too often just a group of unprepared people exchang- 
ing their ignorance. 

But there is another side to this: the scribes con- 
vinced the people that nobody could understand and 
explain the law except the trained and authorized 
teachers. We have some of that arrogant attitude show- 
ing itself today. Teachers who overemphasize the Bible 
languages give people the impression that the Holy 
Spirit cannot teach anyone who does not know Greek 
and Hebrew. There are so many “study Bibles” these 
days (and many of them are helpful) that you wonder 
if a student can learn anything from a simple text Bible. 
We must not despise true Christian scholarship, but we 
must also keep things in balance. 

Jesus is the key to the Scriptures (Luke 24:44-48). 
When you take away that key, you cannot understand 
what God has written. As helpful and necessary as 
theological studies are, the most important require- 
ments for Bible study are a yielded heart and an 
obedient will. Some of the best Bible teachers I have 
known in my own ministry were men and women 
who learned the truth of God’s Word on their knees 
and on the battlefield of life. They were Spirit-taught, 
not man-taught. 

He aroused their anger (vv. 53-54). Hypocrites 
do not want their sins exposed; it hurts their reputa- 
tion. Instead of opposing the Lord, these men should 
have been seeking His mercy. They deliberately began 
to attack Him with “catch questions” in hopes they 
could trap Him in some heresy and then arrest Him. 
What a disgraceful way to treat the Son of God. 

But there are religious systems today that are very 
much like the system defended by the scribes and 
Pharisees. The leaders interpret and apply the Word for 
the followers and you are not permitted to ask embar- 
rassing questions or raise objections. The leaders 
exploit the people and do little or nothing to ease their 
burdens. Worst of all, the leaders use the system to 
cover up their own sins. God’s truth should set us free, 
but these groups only lead people into more and more 
bondage. 

God has given teachers to His church (Eph. 4:11), 
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and we should listen to them. But we should also test 
what we hear by the Scriptures to make sure they are 
teaching the truth (1 Thess. 5:19-21), and we should 
not permit anyone to bring us into bondage and 
exploit us (2 Cor. 11:20). 

It is a privilege to have the light of the Word of God 
and the privilege of prayer. The enemy wants to rob us 
of the blessings of spiritual growth and freedom. His 
plan is to substitute hypocrisy for reality and to encour- 
age us to be more concerned about the outside than the 
inside: reputation and not character. 

So serious is this danger that Jesus will have more to 
say about it in Luke 12. Meanwhile, let us beware! 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 
Luke 12 


BELIEVER, BEWARE! 


ur Lord’s disciples may not have realized it, but 
0 they were in great danger. For one thing, they 

were surrounded by immense crowds of people 
whose major concern was not to hear spiritual truth 
but to see Jesus do a miracle or meet some personal 
need. At the same time, the scribes and Pharisees were 
plotting against Jesus and trying to get Him out of the 
way. The snare of popularity and the fear of man has 
brought ruin to more than one servant of God. 

In Luke 12, Luke recorded five warnings from our 
Lord. Four of these warnings must be heeded by God’s 
people today if we are to be faithful disciples, and the 
fifth warning should be heeded by a lost world. 


Beware of Hypocrisy (12:1-12) 

The word /ypocrite comes from a Greek word that 
means “an actor,” “one who plays a part.” There are 
hypocrites in every walk of life, people who try to 
impress others in order to hide their real selves. In the 
Christian life, a hypocrite is somebody who tries to 
appear more spiritual than he or she really is. These 
people know that they are pretending, and they hope 
they will not be found out. Their Christian life is only 
a shallow masquerade. 

It is easy to see why Jesus gave this warning at this 
particular time. The disciples might be tempted either 
to gain popularity by pleasing the crowds, or avoid 
trouble by pleasing the scribes and Pharisees. All of us 
want people to like us, and it seems such an easy thing 
to “act the part” that others want to see. 

How can we keep hypocrisy out of our lives? 

We must understand what hypocrisy really is 
(v. 1). Jesus compared it to leaven (yeast), something 
that every Jew would associate with evil. (See Ex. 
12:15-20. Paul also used leaven to symbolize sin. See 1 
Cor. 5:6-8; Gal. 5:9.) Like yeast, hypocrisy begins very 
small but grows quickly and quietly. As it grows, it 
infects the whole person. Hypocrisy does to the ego 
what yeast does to bread dough: it puffs it up (see 1 


Cor. 4:6, 18-19; 5:2). Soon pride takes over and the 
person’s character deteriorates rapidly. 

If we want to keep hypocrisy out of our lives, we 
must avoid that first bit of “leaven.” Once we start to 
pretend, the process goes on quickly, and the longer we 
wait, the worse it gets. Sir Walter Scott wrote: 


O what a tangled web we weave 
When first we practice to deceive. 


Hypocrisy is foolish and futile (vv. 2-3). Why? 
Because nothing can really be hidden. Jesus referred 
here primarily to His own teachings, but the principle 
applies to other areas of life. The Twelve might be 
tempted to cover or compromise the truth so that nei- 
ther the crowds nor the Pharisees would be offended 
(see Luke 8:16-18; 11:33). God’s truth is like light, not 
leaven, and it must not be hidden. The lies of the hyp- 
ocrite will one day be revealed, so why go on 
pretending? Let your light shine! 

We must understand what causes hypocrisy (vv. 
4-7). Jesus mentioned “fear” five times in these verses, 
so He is teaching us that a basic cause of hypocrisy is 
the fear of man. When we are afraid of what others may 
say about us or do to us, then we try to impress them 
in order to gain their approval. If necessary, we will 
even lie to accomplish our purposes, and this is 
hypocrisy. Unfortunately, many of the scribes and 
Pharisees were more concerned about reputation than 
character, what people thought about them than what 
God knew about them. The fear of man always brings 
a snare (Prov. 29:25), and Jesus wanted His disciples to 
avoid that snare. 

The remedy for hypocrisy is to forget about what 
people may say and do and fear God alone. The fear of 
God is the fear that conquers all other fears, for the per- 
son who truly fears God need fear nothing else. All that 
men can do is kill the body, but God can condemn the 
soul! Since He is the final Judge, and He judges for 
eternity, it is logical that we put the fear of God ahead 
of everything else. Our God knows us and cares for us. 
He cares for the sparrows, and we are of more value 
than they, so what do we have to fear from men? 

We must confess Christ openly (vv. 8-9). Once we 
have done this, we will have an easier time living the truth 
and avoiding hypocrisy. How can we fear men when we 
know Jesus Christ is confessing us before the Father in 
heaven? It is not important that men praise our names on 
earth, but it is important that God acknowledges us in 
heaven (see 2 Tim. 2:8-14). 

We must depend on the Holy Spirit (vv. 10-12). 
Jesus appears to be contradicting Himself. In Luke 
12:8-9, He demands that we openly confess Him, but 
in Luke 12:10, He says we can speak against Him and 
be forgiven. However, if we speak against the Spirit, 
there is no forgiveness! Does this mean that the Holy 
Spirit is more important than the Son of God? 

Note that this statement is connected with the min- 
istry of the Spirit in and through the apostles (Luke 
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12:11-12). The Jewish nation rejected God the Father 
when they refused to obey John the Baptist and repent, 
for John was sent by the Father. They rejected God the 
Son when they asked Pilate to crucify Him. But that sin 
could be forgiven because there was still the ministry of 
the Spirit. 

God did not judge the nation immediately. Instead, 
Jesus prayed for them as He hung on the cross (Luke 
23:34; see also Acts 3:17). Then God sent the Holy 
Spirit, who ministered through the apostles and other 
believers in the church. This was the last opportunity for 
the nation, and they failed by rejecting the witness of the 
Spirit (Acts 7:51). Luke 12:11-12 was fulfilled during 
the first chapters of Acts, when the message went “to 
the Jew first” (Acts 3:26; 13:46; Rom. 1:16). Israel’s 
third “national sin” was the stoning of Stephen (Acts 
7), after which the message went out to the Samaritans 
(Acts 8), and then the Gentiles (Acts 10). Note that 
Stephen said, “You always resist the Holy Spirit!” (Acts 
7:51 NIv). 

I do not believe that the “sin against the Holy 
Spirit” is committed by people today as it was by Israel 
centuries ago. I believe that the only “unpardonable 
sin” today is the final rejection of Jesus Christ (John 
3:36). The Spirit of God witnesses through the Word, 
and it is possible for sinners to reject that witness and 
resist the Spirit. But the Spirit bears witness to Christ 
(John 16:7-15), so the way people treat the Spirit is the 
way they treat the Son of God. 


Beware of Covetousness (12:13-21) 

At this point, a man in the crowd interrupted Jesus and 
asked Him to solve a family problem. Rabbis were 
expected to help settle legal matters, but Jesus refused 
to get involved. Why? Because He knew that no answer 
He gave would solve the real problem, which was cov- 
etousness in the hearts of the two brothers. (The “you” 
in Luke 12:14 is plural.) As long as both men were 
greedy, no settlement would be satisfactory. Their 
greatest need was to have their hearts changed. Like too 
many people today, they wanted Jesus to serve them 
but not to save them. 

Covetousness is an unquenchable thirst for getting 
more and more of something we think we need in 
order to be truly satisfied. It may be a thirst for money 
or the things that money can buy, or even a thirst for 
position and power. Jesus made it clear that true life 
does not depend on an abundance of possessions. He 
did not deny that we have certain basic needs (Matt. 
6:32; 1 Tim. 6:17). He only affirmed that we will not 
make life richer by acquiring more of these things. 

Mark Twain once defined “civilization” as “a limit- 
less multiplication of unnecessary necessities,” and he 
was right. In fact, many Christians are infected with 
covetousness and do not know it. They think that 
Paul’s admonition in 1 Timothy 6 applies only to the 
“rich and famous.” Measured by the living standards of 
the rest of the world, most believers in America are 
indeed wealthy people. 
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Jesus told this parable to reveal the dangers that lurk 
in a covetous heart. As you read it, test your own 
responses to this farmer's various experiences. 

How do you respond to the wealthy farmers 
dilemma? Here was a man who had a problem with too 
much wealth! If we say, “I certainly wish I had that 
problem!” we may be revealing covetousness in our 
hearts. If suddenly you inherited a great deal of wealth, 
would it create a problem for you? Or would you sim- 
ply praise God and ask Him what He wanted you to do 
with it? 

There are perils to prosperity (Prov. 30:7-9). 
Wealth can choke the Word of God (Matt. 13:22), cre- 
ate snares and temptations (1 Tim. 6:6-10, 17-19), 
and give you a false sense of security. People say that 
money does not satisfy, but it does satisfy if you want to 
live on that level. People who are satisfied only with the 
things that money can buy are in great danger of losing 
the things that money cannot buy. 

This farmer saw his wealth as an opportunity to 
please himself. He had no thoughts of others or of God. 

How do you respond to the decisions of the rich 
man? Are you saying, “Now that is shrewd business! 
Save and have it ready for the future!” But Jesus saw 
selfishness in all that this man did (note the eleven per- 
sonal pronouns), and He said the man was a fool. The 
world’s philosophy is “Take care of Number One!” But 
Jesus does not endorse that philosophy. 

There is certainly nothing wrong with following 
good business principles, or even with saving for the 
future (1 Tim. 5:8). Jesus does not encourage waste 
(John 6:12). But neither does He encourage selfishness 
motivated by covetousness. 

How do you respond to the farmer’s desires? Are you 
saying, “This is the life! The man has success, satisfac- 
tion, and security! What more could he want?” But 
Jesus did not see this farmer enjoying life; He saw him 
facing death! Wealth cannot keep us alive when our 
time comes to die, nor can it buy back the opportuni- 
ties we missed while we were thinking of ourselves and 
ignoring God and others. 

Jesus made it clear that true life does not come from 
an abundance of things, nor do true success or security. 
This man had a false view of both life and death. He 
thought that life came from accumulating things, and 
that death was far away. On March 11, 1856, Henry 
David Thoreau wrote in his journal, “That man is the 
richest whose pleasures are cheapest.” He also said, “A 
man is rich in proportion to the number of things 
which he can afford to let alone.” 

Finally, how do you respond to the death of the 
boastful farmer? We are prone to say, “Too bad this fel- 
low died just when he had everything going for him! 
How tragic that he could not finish his great plans.” 
But the greatest tragedy is not what the man left 
behind but what lay before him: eternity without God! 
The man lived without God and died without God, 
and his wealth was but an incident in his life. God is 
not impressed with our money. 
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What does it mean to be “rich toward God”? It 
means to acknowledge gratefully that everything we 
have comes from God, and then make an effort to use 
what He gives us for the good of others and the glory 
of God. Wealth can be enjoyed and employed at the 
same time if our purpose is to honor God (1 Tim. 
6:10ff.). To be rich toward God means spiritual enrich- 
ment, not just personal enjoyment. How tragic when 
people are rich in this world but poor in the next (see 


Matt. 6:19-34)! 


Beware of Worrying (12:22-34) 

The rich farmer worried because he had too much, but 
the disciples might be tempted to worry because they 
did not have enough! They had given up all they had 
in order to follow Christ. They were living by faith, and 
faith is always tested. 

Worry is destructive. The word translated “anx- 
ious” in Luke 12:22 means “to be torn apart,” and the 
phrase “doubtful mind” (Luke 12:29) means “to be 
held in suspense.” It is the picture of a ship being tossed 
in a storm. Our English word worry comes from an old 
Anglo-Saxon word that means “to strangle.” “Worry 
does not empty tomorrow of its sorrow,” said Corrie 
ten Boom, “it empties today of its strength.” 

Worry is also deceptive. It gives us a false view of 
life, of itself, and of God. Worry convinces us that life 
is made up of what we eat and what we wear. We get so 
concerned about the means that we totally forget about 
the end, which is to glorify God (Matt. 6:33). There is 
a great difference between making a living and making 
a life. 

Worry blinds us to the world around us and the 
way God cares for His creation. God makes the flowers 
beautiful, and He even feeds the unclean ravens, who 
have no ability to sow or reap. He ought to be able to 
care for men to whom He has given the ability to work. 
Jesus was not suggesting that we sit around and let God 
feed us, for the birds themselves work hard to stay alive. 
Rather, He encourages us to trust Him and cooperate 
with Him in using the abilities and opportunities that 
He gives us (2 Thess. 3:6-15). 

But worry even blinds us to itself. We can get to the 
place where we actually think that worry accomplishes 
good things in our lives! In Luke 12:25, Jesus pointed 
out that our worries do not add one extra minute to 
our lives (Ps. 39:5) or one extra inch to our height. The 
rich farmer’s fretting certainly did not lengthen his life! 
Instead of adding to our lives, our worries take away 
from our lives. People can worry themselves into the 
hospital or into the grave! 

Once again, Jesus argued from the lesser to the 
greater. If God feeds the birds, He will surely feed His 
children. If He beautifies the plants that grow up one 
day and are cut down the next, surely He will clothe 
His own people. The problem is not His little power, 
for He can do anything; the problem is our little faith. 

Worry is deformative. It keeps us from growing 
and it makes us like the unsaved in the world (Luke 


12:30). In short, worry is unchristian; worry is a sin. 
How can we witness to a lost world and encourage 
them to put faith in Jesus Christ if we ourselves are 
doubting God and worrying? Is it not inconsistent to 
preach faith and yet not practice it? Late chaplain of 
the United States Senate Peter Marshall once prayed 
“that ulcers would not become the badge of our faith.” 
Too often they are! 

How do we win over worry? The first step is to real- 
ize that God knows our needs, so we can trust Him to 
meet them. We are sheep in His little flock, children in 
His family, and servants in His kingdom, and He will 
see to it that our needs are fully met. It is His pleasure 
to give us His kingdom, so will He not give us every- 
thing that we need (see Rom. 8:32)? 

But God’s pleasures and our treasures must go 
together. We must look at earth from heaven’s point of 
view and make sure that we put God’s kingdom first in 
everything. The main question is, “Where is your 
heart?” If our hearts are fixed on the transient things of 
earth, then we will always worry. But if we are fixed on 
the eternal, then God’s peace will guard our minds and 
hearts (Phil. 4:6-9). We must “hang loose” when it 
comes to this world’s goods, and be willing even to sell 
what we have in order to help others (Acts 2:44—45; 
4:34-35). It is not wrong to own things so long as 
things do not own us. 


Beware of Carelessness (12:35-53) 

Jesus shifted the emphasis from being worried about 
the present to being watchful about the future. The 
themes in Luke 12 all go together, for one of the best 
ways to conquer hypocrisy, covetousness, and worry is 
to look for the Lord’s return. When you are “living in 
the future tense,” it is difficult for the things of the 
world to ensnare you. In this section, Jesus explained 
how we can be ready for His return. 

Waiting and watching (vv. 35-40). Jewish wed- 
dings were held at night, and a bridegroom's servants 
would have to wait for their master to come home with 
his bride. The new husband would certainly not want 
to be kept waiting at the door with his bride! But the 
servants had to be sure they were ready to go to work, 
with their robes tucked under their girdles so they were 
free to move (see 1 Peter 1:13ff.). 

But the remarkable thing in this story is that the 
master serves the servants! In Jewish weddings, the 
bride was treated like a queen and the groom like a 
king, so you would not expect the “king” to minister to 
his staff. Our King will minister to His faithful servants 
when He greets us at His return, and He will reward us 
for our faithfulness. 

To “watch” means to be alert, to be ready, not to be 
caught by surprise. That is the attitude we must have 
toward the second coming of Jesus Christ. His coming 
will be like that of a thief: unannounced and unex- 
pected (Matt. 24:43; 1 Thess. 5:2; Rev. 16:15). We 
must be ready! 

The saintly Presbyterian pastor Robert Murray 
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McCheyne sometimes asked people, “Do you believe 
that Jesus is coming today?” If they replied in the neg- 
ative, he would say, “Then you had better be ready, for 
He is coming at an hour when you think not!” 

Working (vv. 41-48). Lest we get the idea that 
watching and waiting are all that He requires, Jesus 
added this parable to encourage us to be working when 
He comes. The apostles had a special responsibility to 
feed God’s household, His church, but each of us has 
some work to do in this world, assigned to us by the 
Lord. Our responsibility is to be faithful when He 
comes. We may not appear successful in our own eyes, 
or in the eyes of others, but that is not important. The 
thing God wants is faithfulness (1 Cor. 4:2). 

Once a believer starts to think his Master is not 
coming back, his life begins to deteriorate. Our rela- 
tionship with others depends on our relationship to the 
Lord, so if we stop looking for Him, we will stop lov- 
ing His people. The motive for Christian life and 
service must be a desire to please the Lord and be 
found faithful at His return. 

I do not think that Luke 12:46 teaches that unfaith- 
ful believers lose their salvation, because our going to 
heaven depends on faith in Jesus Christ and not good 
works (Eph. 2:8-10; 2 Tim. 2:11-13). The phrase “cut 
him in sunder” means “cut him off, separate him,” and 
“unbelievers” can also be translated “unfaithful.” Our 
Lord will separate the faithful believers from the 
unfaithful; He will reward the faithful, but the unfaith- 
ful servants will lose their rewards (1 Cor. 3:13-15). 

God’s judgment will be fair. It will be based on 
what the servants know of God’s will. This is not to 
suggest that the more ignorant we are, the easier time 
we will have at the judgment seat of Christ! We are 
admonished to know God’s will (Rom. 12:2; Col. 1:9) 
and to grow in our knowledge of Jesus Christ (2 Peter 
3:18). Jesus is stating a general principle: the more we 
have from God, the greater our accountability before 
God. 

Warring (vv. 49-53). As we wait, watch, and work, 
we will not have an easy time, because we are aliens in 
enemy territory. The images Jesus used—fire, baptism, 
division—speak of opposition and conflict. To the 
Jews, fire was a symbol of judgment, and our Lord’s 
coming into this world did bring judgment (John 
9:39-41). 

Our Lord’s “baptism” in Luke 12:50 refers to His 
suffering and death, which was pictured by His bap- 
tism in the Jordan. (See Ps. 42:7 and Jonah 2:3, and 
note His reference to Jonah in Luke 11:29-30.) The 
apostles certainly received a baptism of suffering as 
they witnessed for Christ after Pentecost. 

Luke opened his book announcing “peace on earth” 
(Luke 2:14), but now he has the Lord seemingly con- 
tradicting this promise. Jesus does give peace to those 
who trust Him (Rom. 5:1), but often their confession 
of faith becomes a declaration of war among their fam- 
ily and friends. Jesus is a cause of division (see John 
7:12, 43; 9:16; 10:19). But even if there is not “peace 
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on earth,” there is “peace in heaven” (Luke 19:38) 
because of the finished work of Jesus Christ on the 
cross. 

After instructing His disciples, Jesus turned and 
gave a final warning to the people around Him. 


Beware of Spiritual Dullness (12:54-59) 

Jesus used two illustrations to impress on the crowds 
the importance of discernment and diligence in spiri- 
tual matters. First, He talked about the weather, and 
then He talked about a lawsuit. 

Discernment (vv. 54-57). If people were as dis- 
cerning about spiritual things as they are about the 
weather, they would be better off! The crowd could 
predict a storm, but it could not foresee the coming 
judgment. It knew that the temperature was about to 
change, but it could not interpret the “signs of the 
times.” The Jewish nation had the prophetic Scriptures 
for centuries and should have known what God was 
doing, but their religious leaders led them astray. 

How tragic that men today can predict the move- 
ments of the heavenly bodies, split atoms, and even put 
men on the moon, but they are blind to what God is 
doing in the world. They know how to get to the stars, 
but they do not know how to get to heaven! Our edu- 
cated world possesses a great deal of scientific 
knowledge but not much spiritual wisdom. 

Diligence (vv. 58-59). Anyone will do whatever is 
necessary to stay out of prison, but how many people 
will apply that same concern and diligence to stay out 
of hell? If lawyers and judges would examine God’s 
Word as diligently as they examine their law books, 
they will gain a wisdom that the law cannot give. 

The nation of Israel was marching to judgment, 
and the Judge was Almighty God, yet they would not 
seek for terms of peace (Luke 13:34-35). Jesus knew 
that the Roman armies would come to destroy the city 
and the temple (Luke 19:41-44), but He could not 
convince the people to repent. Their debt was mount- 
ing up and they would pay the last mite. 

We must apply these truths to our own lives per- 
sonally. If we knew a storm was coming, we would 
prepare for it. If we knew the officer was coming to 
take us to court, we would get a lawyer and try to set- 
tle the case out of court. The storm of God’s wrath is 
coming, and the Judge is already standing before the 
door (James 5:9). 

“Behold, now is the accepted time; behold, now is 
the day of salvation” (2 Cor. 6:2). 


CHAPTER TWELVE 
Luke 13 


QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 


Jewish student asked his teacher, “Rabbi, why is it 
that when I ask you a question, you always reply 
by asking me another question?” The rabbi 
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replied, “So why shouldn't I?” As Jesus continued His 
journey toward Jerusalem, He encountered four situa- 
tions involving questions that had to be answered. “To 
question a wise man is the beginning of wisdom,” says 
a German proverb. Not everyone who questioned the 
Lord did so from a right motive, but that did not stop 
Jesus from teaching them what they needed to know. 
As you study His replies in Luke 13, you can learn 
more about Him and His ministry, and also more 
about living the Christian life so as to please Him. 


A Political Question about Justice (13:1-9) 

Pontius Pilate, the Roman governor, did not get along 
with the Jews because he was insensitive to their reli- 
gious convictions. For example, he brought the official 
Roman ensigns into Jerusalem and infuriated the Jews 
who resented having Caesar’s image in the Holy City. 
Pilate threatened to kill the protesters and they were 
willing to die! Seeing their determination, the governor 
relented and moved the ensigns to Caesarea, but that 
did not stop the hostilities. 

The atrocity mentioned in Luke 13:1 may have 
taken place when Pilate “appropriated” money from 
the temple treasury to help finance an aqueduct. A 
large crowd of angry Jews gathered in protest, so Pilate 
had soldiers in civilian clothes mingle with the mob. 
Using concealed weapons, the soldiers killed a number 
of innocent and unarmed Jews, and this only added to 
the Jews’ hatred for their governor. 

Since Jesus was going up to Jerusalem, anything He 
said about Pilate was sure to get there before Him. If 
He ignored the issue, the crowd would accuse Him of 
being pro-Roman and disloyal to His people. If He 
defended the Jews and accused Pilate, He would be in 
trouble with the Romans, and the Jewish leaders would 
have a good excuse to get Him arrested. 

Our Lord moved the whole issue to a higher level 
and avoided politics completely. Instead of discussing 
Pilates sins, He dealt with the sins of the people ques- 
tioning Him. He answered their question by asking a 
question! 

To begin with, He made it clear that human 
tragedies are not always divine punishments and that it 
is wrong for us to “play God” and pass judgment. Job’s 
friends made this mistake when they said that Job’s 
afflictions were evidence that he was a sinner. If we take 
that approach to tragedy, then we will have a hard time 
explaining the sufferings of the prophets and apostles, 
and even of our Lord Himself. 

“How would you explain the deaths of the people 
on whom the tower in Siloam fell?” He asked. “That 
was not the fault of Pilate. Was it God’s fault? Shall we 
blame Him? The eighteen who were killed were just 
doing their job, yet they died. They were not protest- 
ing or creating trouble.” 

When the blind English poet John Milton was old 
and obscure, he was visited one day by Charles II, son 
of the king that the Puritans had beheaded. “Your 
blindness is a judgment from God for the part you 


took against my father,” said the king. Milton replied, 
“If I have lost my sight through God’s judgment, what 
can you say of your father who lost his head?” 

Jesus went on to show the logical conclusion of 
their argument: if God does punish sinners in this way, 
then they themselves had better repent because all men 
are sinners! The question is not, “Why did these peo- 
ple die?” but, “What right do you have to live?” None 
of us is sinless, so we had all better get prepared. 

It is easier to talk about other people’s deaths than 
it is to face our own sin and possible death. The 
American publishing tycoon William Randolph Hearst 
would not permit anyone to mention death in his pres- 
ence, yet he died. I asked a friend of mine what the 
death rate was in his city, and he replied, “One apiece.” 
Then he added, “People are dying who never died 
before.” 

According to Leviticus 19:23-25, fruit from newly 
planted trees was not eaten the first three years, and the 
fourth year the crops belonged to the Lord. A farmer 
would not get any figs for himself until the fifth year, 
but this man had now been waiting for seven years! No 
wonder he wanted to cut down the fruitless tree! 

The parable has an application to individuals and 
to the nation of Israel. God is gracious and long suffer- 
ing toward people (2 Peter 3:9) and does more than 
enough to encourage us to repent and bear fruit (Matt. 
3:7-10). He has had every right to cut us down, but in 
His mercy, He has spared us. Yet we must not presume 
upon the kindness and long suffering of the Lord, for 
the day of judgment will finally come. 

But the tree also reminds us of God’s special good- 
ness to Israel (Isa. 5:1-7; Rom. 9:1-5) and His 
patience with them. God waited three years during our 
Lord’s earthly ministry, but the nation did not produce 
fruit. He then waited about forty years more before He 
allowed the Roman armies to destroy Jerusalem and 
the temple, and during those years, the church gave to 
the nation a powerful witness of the gospel message. 
Finally, the tree was cut down. 

It is significant that the parable was “open-ended,” 
so that the listeners had to supply the conclusion. (The 
book of Jonah is another example of this approach.) 
Did the tree bear fruit? Did the special care accomplish 
anything? Was the tree spared or cut down? We have no 
way to know the answers to these questions, but we can 
answer as far as our own lives are concerned! Again, the 
question is not “What happened to the tree?” but 
“What will happen to me?” 

God is seeking fruit. He will accept no substitutes, 
and the time to repent is now. The next time you hear 
about a tragedy that claims many lives, ask yourself, 
“Am I just taking up space, or am I bearing fruit to 
God’s glory?” 


A Legal Question about the Sabbath (13:10-21) 

Liberation (vv. 10-13). If I had been crippled for 
eighteen years, I wonder if I would be faithful to wor- 
ship God week after week in the synagogue. Surely this 
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woman had prayed and asked God for help, and yet she 
was not delivered. However, God’s seeming unconcern 
did not cause her to become bitter or resentful. There 
she was in the synagogue. 

Ever sensitive to the needs of others, Jesus saw the 
woman and called her to come forward. It may have 
seemed heartless to the congregation for Him to do 
this and expose her handicap publicly (see Matt. 
12:13), but He knew what He was doing. For one 
thing, Satan was in the synagogue and He wanted to 
expose him and defeat him. But He also wanted the 
woman to help Him teach the people an important 
lesson about freedom. 

Not only does Satan bow people down, but so do 
sin (Ps. 38:6), sorrow (Ps. 42:5), and suffering (Ps. 
44:25). Jesus Christ is the only one who can set the 
prisoner free. He spoke the word, laid His hands on 
her, and she was healed and gave glory to God! That 
was a synagogue service the people never forgot. 

Indignation (v. 14). Instead of rejoicing and giving 
God the glory, the ruler of the synagogue (see Luke 
8:41) became very angry. He did not have the courage 
to express his anger to Jesus, so he scolded the congre- 
gation! But the more you ponder his tirade, the more 
laughable it becomes. Suppose they did bring their sick 
to be healed; who would heal them? Did he have that 
kind of power, and, if he did, why had he not used it 
to help people before? What a cowardly hypocrite! 

The bondage of the ruler of the synagogue was 
worse than that of the woman. Her bondage affected 
only her body, but his bondage shackled his mind and 
heart. He was so bound and blinded by tradition that 
he ended up opposing the Son of God! Elbert Hubbard 
called tradition “a clock that tells us what time it was.” 
The ruler of the synagogue could not “discern this 
time” (Luke 13:12:56) and he stood condemned. 

Vindication (vv. 15-17). Jesus could have healed 
this woman on any other day of the week. After all, she 
had been bound for eighteen painful years, and one 
more day would have made little difference. But He 
deliberately chose the Sabbath day because He wanted 
to teach a lesson about freedom. Note the repetition of 
the word Joose (Luke 13:12, 15-16). 

First, the Lord defended the woman and rebuked 
the ruler of the synagogue. Jesus reminded him that he 
treated his animals far better than he treated this poor 
woman. This indictment included the people in the 
congregation as well. Our Lord was arguing from the 
lesser to the greater: if God permits people to help their 
thirsty animals on the Sabbath, would He not want us 
to care for needy people made in the image of God? 
Any tradition that keeps us from helping others is not 
from God. In fact, it is easy to use tradition as an 
excuse for not caring for others. 

Jesus said that the woman was a “daughter of 
Abraham,” referring to her spiritual condition and not 
her physical birth (Luke 19:9; Gal. 3:7). All the Jewish 
women present would have been “daughters of 
Abraham.” Does this mean that she was a converted 
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person before the Lord healed her? If so, then she is the 
only believer in the New Testament who was physically 
afflicted because of demonic attack. (We are not sure 
what Paul’s “thorn in the flesh” was or exactly how 
Satan used it to buffet Paul. See 2 Cor. 12.) 

Perhaps it is a matter of semantics, but I prefer to 
speak of demonic work in believers as “demon oppres- 
sion” rather than “demon possession.” In fact, the 
Greek word is “demonized,” so we need not think of 
“possession” in spatial terms. Certainly Satan can and 
does attack the bodies and minds of God’s people. 
Some satanic oppression could last for many years until 
someone detects that Satan is at work. Not all sickness 
is caused by demons (Luke 6:17-19), so we must not 
blame everything on Satan. 

There were people in the congregation who hoped 
to use this Sabbath violation to accuse Jesus, but He 
left them so ashamed that they said nothing. The les- 
son that He taught was clear: Satan puts people into 
bondage, but true freedom comes from trusting Christ. 
The Sabbath that God wants to give us is a “heart rest” 
that comes through His grace and not from obeying 
traditions (Matt. 11:28-30). 

The parables in Luke 13:18-21 were probably spo- 
ken to the congregation just before Jesus and the Twelve 
departed from the synagogue. He had used these para- 
bles before and the disciples understood them (Matt. 
13:31-33, 51). Some see in them a picture of the visi- 
ble outward growth of the kingdom (the mustard seed) 
and the invisible inward influence of the kingdom (the 
leaven). By using these parables, Jesus was saying, “You 
Jewish religious leaders may hold to your dead tradi- 
tions and oppose the truth, but God’s living kingdom 
will still increase. Satan will be defeated!” 

But, we must keep two other considerations in mind. 
First, Jesus had already used leaven as a picture of evil 
(Luke 12:1), and He was not likely to contradict Himself. 
Second, the context of Matthew 13 indicates opposition 
and seeming defeat for God’s kingdom, not worldwide 
conquest. Yes, there will be ultimate victory; but mean- 
while, much of the seed sown will bear no fruit, Satan 
will sow counterfeits, and the net will catch all kinds of 
fish, good and bad. I cannot find either in church history 
or in contemporary reports any proof that the kingdom 
of God has “permeated the whole world.” In view of the 
population increase, we are losing ground! 

The Jews knew their Scriptures and recognized the 
images that Jesus used. Leaven represented evil (Ex. 
12:14-20), and a mighty tree pictured a great world 
kingdom (Ezek. 17:22-24; 31:3-9; Dan. 4:20-22). A 
mustard seed produces a shrub, not a great tree. The 
kingdom would be infected with false teaching (Gal. 
5:1-9), and the small seed (“little flock,” Luke 12:32) 
would grow into an organization that would be a home 
for Satan. (The birds represent the evil one, Matt. 13:19.) 
The professing church today fits both descriptions. 


A Theological Question about Salvation (13:22-30) 
The events recorded in John 9—10 fit between Luke 
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13:21 and 22. Note in John 10:40—42 that Jesus then 
left Judea and went beyond the Jordan into Perea. The 
events of Luke 13:22—17:10 took place in Perea as the 
Lord gradually moved toward Jerusalem. 

The scribes often discussed the question of how 
many people would be saved, and somebody asked 
Jesus to give His thoughts on the issue. As with the 
question about Pilate, Jesus immediately made the 
matter personal. “The question is not how many will 
be saved, but whether or not you will be saved! Get that 
settled first, and then we can discuss what you can do 
to help get others saved.” 

I sometimes receive “theological letters” from radio 
listeners who want to argue about predestination, elec- 
tion, and other difficult doctrines. When I reply, I 
usually ask them about their prayer life, their witness- 
ing, and their work in the local church. That often ends 
the correspondence. Too many professed Christians 
want to discuss these profound doctrines, but they do 
not want to put them into practice by seeking to win 
people to Jesus Christ! D. L. Moody prayed, “Lord, 
save the elect, and then elect some more!” 

“Many ... will seek to enter in, and shall not be 
able” (Luke 13:24). Why? The parable tells us why, and 
it focuses primarily on the Jewish people of that day. 
However, it has a personal application to all of us 
today. 

Jesus pictured the kingdom as a great feast, with the 
patriarchs and prophets as honored guests (Luke 
13:28). But many of the people who were invited 
waited too long to respond, and, when they arrived at 
the banquet hall, it was too late and the door was shut 
(see Matt. 22:1-14; Luke 14:15-24). 

But why did they wait so long? The parable suggests 
several reasons. To begin with, salvation is not easy; the 
sinner must enter a narrow gate and walk a narrow way 
(Luke 13:24; also see 9:23ff.). The world’s crowd is on 
the easy way, the way that leads to destruction (Matt. 
7:13-14), and it is much easier to walk with them. 

Another reason for their delay was their false sense 
of security. Jesus had been among them; they had even 
eaten with Him and enjoyed His fellowship, yet they 
had never trusted Him. God gave the nation many priv- 
ileges and opportunities, but they wasted them (see 
Luke 10:13-16). God is long suffering; however, there 
comes a time when even God shuts the door. 

Pride also played a big part: they would not hum- 
ble themselves before God. In their own eyes, they were 
first, but in God’s eyes, they were last—and the Gentiles 
would come and take their place (see Matt. 21:43)! 
Imagine the “unclean Gentile dogs” sitting at the feast 
with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, while the unbelieving 
Jews were outside! 

These people were lost because they depended on 
their ancient religion to save them, but Jesus saw them 
as “workers of iniquity,” not doers of righteousness (Isa. 
64:4; Titus 1:16). It takes more than reverence for tra- 
dition to get into God’s kingdom! 

But the major reason was given by Jesus Himself: 


“Ye would not” (Luke 13:34). Their minds had been 
instructed by the Word (Luke 13:26), and their hearts 
had been stirred by His mighty works, but their wills 
were stubborn and would not submit to Him. This is 
the deadly consequence of delay. The longer sinners 
wait, the harder their hearts become. “Today, if you 
will hear His voice, do not harden your hearts” (Heb. 
4:7 NKJV). 

The Spanish composer Manuel de Falla was notori- 
ous for not answering his mail. When he heard that a 
friend had died, the composer said, “What a pity! He 
died before I answered his letter, which he sent me five 
years ago!” 

When sinners fail to answer Gods invitation to His 
feast, they are the ones who die. They are “thrust out” of 
the joys of the kingdom and are punished with “weep- 
ing and gnashing of teeth” (Luke 13:28). It is a picture 
of people who are overwhelmed with regret because 
they see how foolish they were to delay, but, alas, it is 
too late. One of the agonies of hell will be the remem- 
brance of opportunities wasted. 

What is the answer? “Strive to enter in at the nar- 
row gate” (Luke 13:24). The word strive comes from 
the sports arena and describes an athlete giving his best 
to win the contest. Our English word agonize comes 
from this word. If people today would put as much 
effort into things spiritual as they do things athletic, 
they would be much better off. 


A Personal Question about Danger (13:31-35) 

Jesus was in Perea, which was ruled by Herod Antipas, 
son of Herod the Great. The Pharisees wanted to get 
Jesus back into Judea, where the religious leaders could 
watch Him and ultimately trap Him, so they tried to 
frighten Him away. 

Herod had been perplexed by our Lord’s ministry 
and was afraid that John the Baptist, whom he mur- 
dered, had come back from the dead (Luke 9:7-9). In 
fact, at one point, Herod wanted to meet Jesus so he 
could see Him perform a miracle (Luke 23:8)! But it 
appears that Herod’s heart was getting harder, for now 
he threatened to kill Jesus. The warning the Pharisees 
gave (Luke 13:31) was undoubtedly true or Jesus 
would not have answered as He did. 

Our Lord was not afraid of danger. He followed a 
“divine timetable” and nothing could harm Him. He 
was doing the will of God according to the Father’s 
schedule (see John 2:4; 7:30; 8:20; 13:1; 17:1). It had 
been decreed from eternity that the Son of God would 
be crucified in Jerusalem at the Passover (1 Peter 1:20; 
Rev. 13:8), and even Herod Antipas could not hinder 
the purposes of God. Quite the contrary, our Lord’s 
enemies only helped fulfill the will of God (Acts 2:23; 
3:13-18). 

Jesus used a bit of “holy sarcasm” in His reply. He 
compared Herod to a fox, an animal that was not held 
in high esteem by the Jews (Neh. 4:3). Known for its 
cunning, the fox was an apt illustration of the crafty 
Herod. Jesus had work to do, and He would accomplish 
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it. After all, Jesus walked in the light (John 9:4; 
11:9-10), and foxes went hunting in the darkness! 

But Jesus also had a word to say about His nation: 
“It cannot be that a prophet perish out of Jerusalem” 
(Luke 13:33). This parallels what He had said to the 
scribes and Pharisees in Luke 11:47-51. The nation 
not only rejected God’s loving invitation to His feast, 
but they even killed the servants who brought them the 
invitation (see Acts 13:27)! 

Our Lord’s heart was grieved as He saw the unbelief 
and rebellion around Him, and He broke out in a 
lamentation over the sad plight of the Jewish nation. It 
was a sob of anguish, not an expression of anger. His 
compassionate heart was broken. 

The image of the hen and her chicks would be a 
familiar one to an agricultural people like the Jews (see 
Ps. 91:4). Some of the Old Testament references to 
“wings” refer to the wings of the cherubim in the Holy 
of Holies in the tabernacle or temple (see Ex. 25:20; 
Ruth 2:12; Ps. 36:7-8; 61:4). The hen gathers her 
chicks when she sees danger is coming. The Pharisees 
told Jesus that He was in danger, when in reality they 
were in danger! 

In this lament, Jesus was addressing the whole 
nation and not just the Pharisees who had tried to pro- 
voke Him. The people had been given many 
opportunities to repent and be saved, but they had 
refused to heed His call. “House” refers both to the 
“family” of Jacob (“the house of Israel”) and to the tem- 
ple (“the house of God”), both of which would be “left 
desolate.” The city and temple were destroyed and the 
people were scattered. 

But there is a future for Israel. The time will come 
when their Messiah will return and be recognized and 
received by the people. They will say, “Blessed is he that 
cometh in the name of the Lord” (Luke 13:35; also see 
Ps. 118:26). Some of the people would use these words 
at His “triumphal entry” (Luke 19:38), but they will 
not have their fulfillment until His coming in glory 
(see Zech. 12:10; 14:4ff; Matt. 24:30-31). 

Israel’s house has been left desolate. The nation has 
no king or priest, no temple or sacrifice (Hos. 3:4-5). 
But the nation has God’s promise that she has not been 
forsaken (Rom. 11:1ff.). There can be no peace on 
earth until the Prince of Peace (Isa. 9:6) is seated on 
David’s throne (Isa. 11:1ff.). 

“Pray for the peace of Jerusalem” (Ps. 122:6). 

Strive to enter in at the narrow gate! 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
Luke 14 


THE MAN WHO CAME TO DINNER 


S abbath day hospitality was an important part of 


Jewish life, so it was not unusual for Jesus to be 
invited to a home for a meal after the weekly syn- 
agogue service. Sometimes the host invited Him 
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sincerely because he wanted to learn more of God’s 
truth. But many times Jesus was asked to dine only so 
His enemies could watch Him and find something to 
criticize and condemn. That was the case on the occa- 
sion described in Luke 14 when a leader of the 
Pharisees invited Jesus to dinner. 

Jesus was fully aware of what was in men’s hearts 
(John 2:24-25), so He was never caught off guard. In 
fact, instead of hosts or guests judging Jesus, it was 
Jesus who passed judgment on them when they least 
expected it. Indeed, in this respect, He was a dangerous 
person to sit with at a meal or to follow on the road! In 
Luke 14, we see Jesus dealing with five different kinds 
of people and exposing what was false in their lives and 
their thinking. 


The Pharisees: False Piety (14:1-6) 

Instead of bringing them to repentance, Jesus’ severe 
denunciation of the Pharisees and scribes (Luke 
11:39-52) only provoked them to retaliation, and they 
plotted against Him. The Pharisee who invited Jesus to 
his home for dinner also invited a man afflicted with 
dropsy. This is a painful disease in which, because of kid- 
ney trouble, a heart ailment, or liver disease, the tissues 
fill with water. How heartless of the Pharisees to “use” 
this man as a tool to accomplish their wicked plan, but 
if we do not love the Lord, neither will we love our 
neighbor. Their heartless treatment of the man was far 
worse than our Lord’s “lawless” behavior on the Sabbath. 

This afflicted man would not have been invited to 
such an important dinner were it not that the Pharisees 
wanted to use him as “bait” to catch Jesus. They knew 
that Jesus could not be in the presence of human suf- 
fering very long without doing something about it. If 
He ignored the afflicted man, then He was without 
compassion, but if He healed him, then He was openly 
violating the Sabbath and they could accuse Him. They 
put the dropsied man right in front of the Master so 
He could not avoid him, and then they waited for the 
trap to spring. 

Keep in mind that Jesus had already “violated” their 
Sabbath traditions on at least seven different occasions. 
On the Sabbath day, He had cast out a demon (Luke 
4:31-37), healed a fever (Luke 4:38-39), allowed His 
disciples to pluck grain (Luke 6:1-5), healed a lame 
man (John 5:1-9), healed a man with a paralyzed hand 
(Luke 6:6-10), delivered a crippled woman who was 
afflicted by a demon (Luke 13:10-17), and healed a 
man born blind (John 9). Why our Lord’s enemies 
thought that one more bit of evidence was necessary, 
we do not know, but we do know that their whole 
scheme backfired. 

When Jesus asked what their convictions were 
about the Sabbath day, He used on them the weapon 
they had forged for Him. To begin with, they couldn't 
heal anybody on any day, and everybody knew it. But 
even more, if the Pharisees said that nobody should be 
healed on the Sabbath, the people would consider 


them heartless; if they gave permission for healing, 
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their associates would consider them lawless. The 
dilemma was now theirs, not the Lord’s, and they 
needed a way to escape. As they did on more than one 
occasion, the scribes and Pharisees evaded the issue by 
saying nothing. 

Jesus healed the man and let him go, knowing that 
the Pharisee’s house was not the safest place for him. 
Instead of providing evidence against Jesus, the man 
provided evidence against the Pharisees, for he was 
“exhibit A” of the healing power of the Lord Jesus 
Christ. 

The Lord knew too much about this legalistic 
crowd to let them escape. He knew that on the Sabbath 
day they would deliver their farm animals from danger, 
so why not permit Him to deliver a man who was made 
in the likeness of God? Seemingly, they were suggesting 
that animals were more important than people. (It is 
tragic that some people even today have more love for 
their pets than they do for their family members, their 
neighbors, or even for a lost world.) 

Jesus exposed the false piety of the Pharisees and the 
scribes. They claimed to be defending God’s Sabbath 
laws, when in reality they were denying God by the 
way they abused people and accused the Savior. There 
is a big difference between protecting God’s truth and 
promoting man’s traditions. 


The Guests: False Popularity (14:7-11) 

Experts in management tell us that most people wear 
an invisible sign that reads, “Please make me feel 
important’; if we heed that sign, we can succeed in 
human relations. On the other hand, if we say or do 
things that make others feel insignificant, we will fail. 
Then people will respond by becoming angry and 
resentful, because everybody wants to be noticed and 
made to feel important. 

In Jesus’ day, as today, there were “status symbols” 
that helped people enhance and protect their high 
standing in society. If you were invited to the “right 
homes” and if you were seated in the “right places,” 
then people would know how important you really 
were. The emphasis was on reputation, not character. It 
was more important to sit in the right places than to 
live the right kind of life. 

In New Testament times, the closer you sat to the 
host, the higher you stood on the social ladder and the 
more attention (and invitations) you would receive 
from others. Naturally, many people rushed to the 
“head table” when the doors were opened because they 
wanted to be important. 

This kind of attitude betrays a false view of success. 
“Try not to become a man of success,” said Albert 
Einstein, “but try to become a man of value.” While 
there may be some exceptions, it is usually true that 
valuable people are eventually recognized and appro- 
priately honored. Success that comes only from 
self-promotion is temporary, and you may be embar- 
rassed as you are asked to move down (Prov. 25:6-7). 

When Jesus advised the guests to take the lowest 


places, He was not giving them a “gimmick” that guar- 
anteed promotion. The false humility that takes the 
lowest place is just as hateful to God as the pride that 
takes the highest place. God is not impressed by our 
status in society or in the church. He is not influenced 
by what people say or think about us, because He sees 
the thoughts and motives of the heart (1 Sam. 16:7). 
God still humbles the proud and exalts the humble 
(James 4:6). 

British essayist Francis Bacon compared fame to a 
river that easily carried “things light and swollen” but 
that drowned “things weighty and solid.” It is interest- 
ing to scan old editions of encyclopedias and see how 
many “famous people” are “forgotten people” today. 

Humility is a fundamental grace in the Christian 
life, and yet it is elusive; if you know you have it, you 
have lost it! It has well been said that humility is not 
thinking meanly of ourselves; it is simply not thinking 
of ourselves at all. Jesus is the greatest example of 
humility, and we would do well to ask the Holy Spirit 
to enable us to imitate Him (Phil. 2:1-16). 


The Host: False Hospitality (14:12-14) 

Jesus knew that the host had invited his guests for two 
reasons: (1) to pay them back because they had invited 
him to past feasts, or (2) to put them under his debt so 
that they would invite him to future feasts. Such hos- 
pitality was not an expression of love and grace but 
rather an evidence of pride and selfishness. He was 
“buying” recognition. 

Jesus does not prohibit us from entertaining fam- 
ily and friends, but He warns us against entertaining 
only family and friends exclusively and habitually. 
That kind of “fellowship” quickly degenerates into a 
“mutual admiration society” in which each one tries 
to outdo the others and no one dares to break the 
cycle. Sad to say, too much church social life fits this 
description. 

Our motive for sharing must be the praise of God 
and not the applause of men, the eternal reward in 
heaven and not the temporary recognition on earth. A 
pastor friend of mine used to remind me, “You can't get 
your reward twice!” and he was right (see Matt. 
6:1-18). On the day of judgment, many who today are 
first in the eyes of men will be last in God’s eyes, and 
many who are last in the eyes of men will be first in the 
eyes of God (Luke 13:30). 

In our Lord’s time, it was not considered proper to 
ask poor people and handicapped people to public ban- 
quets. (The women were not invited either!) But Jesus 
commanded us to put these needy people at the top of 
our guest list because they cannot pay us back. If our 
hearts are right, God will see to it that we are properly 
rewarded, though getting a reward must not be the 
motive for our generosity. When we serve others from 
unselfish hearts, we are laying up treasures in heaven 
(Matt. 6:20) and becoming “rich toward God” (Luke 
12:21). 

Our modern world is very competitive, and it is 
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easy for God’s people to become more concerned about 
profit and loss than they are about sacrifice and service. 
“What will J get out of it?” may easily become life’s 
most important question (Matt. 19:27ff.). We must 
strive to maintain the unselfish attitude that Jesus had 
and share what we have with others. 


The Jews: False Security (14:15-24) 

When Jesus mentioned “the resurrection of the just,” 
one of the guests became excited and said, “Blessed is 
he that shall eat bread in the kingdom of God!” The 
Jewish people pictured their future kingdom as a great 
feast with Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and the prophets as 
the honored guests (Luke 13:28; see Isa. 25:6). This 
anonymous guest was confident that he would one day 
be at the “kingdom feast” with them! Jesus responded 
by telling him a parable that revealed the sad conse- 
quences of false confidence. 

In Jesus’ day when you invited guests to a dinner, 
you told them the day but not the exact hour of the 
meal. A host had to know how many guests were com- 
ing so he could butcher the right amount of animals 
and prepare sufficient food. Just before the feast was to 
begin, the host sent his servants to each of the guests to 
tell them the banquet was ready and they should come 
(see Esth. 5:8; 6:14). In other words, each of the guests 
in this parable had already agreed to attend the banquet. 
The host expected them to be there. 

But instead of eagerly coming to the feast, all of the 
guests insulted the host by refusing to attend, and they 
all gave very feeble excuses to defend their change in 
plans. 

The first guest begged off because he had to “go and 
see” a piece of real estate he had purchased. In the East, 
the purchasing of property is often a long and compli- 
cated process, and the man would have had many 
opportunities to examine the land he was buying. 
Anybody who purchases land that he has never exam- 
ined is certainly taking a chance. Since most banquets 
were held in the evening, the man had little daylight 
left even for a cursory investigation. 

The second man had also made a purchase—ten 
oxen that he was anxious to prove. Again, who would 
purchase that many animals without first testing them? 
Not many customers in our modern world would buy 
a used car that they had not taken out for a “test drive.” 
Furthermore, how could this man really put these oxen 
to the test when it was so late in the day? His statement 
“I go to prove them!” suggests that he was already on 
his way to the farm when the servant came with the 
final call to the dinner. 

The third guest really had no excuse at all. Since 
they involved so much elaborate preparation, Jewish 
weddings were never surprises, so this man knew well 
in advance that he was taking a wife. That being the 
case, he should not have agreed to attend the feast in 
the first place. Since only Jewish men were invited to 
banquets, the host did not expect the wife to come any- 
way. Having a new wife could have kept the man from 
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the battlefield (Deut. 24:5) but not from the festive 
board. 

Of course, these were only excuses. I think it was 
Billy Sunday who defined an excuse as “the skin of a 
reason stuffed with a lie.” The person who is good at 
excuses is usually not good at anything else. These three 
guests actually expected to get another invitation in the 
future, but that invitation never came. 

Having prepared a great dinner for many guests, 
the host did not want all that food to go to waste, so he 
sent his servant out to gather a crowd and bring them 
to the banquet hall. What kind of men would be found 
in the streets and lanes of the city or in the highways 
and hedges? The outcasts, the loiterers, the homeless, 
the undesirables, the kind of people that Jesus came to 
save (Luke 15:1-2; 19:10). There might even be some 
Gentiles in the crowd! 

These men may have had only one reason for refus- 
ing the kind invitation: they were unprepared to attend 
such a fine dinner. So, the servant constrained them to 
accept (see 2 Cor. 5:20). They had no excuses. The 
poor could not afford to buy oxen; the blind could not 
go to examine real estate; and the poor, maimed, lame, 
and blind were usually not given in marriage. This 
crowd would be hungry and lonely and only too happy 
to accept an invitation to a free banquet. 

Not only did the host get other people to take the 
places assigned to the invited guests, but he also shut 
the door so that the excuse-makers could not change their 
minds and come in (see Luke 13:22-30). In fact, the 
host was angry. We rarely think of God expressing judi- 
cial anger against those who reject His gracious 
invitations, but verses like Isaiah 55:6 and Proverbs 
1:24-33 give a solemn warning that we not treat His 
calls lightly. 

This parable had a special message for the proud 
Jewish people who were so sure they would “eat bread 
in the kingdom of God.” Within a few short years, the 
gospel would be rejected by the official religious lead- 
ers, and the message would go out to the Samaritans 
(Acts 8) and then to the Gentiles (Acts 10; 13ff.). 

But the message of this parable applies to all lost 
sinners today. God still says, “All things are now ready. 
Come!” Nothing more need be done for the salvation 
of your soul, for Jesus Christ finished the work of 
redemption when He died for you on the cross and 
arose from the dead. The feast has been spread, the 
invitation is free, and you are invited to come. 

People today make the same mistake that the peo- 
ple in the parable made: they delay in responding to 
the invitation because they settle for second best. There is 
certainly nothing wrong with owning a farm, examin- 
ing purchases, or spending an evening with your wife. 
But if these good things keep you from enjoying the 
best things, then they become bad things. The excuse- 
makers were actually successful people in the eyes of 
their friends, but they were failures in the eyes of Jesus 
Christ. 


The Christian life is a feast, not a funeral, and all 
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are invited to come. Each of us as believers must herald 
abroad the message, “Come, for all things are now 
ready!” God wants to see His house filled, and “yet 
there is room.” He wants us to go home (Mark 5:19), 
go into the streets and lanes (Luke 14:21), go into the 
highways and hedges (Luke 14:23), and go into all the 
world (Mark 16:15) with the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

This parable was the text of the last sermon D. L. 
Moody preached, “Excuses.” It was given on 
November 23, 1899 in the Civic Auditorium in Kansas 
City, and Moody was a sick man as he preached. “I 
must have souls in Kansas City,” he told the students at 
his school in Chicago. “Never, never have I wanted so 
much to lead men and women to Christ as I do this 
time!” 

There was a throbbing in his chest, and he had to 
hold to the organ to keep from falling, but Moody 
bravely preached the gospel, and some fifty people 
responded to trust Christ. The next day, Moody left for 
home, and a month later he died. Up to the very end, 
Moody was “compelling them to come in.” 


The Multitudes: False Expectancy (14:25-35) 

When Jesus left the Pharisee’s house, great crowds fol- 
lowed Him, but He was not impressed by their 
enthusiasm. He knew that most of those in the crowd 
were not the least bit interested in spiritual things. 
Some wanted only to see miracles, others heard that He 
fed the hungry, and a few hoped He would overthrow 
Rome and establish David’s promised kingdom. They 
were expecting the wrong things. 

Jesus turned to the multitude and preached a ser- 
mon that deliberately thinned out the ranks. He made 
it clear that, when it comes to personal discipleship, He 
is more interested in quality than quantity. In the mat- 
ter of saving lost souls, He wants His house to be filled 
(Luke 14:23), but in the matter of personal disciple- 
ship, He wants only those who are willing to pay the 
price. 

A “disciple” is a learner, one who attaches himself or 
herself to a teacher in order to learn a trade or a sub- 
ject. Perhaps our nearest modern equivalent is 
“apprentice,” one who learns by watching and by 
doing. The word disciple was the most common name 
for the followers of Jesus Christ and is used 264 times 
in the Gospels and the book of Acts. 

Jesus seems to make a distinction between salvation 
and discipleship. Salvation is open to all who will come 
by faith, while discipleship is for believers willing to 
pay a price. Salvation means coming to the cross and 
trusting Jesus Christ, while discipleship means carrying 
the cross and following Jesus Christ. Jesus wants as 
many sinners saved as possible (“that my house may be 
filled”), but He cautions us not to take discipleship 
lightly, and in the three parables He gave, He made it 
clear that there is a price to pay. 

To begin with, we must love Christ supremely, even 
more than we love our own flesh and blood (Luke 
14:26-27). The word hate does not suggest positive 


antagonism but rather “to love less” (see Gen. 
29:30-31; Mal. 1:2-3; and Matt. 10:37). Our love for 
Christ must be so strong that all other love is like 
hatred in comparison. In fact, we must hate our own 
lives and be willing to bear the cross after Him. 

What does it mean to “carry the cross”? It means 
daily identification with Christ in shame, suffering, 
and surrender to God’s will. It means death to self, to 
our own plans and ambitions, and a willingness to 
serve Him as He directs (John 12:23—28). A “cross” is 
something we willingly accept from God as part of His 
will for our lives. The Christian who called his noisy 
neighbors the “cross” he had to bear certainly did not 
understand the meaning of dying to self. 

Jesus gave three parables to explain why He makes 
such costly demands on His followers: the man build- 
ing a tower, the king fighting a war, and the salt losing 
its flavor. The usual interpretation is that believers are 
represented by the man building the tower and the 
king fighting the war, and we had better “count the 
cost” before we start, lest we start and not be able to 
finish. But I agree with Campbell Morgan that the 
builder and the king represent not the believer but 
Jesus Christ. He is the one who must “count the cost” to 
see whether we are the kind of material He can use to 
build the church and battle the enemy. He cannot get the 
job done with halfhearted followers who will not pay 
the price. 

As I write this chapter, I can look up and see on my 
library shelves hundreds of volumes of Christian biog- 
raphies and autobiographies, the stories of godly men 
and women who made great contributions to the 
building of the church and the battle against the 
enemy. They were willing to pay the price, and God 
blessed them and used them. They were people with 
“salt” in their character. 

Jesus had already told His disciples that they were 
“the salt of the earth” (Matt. 5:13). When the sinner 
trusts Jesus Christ as Savior, a miracle takes place and 
“clay” is turned into “salt.” Salt was a valued item in 
that day; in fact, part of a soldier’s pay was given in salt. 
(The words salt and salary are related; hence, the say- 
ing, “He’s not worth his salt.”) 

Salt is a preservative, and God’s people in this world 
are helping to retard the growth of evil and decay. Salt 
is also a purifying agent, an antiseptic that makes things 
cleaner. It may sting when it touches the wound, but it 
helps to kill infection. Salt gives flavor to things and, 
most of all, makes people thirsty. By our character and 
conduct, we ought to make others thirsty for the Lord 
Jesus Christ and the salvation that He alone can give. 

Our modern salt is pure and does not lose its flavor, 
but the salt in Jesus’ day was impure and could lose its 
flavor, especially if it came in contact with earth. Once 
the saltiness was gone, there was no way to restore it, 
and the salt was thrown out into the street to be walked 
on. When a disciple loses his Christian character, he is 
“good for nothing” and will eventually be “walked on” 
by others and bring disgrace to Christ 
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Discipleship is serious business. If we are not true 
disciples, then Jesus cannot build the tower and fight 
the war. “There is always an żfin connection with dis- 
cipleship,” wrote Oswald Chambers, “and it implies 
that we need not [be disciples] unless we like. There is 
never any compulsion; Jesus does not coerce us. There 
is only one way of being a disciple, and that is by being 
devoted to Jesus.” 

If we tell Jesus that we want to take up our cross 
and follow Him as His disciples, then He wants us to 
know exactly what we are getting into. He wants no 
false expectancy, no illusions, no bargains. He wants to 
use us as stones for building His church, soldiers for 
battling His enemies, and salt for bettering His world, 
and He is looking for quality. 

After all, He was on His way to Jerusalem when He 
spoke these words, and look what happened to Him 
there! He does not ask us to do anything for Him that 
He has not already done for us. 

To some, Jesus says, “You cannot be My disciples!” 
Why? Because they will not forsake all for Him, bear 
shame and reproach for Him, and let their love for 
Him control them. 

And they are the losers. 

Will you be His disciple? 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
Luke 15 


THE JOYS OF SALVATION 


hen D. L. Moody was directing his Sunday 
W school in Chicago, one boy walked several miles 

to attend; and somebody asked him, “Why 
don’t you go to a Sunday school closer to home?” 

His reply might have been used by the publicans 
and sinners in Jesus’ day: “Because they love a feller 
over there.” 

It is significant that Jesus attracted sinners while the 
Pharisees repelled them. (What does this say about 
some of our churches today?) Lost sinners came to 
Jesus, not because He catered to them or compromised 
His message, but because He cared for them. He 
understood their needs and tried to help them, while 
the Pharisees criticized them and kept their distance 
(see Luke 18:9-14). The Pharisees had a knowledge of 
the Old Testament law and a desire for personal purity, 
yet they had no love for lost souls. 

Three words summarize the message of this chap- 
ter: Jost, found, and rejoice. Jesus spoke these parables to 
answer the accusations of the Pharisees and scribes who 
were scandalized at His behavior. It was bad enough 
that Jesus welcomed these outcasts and taught them, 
but He went so far as to eat with them! The Jewish reli- 
gious leaders did not yet understand that the Son of 
Man had “come to seek and to save that which was 
lost” (Luke 19:10). Even more, they were still blind to 
the fact that they themselves were among the lost. 
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This chapter makes it clear that there is one mes- 
sage of salvation: God welcomes and forgives repentant 
sinners. But these parables also reveal that there are two 
aspects to this salvation. There is God’ part: the shep- 
herd seeks the lost sheep, and the woman searches for 
the lost coin. But there is also man’ part in salvation, 
for the wayward son willingly repented and returned 
home. To emphasize but one aspect is to give a false 
view of salvation, for both the sovereignty of God and 
the responsibility of man must be considered (see John 
6:37; 2 Thess. 2:13-14). 

Since one of the major themes of this chapter is joy, 
let’s consider the three different joys that are involved 
in salvation. C. S. Lewis wrote, “Joy is the serious busi- 
ness of heaven,” and it is a joy in which you and I can 
share. 


The Joy of Finding (15:1-10) 

The story about the lost sheep would touch the hearts 
of the men and boys in the crowd, and the women and 
girls would appreciate the story about the coin that was 
lost from the wedding necklace. Jesus sought to reach 
everybody’s heart. 

The lost sheep (vv. 3-7). The sheep was lost 
because of foolishness. Sheep have a tendency to go 
astray, and that is why they need a shepherd (Isa. 53:6; 
1 Peter 2:25). The scribes and Pharisees had no problem 
seeing the publicans and sinners as “lost sheep,” but 
they would not apply that image to themselves! And yet 
the prophet made it clear that all of us have sinned and 
gone astray, and that includes religious people. 

The shepherd was responsible for each sheep; if one 
was missing, the shepherd had to pay for it unless he 
could prove that it was killed by a predator (see Gen. 
31:38-39; Ex. 22:10-13; Amos 3:12). This explains 
why he would leave the flock with the other shepherds, 
go and search for the missing animal, and then rejoice 
when he found it. Not to find the lost sheep meant 
money out of his own pocket, plus the disgrace of 
being known as a careless shepherd. 

By leaving the ninety-nine sheep, the shepherd was 
not saying they were unimportant to him. They were 
safe, but the lost sheep was in danger. The fact that the 
shepherd would go after one sheep is proof that each 
animal was dear to him. Jesus was not suggesting that 
the scribes and Pharisees were not in need of salvation, 
for they certainly were. We must not make every part 
of the parable mean something, otherwise we will turn 
it into an allegory and distort the message. 

There is a fourfold joy expressed when a lost sinner 
comes to the Savior. Though nothing is said in the 
story about how the sheep felt, there is certainly joy in 
the heart of the person found. Both Scripture (Acts 3:8; 
8:39) and our own personal experience verify the joy of 
salvation. 

But there is also the joy of the person who does the 
finding. Whenever you assist in leading a lost soul to 
faith in Christ, you experience a wonderful joy within. 
Others join with us in rejoicing as we share the good 
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news of a new child of God in the family, and there is 
also joy in heaven (Luke 15:7, 10). The angels know 
better than we do what we are saved from and to, and 
they rejoice with us. 

The lost coin (vv. 8-10). The sheep was lost 
because of its foolishness, but the coin was lost because 
of the carelessness of another. It is a sobering thought 
that our carelessness at home could result in a soul 
being lost. 

When a Jewish girl married, she began to wear a 
headband of ten silver coins to signify that she was now 
a wife. It was the Jewish version of our modern wed- 
ding ring, and it would be considered a calamity for her 
to lose one of those coins. Palestinian houses were dark, 
so she had to light a lamp and search until she found 
the lost coin, and we can imagine her joy at finding it. 

We must not press parabolic images too far, but it 
is worth noting that the coin would have on it the 
image of the ruler (Luke 20:19-25). The lost sinner 
bears the image of God, even though that image has 
been marred by sin. When a lost sinner is “found,” 
God begins to restore that divine image through the 
power of the Spirit, and one day, the believer will be 
like Jesus Christ (Rom. 8:29; 2 Cor. 3:18; Col. 3:10; 1 
John 3:1-2). 

These two parables help us understand something 
of what it means to be lost. To begin with, it means 
being out of place. Sheep belong with the flock, coins 
belong on the chain, and lost sinners belong in fellow- 
ship with God. But to be lost also means being out of 
service. A lost sheep is of no value to the shepherd, a 
lost coin has no value to the owner, and a lost sinner 
cannot experience the enriching fulfillment God has 
for him in Jesus Christ. 

But to turn this around, to be “found” (saved) 
means that you are back in place (reconciled to God), 
back in service (life has a purpose), and out of danger. 
No wonder the shepherd and the woman rejoiced and 
invited their friends to rejoice with them! 

It is easy for us today to read these two parables and 
take their message for granted, but the people who first 
heard them must have been shocked. Jesus was saying 
that God actually searches for lost sinners! No wonder the 
scribes and Pharisees were offended, for there was no 
place in their legalistic theology for a God like that. 
They had forgotten that God had sought out Adam 
and Eve when they had sinned and hidden from God 
(Gen. 3:8-9). In spite of their supposed knowledge of 
Scripture, the scribes and Pharisees forgot that God 
was like a father who pitied his wayward children (Ps. 
103:8-14). 

There are few joys that match the joy of finding the 
lost and bringing them to the Savior. “The church has 
nothing to do but to save souls,” said John Wesley, the 
founder of Methodism. “Therefore, spend and be 


spent in this work.” 


The Joy of Returning (15:11-24) 
We call this story “the parable of the prodigal son” (the 


word prodigal means “wasteful”), but it could also be 
called “the parable of the loving father,” for it empha- 
sizes the graciousness of the father more than the 
sinfulness of the son. Unlike the shepherd and the 
woman in the previous parables, the father did not go 
out to seek the son, but it was the memory of his 
father’s goodness that brought the boy to repentance 
and forgiveness (see Rom. 2:4). Note in the story the 
three experiences of the younger son. 

Rebellion—he went to the far country (vv. 
11-16). According to Jewish law, an elder son received 
twice as much as the other sons (Deut. 21:17), and a 
father could distribute his wealth during his lifetime if 
he wished. It was perfectly legal for the younger son to 
ask for his share of the estate and even to sell it, but it 
was certainly not a very loving thing on his part. It was 
as though he were saying to his father, “I wish you were 
dead!” Thomas Huxley said, “A man’s worst difficulties 
begin when he is able to do just as he likes.” How true! 

We are always heading for trouble whenever we 
value things more than people, pleasure more than 
duty, and distant scenes more than the blessings we 
have right at home. Jesus once warned two disputing 
brothers, “Take heed and beware of covetousness” 
(Luke 12:15). Why? Because the covetous person can 
never be satisfied, no matter how much he acquires, 
and a dissatisfied heart leads to a disappointed life. The 
prodigal learned the hard way that you cannot enjoy 
the things money can buy if you ignore the things 
money cannot buy. 

“The far country” is not necessarily a distant place 
to which we must travel, because “the far country” 
exists first of all i our hearts. The younger son dreamed 
of “enjoying” his freedom far from home and away 
from his father and older brother. If the sheep was lost 
through foolishness and the coin through carelessness, 
then the son was lost because of willfulness. He wanted 
to have his own way, so he rebelled against his own 
father and broke his father’s heart. 

But life in the far country was not what he 
expected. His resources ran out, his friends left him, a 
famine came, and the boy was forced to do for a 
stranger what he would not do for his own father—go 
to work! This scene in the drama is our Lord’s way of 
emphasizing what sin really does in the lives of those 
who reject the Father’s will. Sin promises freedom, but 
it only brings slavery (John 8:34); it promises success, 
but brings failure; it promises life, but “the wages of sin 
is death” (Rom. 6:23). The boy thought he would “find 
himself,” but he only lost himself! When God is left 
out of our lives, enjoyment becomes enslavement. 

Repentance—he came to himself (vv. 17-19). To 
“repent” means “to change one’s mind,” and that is 
exactly what the young man did as he cared for the 
pigs. (What a job for a Jewish boy!) He “came to him- 
self,” which suggests that up to this point he had not 
really “been himself.” There is an “insanity” in sin that 
seems to paralyze the image of God within us and lib- 
erate the “animal” inside. Students of Shakespeare like 
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to contrast two quotations that describe this contradic- 
tion in man’s nature. 


What a piece of work is a man! How 
noble in reason! how infinite in faculty! in 
form, in moving, how express and 
admirable! in action how like an angel! in 
apprehension how like a god! 

Hamer, II, 1 


When he is best, he is a little worse than a 
man; and when he is worst, he is little 
better than a beast. 

Tue MERCHANT OF VENICE, I, 11 


The young man changed his mind about himself 
and his situation, and he admitted that he was a sinner. 
He confessed that his father was a generous man and 
that service at home was far better than “freedom” in 
the far country. It is God’s goodness, not just man’s 
badness, that leads us to repentance (Rom. 2:4). If the 
boy had thought only about himself—his hunger, his 
homesickness, his loneliness—he would have despaired. 
But his painful circumstances helped him to see his 
father in a new way, and this brought him hope. If 
his father was so good to servants, maybe he would be 
willing to forgive a son. 

Had he stopped there, the boy would have experi- 
enced only regret or remorse (2 Cor. 7:10), but true 
repentance involves the will as well as the mind and the 
emotions—‘I will arise ... I will go ... I will say....” 
Our resolutions may be noble, but unless we act on 
them, they can never of themselves bring about any 
permanent good. If repentance is truly the work of 
God (Acts 11:18), then the sinner will obey God and 
put saving faith in Jesus Christ (Acts 20:21). 

Rejoicing—he came to the father (vv. 20-24). 
Here Jesus answered the accusations of the scribes and 
Pharisees (Luke 15:2), for the father not only ran to 
welcome his son, but he honored the boy’s homecom- 
ing by preparing a great feast and inviting the village to 
attend. The father never did permit the younger son to 
finish his confession; he interrupted him, forgave him, 
and ordered the celebration to begin! 

Of course, the father pictures to us the attitude of 
our heavenly Father toward sinners who repent: He is 
rich in His mercy and grace, and great in His love 
toward them (Eph. 2:1-10). All of this is possible 
because of the sacrifice of His Son on the cross. No 
matter what some preachers (and singers) claim, we are 
not saved by God’s love; God loves the whole world, 
and the whole world is not saved. We are saved by 
God’s grace, and grace is love that pays a price. 

In the East, old men do not run, yet the father ran 
to meet his son. Why? One obvious reason was his love 
for him and his desire to show that love. But there is 
something else involved. This wayward son had 
brought disgrace to his family and village and, accord- 
ing to Deuteronomy 21:18-21, he should have been 
stoned to death. Ifthe neighbors had started to stone him, 
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they would have hit the father who was embracing him! 
What a picture of what Jesus did for us on the cross! 

Everything the younger son had hoped to find in 
the far country, he discovered back home: clothes, jew- 
elry, friends, joyful celebration, love, and assurance for 
the future. What made the difference? Instead of say- 
ing, “Father, give me!” he said, “Father, make me!” He 
was willing to be a servant! Of course, the father did 
not ask him to “earn” his forgiveness, because no 
amount of good works can save us from our sins (Eph. 
2:8-10; Titus 3:3-7). In the far country, the prodigal 
learned the meaning of misery, but back home, he dis- 
covered the meaning of mercy. 

The ring was a sign of sonship, and the “best robe” 
(no doubt the father’s) was proof of his acceptance back 
into the family (see Gen. 41:42; Isa. 61:10; 2 Cor. 
5:21). Servants did not wear rings, shoes, or expensive 
garments. The feast was the father’s way of showing his 
joy and sharing it with others. Had the boy been dealt 
with according to the law, there would have been a 
funeral, not a feast. What a beautiful illustration of 
Psalm 103:10-14! 

It is interesting to consider the father’s description 
of his son’s experience: he was dead, and was now alive; 
he was lost, and now was found. This is the spiritual 
experience of every lost sinner who comes to the Father 
through faith in Jesus Christ (John 5:24; Eph. 2:1-10). 
Note the parallels between the prodigal’s coming to the 
father and our coming to the Father through Christ 
John 14:6): 


The Prodigal Jesus Christ 

He was lost (v. 24) “I am the way” 
He was ignorant (v. 17) “I am the truth” 
He was dead (v. 24) “I am the life” 


There is only one way to come to the Father, and 
that is through faith in Jesus Christ. Have you come 
home? 


The Joy of Forgiving (15:25-32) 

At this point in the parable, the scribes and Pharisees 
felt confident that they had escaped our Lord’s judg- 
ment, for He had centered His attention on the 
publicans and sinners, pictured by the prodigal son. 
But Jesus continued the story and introduced the elder 
brother, who is a clear illustration of the scribes and 
Pharisees. The publicans and sinners were guilty of the 
obvious sins of the flesh, but the Pharisees and scribes 
were guilty of sins of the spirit (2 Cor. 7:1). Their out- 
ward actions may have been blameless, but their 
inward attitudes were abominable (see Matt. 
23:25-28). 

We must admit that the elder brother had some 
virtues that are commendable. He worked hard and 
always obeyed his father. He never brought disgrace 
either to the home or to the village, and apparently he 
had enough friends so that he could have planned an 
enjoyable party (Luke 15:29). He seems like a good 
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solid citizen and, compared to his younger brother, 
almost a saint. 

However, important as obedience and diligence are, 
they are not the only tests of character. Jesus taught 
that the two greatest commandments are to love God 
and to love others (Luke 10:25-28), but the elder 
brother broke both of these divine commandments. He 
did not love God (represented in the story by the 
father), and he did not love his brother. The elder 
brother would not forgive his brother who wasted the 
family inheritance and disgraced the family name. But 
neither would he forgive his father who had graciously 
forgiven the young man those very sins! 

When you examine the sins of the elder brother, 
you can easily understand why he pictures the scribes 
and Pharisees. To begin with, he was self-righteous. He 
openly announced the sins of his brother, but he could 
not see his own sins (see Luke 18:9-14). The Pharisees 
defined sin primarily in terms of outward actions, not 
inward attitudes. They completely missed the message 
of the Sermon on the Mount and its emphasis on 
inward attitudes and holiness of heart (Matt. 5—7). 

Pride was another one of his failings. Just think, he 
had served his father all those years and had never dis- 
obeyed his will! What a testimony! But his heart was 
not in his work, and he was always dreaming of throw- 
ing a big party at which he and his friends could enjoy 
themselves. He was only a drudge. Like the prophet 
Jonah, the elder brother did God’s will but not from the 
heart (Jonah 4; Eph. 6:6). He was a hard worker and a 
faithful worker—dqualities to be commended—but his 
work was not a “labor of love” that would please his 
father. 

You cannot help but notice his unconcern for his 
missing brother. Imagine having to be told that his 
brother had come home! The father watched for the 
younger son day after day and finally saw him afar off, 
but the elder brother did not know his brother was 
home until one of the servants told him. 

Even though he knew it would make his father 
happy, the elder brother did not want his younger 
brother to come home. Why should he share his estate 
with somebody who had wasted his own inheritance? 
Why should he even share the father’s love with some- 
body who had brought shame to the family and the 
village? Reports of the prodigal’s lifestyle only made the 
elder brother look good, and perhaps this would make 
the father love his obedient son even more. No doubt 
about it—the arrival of the younger son was a threat to 
the older son. 

Perhaps the most disturbing thing about the elder 
son was his fierce anger. He was angry at both his father 
and his brother and would not go into the house and 
share in the joyful celebration. 

Anger is a normal emotion and it need not be sin- 
ful. “Be ye angry, and sin not” (Eph. 4:26, quoting Ps. 
4:4). Moses, David, the prophets, and our Lord Jesus 
displayed holy anger at sin, and so should we today. 
The Puritan preacher Thomas Fuller said that anger 


was one of the “sinews of the soul.” Aristotle gave good 
advice when he wrote, “Anybody can become angry. 
That is easy. But to be angry with the right person and 
to the right degree and at the right time and for the 
right purpose and in the right way—that is not within 
everybody's power and is not easy.” 

The elder brother was angry with his father because 
his father had given the younger son the feast that the 
elder brother had always wanted. “You never gave me 
so much as a goat,” he said to his father, “but you killed 
for him the valuable fatted calf” The elder brother's 
dreams were all shattered because the father had for- 
given the prodigal. 

Of course the elder brother was angry at his 
younger brother for getting all that attention and 
receiving the father’s special gifts. As far as the elder 
brother was concerned, the younger brother deserved 
none of it. Had he been faithful? No! Had he obeyed 
the father? No! Then why should he be treated with 
such kindness and love? 

The Pharisees had a religion of good works. By 
their fasting, studying, praying, and giving, they hoped 
to earn blessings from God and merit eternal life. They 
knew little or nothing about the grace of God. 
However, it was not what they did, but what they did 
not do, that alienated them from God (see Matt. 
23:23-24). When they saw Jesus receiving and forgiv- 
ing irreligious people, they rebelled against it. Even 
more, they failed to see that they themselves also needed 
the Savior. 

The same father who ran to meet the prodigal came 
out of the house of feasting to plead with the older son. 
How gracious and condescending our Father is, and 
how patient He is with our weaknesses! The father 
explained that he would have been willing to host a 
feast for the older boy and his friends, but the boy had 
never asked him. Furthermore, ever since the division 
of the estate, the elder brother owned everything, and 
he could use it as he pleased. 

The elder brother refused to go in; he stayed out- 
side and pouted. He missed the joy of forgiving his 
brother and restoring the broken fellowship, the joy of 
pleasing his father and uniting the family again. How 
strange that the elder brother could speak peaceably to 
a servant boy, but he could not speak peaceably to his 
brother or father! 

If we are out of fellowship with God, we cannot be 
in fellowship with our brothers and sisters and, con- 
versely, if we harbor an unforgiving attitude toward 
others, we cannot be in communion with God (see 
Matt. 5:21-26; 1 John 4:18-21). When they show true 
repentance, we must forgive those who sin, and we 
should seek to restore them in grace and humility 
(Matt. 18:15-35; Gal. 6:1-5; Eph. 4:32). 

The father had the last word, so we do not know 
how the story ended. (See Jonah 4 for a parallel narra- 
tive.) We do know that the scribes and Pharisees 
continued to oppose Jesus and separate themselves 
from His followers, and that their leaders eventually 
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brought about our Lord’s arrest and death. In spite of 
the Father’s pleading, they would not come in. 

Everybody in this chapter experienced joy except 
the elder brother. The shepherd, the woman, and their 
friends all experienced the joy of finding. The younger 
son experienced the joy of returning and being received 
by a loving, gracious father. The father experienced the 
joy of receiving his son back safe and sound. But the 
elder brother would not forgive his brother, so he had 
no joy. He could have repented and attended the feast, 
but he refused, so he stayed outside and suffered. 

In my years of preaching and pastoral ministry, I 
have met elder brothers (and sisters!) who have pre- 
ferred nursing their anger to enjoying the fellowship of 
God and God’s people. Because they will not forgive, 
they have alienated themselves from the church and 
even from their family; they are sure that everyone else 
is wrong and they alone are right. They can talk loudly 
about the sins of others, but they are blind to their own 
sins. 

“I never forgive!” General Oglethorpe said to John 
Wesley, to which Wesley replied, “Then, sir, I hope you 
never sin.” 

Dont stand outside! Come in and enjoy the feast! 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
Luke 16 


THE RIGHT AND WRONG OF RICHES 


he Wall Street Journal quoted an anonymous wit 
Th: defined money as “an article which may be 

used as a universal passport to everywhere except 
heaven, and as a universal provider for everything 
except happiness.” The writer might have added that 
money is also a provoker of covetousness and competi- 
tion, a wonderful servant but a terrible master. The 
love of money is still “a root of all kinds of evil” (1 Tim. 
6:10 NKJV) and has helped fill our world with corrup- 
tion and lust (1 Peter 1:4). 

When you read our Lord’s sermons and parables, 
you are struck with the fact that He had a great deal to 
say about material wealth. He ministered to people 
who, for the most part, were poor and who thought 
that acquiring more wealth was the solution to all their 
problems. Jesus was not blind to the needs of the poor, 
and by His example and teaching, He encouraged His 
followers to share what they had with others. The early 
church was a fellowship of people who willingly shared 
their possessions with the less fortunate (Acts 2:44—47; 
4:33-37). 

In His portrait of the prodigal and the elder 
brother, Jesus described two opposite philosophies of 
life. Prior to his repentance, the prodigal wasted his life, 
but his elder brother only spent his life as a faithful 
drudge. Both attitudes are wrong, for the Christian 
approach to life is that we should ¿zvest our lives for the 


good of others and the glory of God. This chapter 
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emphasizes that truth: life is a stewardship, and we 
must use our God-given opportunities faithfully. One 
day we must give an account to the Lord of what we 
have done with all He has given to us, so we had better 
heed what Jesus says in this chapter about the right and 
wrong use of wealth. 

Neither of the two accounts in this chapter is called 
a parable either by Jesus or by Luke, so it is likely that 
our Lord was describing actual happenings. However, 
whether they are actual events or only parables, the 
spiritual values are the same. 


The Right Use of Wealth (16:1-13) 

A foolish steward (vv. 1-2). A steward is someone 
who manages another's wealth. He does not own that 
wealth himself, but he has the privilege of enjoying it 
and using it for the profit of his master. The most 
important thing about a steward is that he serve his 
master faithfully (1 Cor. 4:2). When he looks at the 
riches around him, the steward must remember that 
they belong to his master, not to him personally, and 
that they must be used in a way that will please and 
profit the master. 

This particular steward forgot that he was a steward 
and began to act as if he were the owner. He became a 
“prodigal steward” who wasted his master’s wealth. His 
master heard about it and immediately asked for an 
inventory of his goods and an audit of his books. He 
also fired his steward. 

Before we judge this man too severely, let’s examine 
our own lives to see how faithful we have been as stew- 
ards of what God has given to us. To begin with, we are 
stewards of the material wealth that we have, whether 
much or little, and we will one day have to answer to 
God for the way we have acquired it and used it. 

Christian stewardship goes beyond paying God a 
tithe of our income and then using the remainder as we 
please. True stewardship means that we thank God for 
all that we have (Deut. 8:11-18) and use it as He 
directs. Giving God 10 percent of our income is a good 
way to begin our faithful stewardship, but we must 
remember that God should control what we do with 
the remaining 90 percent as well. 

We are also stewards of our time (Eph. 5:15-17). 
The phrase “redeeming the time” comes from the busi- 
ness world and means “buying up the opportunity.” 
Time is eternity, minted into precious minutes and 
handed to us to use either wisely or carelessly. The 
main lesson of this narrative is that the steward, as dis- 
honest as he was, used his opportunity wisely and 
prepared for the future. Life ceased to be “enjoyment” 
and became “investment.” 

Christians are stewards of the gifts and abilities God 
has given them (1 Peter 4:10), and we must use those 
gifts and abilities to serve others. The thief says, 
“What’s yours is mine—I’ll take it!” The selfish man 
says, “What’s mine is mine—I’ll keep it!” But the 
Christian must say, “What’s mine is a gift from God— 
Pll share it!” We are stewards, and we must use our 
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abilities to win the lost, encourage the saints, and meet 
the needs of hurting people. 

Finally, God’s people are stewards of the gospel (1 
Thess. 2:4). God has committed the treasure of His 
truth to us (2 Cor. 4:7), and we must guard this treasure 
(1 Tim. 6:20) and invest it in the lives of others (2 Tim. 
2:2). The enemy wants to rob the church of this treasure 
(Jude 3-4), and we must be alert and courageous. 

Like this steward, we will one day have to give an 
account of our stewardship (Rom. 14:10-12; 2 Cor. 
5:10ff.). If we have been faithful, the Lord will give us 
His commendation and reward (Matt. 25:21; 1 Cor. 
4:5); but if we have not been faithful, we will lose those 
blessings, even though we will be saved and enter 
heaven (1 Cor. 3:13—15). 

Vance Havner often said, “God called us to play the 
game, not keep the score.” If we are faithful stewards, 
God will reward us generously, and that reward will 
bring glory to His name. 

A wise steward (vv. 3-8). The steward knew he 
would lose his job. He could not change the past, but 
he could prepare for the future. How? By making 
friends of his master’s creditors so that they would take 
him in when his master threw him out. He gave each 
of them a generous discount, provided they paid up 
immediately, and they were only too glad to cooperate. 
Even his master complimented him on his clever plan 
(Luke 16:8). 

Jesus did not commend the steward for robbing his 
master or for encouraging others to be dishonest. Jesus 
commended the man for his wise use of opportunity. “The 
children of this world” are experts at seizing opportu- 
nities for making money and friends and getting ahead. 
God’s people should take heed and be just as wise when 
it comes to managing the spiritual affairs of life. “The 
children of this world” are wiser only “in their genera- 
tion’; they see the things of time, but not the things of 
eternity. Because the child of God lives “with eternity’s 
values in view,” he should be able to make far better use 
of his opportunities. 

The application (vv. 9-13). Jesus gave three 
admonitions, based on the experience of the steward. 

First, He admonishes us to use our opportunities 
wisely (Luke 16:9). One of these days, life will end, and 
we will not be able to earn or use money. Therefore, 
while we have the opportunity, we must invest our 
money in “making friends” for the Lord. This means 
winning people to Christ, who will one day welcome 
us to heaven. Our lives and our resources will one day 
end, so it behooves us to use them wisely. 

It is tragic to see how God’s wealth is being wasted 
by Christians who live as though Jesus never died and 
judgment is never coming. The old couplet is certainly 
true: 


The only difference between men and boys 
Is that men buy more expensive toys. 


The heritage of the past must be used wisely in the 


present to guarantee spiritual dividends in the future. 
All of us should want to meet people in heaven who 
trusted Christ because we helped to pay the bill for 
gospel witness around the world, starting at home. 
Thoreau wrote that a man is wealthy in proportion to 
the number of things he can afford to do without, and 
he was right. I once heard the late Jacob Stam pray, 
“Lord, the only thing we know about sacrifice is how 
to spell the word.” I wonder if today some of us can 
even spell the word! 

Our Lord’s second admonition is be faithful in the 
way you use your material wealth (Luke 16:10-12). He 
makes it clear that you cannot divorce the “spiritual” 
from the “material.” Notice the contrasts: 


The material 

the god “Mammon” 
that which is least 
false riches 

that which is another's 


The spiritual 

the true God 

that which is much 
true riches 

that which is yours 


Why is our Lord so concerned about the way we 
use money? Because money is not neutral; it is basically 
evil (“the mammon of unrighteousness”), and only 
God can sanctify it and use it for good. It is significant 
that both Paul and Peter called money “filthy lucre” (1 
Tim. 3:3, 8; Titus 1:7, 11; 1 Peter 5:2). Apparently by 
its very nature, money defiles and debases those who 
love it and let it control their lives. “We cannot safely 
use mammon,” writes Richard Foster, “until we are 
absolutely clear that we are dealing, not just with mam- 
mon, but with unrighteous mammon” (Money, Sex and 
Power, Harper & Row, 57). 

People who are unfaithful in the way they use 
money are also unfaithful in the way they use the “true 
riches” of God’s kingdom. We cannot be orthodox in 
our theology and at the same time heretical in the way 
we use money. God will not commit His true riches to 
individuals or ministries that waste money and will not 
give an honest accounting to the people who have sup- 
ported them. When it came to money, Paul was very 
careful that everything was honest “not only in the sight 
of the Lord, but also in the sight of men” (2 Cor. 8:21). 

Finally, the Lord admonishes us to be wholly devoted 
to God and single-minded (Luke 16:13; and see Matt. 
6:19-24). We cannot love or serve two masters, any 
more than we can walk in two directions at one time. If 
we choose to serve money, then we cannot serve God. If 
we choose to serve God, then we will not serve money. 
Jesus is demanding integrity, total devotion to God that 
puts Him first in everything (Matt. 6:33). 

If God is our Master, then money will be our ser- 
vant, and we will use our resources in the will of God. 
But if God is not our Master, then we will become the 
servants of money, and money is a terrible master! We 
will start wasting our lives instead of investing them, 
and we will one day find ourselves “friendless” as we 
enter the gates of glory. 

Henry Fielding wrote, “Make money your god and 
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it will plague you like the devil!” Jesus said, “Make 
money your servant and use today’s opportunities as 
investments in tomorrow's dividends.” Be a wise stew- 
ard! There are souls to win to the Savior, and our 
money can help get the job done. 


The Wrong Use of Money (16:14-31) 

Jesus had been speaking primarily to His disciples, but 
the Pharisees had been listening, and their response was 
anything but spiritual. They sneered at Him! (The 
Greek word means “to turn up one’s nose.”) In spite of 
their strict religious practices, they loved money and 
cultivated values that were godless. They professed to 
trust God, but they measured life by wealth and posses- 
sions, the same as the unbelieving worldly crowd. Far 
too many professed Christians today are making the same 
mistake. With their lips, they honor the Lord, but with 
their wealth, they live like the world. 

The Pharisees needed to stop “drifting” with the 
crowd and start “pressing into the kingdom” as many 
others were doing. The Pharisees had rejected the min- 
istry of John the Baptist and permitted him to be 
killed, even though they knew he was God’s prophet. 
They were also rejecting the ministry of Jesus Christ 
and would ultimately ask Pilate to have Him crucified. 
When your life is controlled by the love of money, you 
open the door to every kind of sin. 

The law and the prophets were “until John,” for 
John introduced the Savior to the nation and 
announced the arrival of the kingdom. But that did 
not mean that the law was discredited or destroyed, 
for in Jesus Christ, the law has been fulfilled (Matt. 
5:17-20). The Pharisees prided themselves in their 
faithful obedience to the law of Moses, but they did 
not receive the Savior of whom Moses wrote! 

Why did Jesus talk about divorce and remarriage 
when His basic discussion was about covetousness? The 
scribes and Pharisees were divided on this question, 
and perhaps they wanted to provoke Jesus into an argu- 
ment, but He thwarted their plans. (In most marriages 
and divorces, money is involved, so the topic was not 
completely foreign to the discussion.) Some of the Jews 
were very lax in their views of divorce and remarriage, 
while others were very strict. Jesus had spoken about 
this subject before, so it was not a new teaching (Matt. 
5:31-32). 

Having silenced the sneering Pharisees, Jesus then 
gave them a vivid description of what would happen to 
them if they continued in their covetousness and unbe- 
lief. The account focuses on an anonymous rich man 
and a beggar named Lazarus (“God is my help”), and it 
warns us against covetousness by presenting several 
contrasts. 

A contrast in life (vv. 19-21). This man was 
indeed rich if he could afford daily to wear expensive 
clothes and host splendid feasts. The one word that 
best describes his lifestyle is “flamboyant.” He was def- 
initely among “the rich and famous,” and other people 
admired and envied him. 
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Why is one man wealthy and another man poor? 
Had the Jewish people obeyed God’s commandments 
concerning the sabbatical year and the Year of Jubilee, 
there would have been little or no poverty in the land, 
for the wealth and real estate could not have fallen into 
the hands of a few wealthy people (see Lev. 25; and 
note Ex. 23:11; Deut. 14:28-29). The Old Testament 
prophets denounced the rich for amassing great estates 
and exploiting the widows and the poor (Isa. 3:15; 
10:2; Amos 2:6; 4:1; 5:11-12; 8:4—6; Hab. 2:9-13). In 
Jesus’ day, Palestine was under the rule of Rome, and 
life was very difficult for the common people. 

Lazarus was sick and possibly crippled, because he 
was “laid” at the rich man’s gate daily (see Acts 3:1-2). 
The only attention he got was from the dogs! The rich 
man could easily have assisted Lazarus, but he ignored 
him and went on enjoying his recognition and his 
riches. Life was comfortable for him and he felt secure. 

The rich man obviously had no concept of steward- 
ship, or he would have used part of his wealth to help 
Lazarus. It is a mystery why he even allowed the beggar 
to camp at his front door. Perhaps he thought that pro- 
viding a place for the man was ministry enough, and it 
may be that some of his wealthy guests occasionally 
gave Lazarus alms. Did any of them ever recall what the 
Old Testament had to say about the care of the poor, 
such as Proverbs 14:21; 19:17; 21:13; or 28:27? 

A contrast in death (v. 22). “The rich and poor 
meet together: the Lord is the maker of them all” (Prov. 
22:2). As John Donne said, death is the “great leveler.” 
The rich man died in spite of his wealth (Ps. 49:6-9) 
and “was buried,” no doubt with an expensive funeral. 
But when Lazarus died, he was carried to Abraham's 
bosom. What a difference! Perhaps the beggar’s body 
did not even have a decent burial, though the Jews were 
usually compassionate in such cases. Lazarus certainly 
did not have the traditional Jewish funeral, with its 
paid mourners, costly spices, and elaborate tomb. After 
Lazarus’ body was taken away, the neighbors probably 
said, “Well, were glad he’s not around anymore!” 

Death takes place when the spirit leaves the body 
(James 2:26). But death is not the end; it is the begin- 
ning of a whole new existence in another world. For 
the Christian, death means to be present with the 
Lord (2 Cor. 5:1—8; Phil. 1:21). For the unbeliever, 
death means to be away from God’s presence and in 
torment. 

A contrast in eternity (vv. 23-31). The King 
James Version uses the word /el/ in Luke 16:23, but the 
Greek word is not “hell” but “hades.” It is the tempo- 
rary realm of the dead as they await the judgment. The 
permanent place of punishment for the lost is “hell,” 
the lake of fire. One day, death will give up the bodies 
and hades will give up the souls (Rev. 20:13, where 
“hell” should be “hades”), and the lost will stand before 
Christ in judgment (Rev. 20:10-15). 

From our Lord’s description, we learn that hades 
had two sections: a paradise portion called “Abraham's 
bosom,” and a punishment portion. It is believed by 
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many theologians that our Lord emptied the paradise 
part of hades when He arose from the dead and 
returned to the Father (John 20:17; Eph. 4:8-10). We 
know that today “paradise” is in heaven, where Jesus 
reigns in glory (Luke 23:43; 2 Cor. 12:14). There is 
no indication in Scripture that souls in heaven can 
communicate with people in hades or with people on 
earth. 

This narrative refutes so-called “soul sleep,” for 
both the rich man and Lazarus were conscious, one 
enjoying comfort and the other suffering torment. It is 
a solemn thing to ponder one’s eternal destiny and real- 
ize the reality of divine punishment. 

C. S. Lewis was told about a gravestone inscription 
that read: “Here lies an atheist—all dressed up and no 
place to go.” Lewis quietly replied, “I bet he wishes that 
were so!” 

The interesting thing is that, in hades, the rich man 
began to pray! First, he prayed for himself, that 
Abraham would have mercy on him and allow Lazarus 
to bring him some comfort (Luke 16:23-26). Even a 
drop of cool water would be welcomed. What a change 
from his sumptuous feasts when slaves ran to do his 
bidding! 

The word torment is used four times in this 
account, and it speaks of definite pain. This is the same 
word that is used for the doom feared by the evil spir- 
its (Mark 5:7) and the judgments God will send on an 
unrepentant world (Rev. 9:5; 11:10; 20:10). If hell is 
the permanent prison of the damned, then hades is the 
temporary jail, and the suffering in both is very real. 

People ask, “How can a loving God even permit 
such a place as hell to exist, let alone send people 
there?” But in asking that question, they reveal that 
they do not understand either the love of God or the 
wickedness of sin. God’s love is a holy love (“God is 
light,” 1 John 1:5), not a shallow sentiment, and sin is 
rebellion against a holy and loving God. God does not 
“send people to hell.” They send themselves there by 
refusing to heed His call and believe on His Son. The 
“unbelieving” are named second on the list of the peo- 
ple who go to hell, even before the murderers and the 
liars (Rev. 21:8; also see John 3:18-21, 36). 

Abraham gave two reasons why Lazarus could not 
bring the comfort that was requested: the character of 
the rich man and the character of the eternal state. The 
rich man had lived for the “good things” of earth, and 
had experienced abundant temporal blessings. He had 
his reward (Matt. 6:2, 5, 16). He had determined his 
own destiny by leaving God out of his life, and now 
neither his character nor his destiny could be changed. 
Lazarus could not leave his place of comfort and make 
even a brief visit to the place of torment. 

Then the rich man prayed for his brothers (Luke 
16:27-31). He did not say, “I’m glad my brothers will 
also come here. We'll have a wonderful time together!” 
Occasionally you hear a lost person say, “Well, I don't 
mind if I go to hell. Pll have a lot of company!” But 
there is no friendship or “company” in hell! Hell is a place 


of torment and loneliness. It is not an eternal New 
Year’s Eve party at which sinners have a good time 
doing what they used to do on earth. 

Luke 16:28 suggests that Lazarus had testified to 
the rich man and probably to his brothers, but none of 
them had taken his witness seriously. But now, Lazarus’ 
testimony is very important! The brothers knew that 
Lazarus had died, so if the beggar appeared to them, 
they would be frightened and would listen to his wit- 
ness. People in hades have a concern for the lost, but they 
cannot do anything about it. 

Abraham explained that only one thing could pre- 
vent the five men from eventually joining their brother: 
they needed to hear the Word of God and respond to 
it by faith. Moses and the prophets tell sinners how to 
repent and be saved, and the Jews heard them read 
every Sabbath in the synagogue. Though miracles can 
attest to the authority of the preacher, they cannot pro- 
duce either conviction or conversion in the hearts of 
the lost. Faith that is based solely on miracles is not sav- 
ing faith (John 2:23-25). A man named Lazarus did 
come back from the dead, and some of the people 
wanted to kill him (see John 11:43-57; 12:10)! Those 
who claim that there can be no effective evangelism 
without “signs and wonders” need to ponder this pas- 
sage and also John 10:41—42. 

In the rich man’s lifetime, God had spoken to him 
in many ways. God had permitted him to have riches, 
yet he did not repent (Rom. 2:4-5). Lazarus had wit- 
nessed to the rich man, and so had the Old Testament 
Scriptures that were familiar to the Jews, but his heart 
remained. unbelieving. The fact that Lazarus died first 
was a strong witness to the rich man, a reminder that 
one day he would also die, but even a death at his very 
doorstep did not melt the man’s heart. 

In spite of the fact that he was in torment in hades, 
the rich man did not change; he was still self-centered. 
He prayed, but it was for his comfort and the safety of 
his family. He was not concerned about other lost sin- 
ners; his only concern was his five brothers. He argued 
with God instead of submitting to His will. This indi- 
cates that the punishment of lost sinners is not 
remedial; it does not improve them. Hades and hell 
are not hospitals for the sick; they are prisons for the 
condemned. 

Dr. Luke does not tell us how the covetous 
Pharisees responded to this account. They certainly 
knew Moses and the prophets, and this meant even 
greater responsibility—and greater condemnation (John 
12:35-41). 

We must remind ourselves that the rich man was 
not condemned because he was rich, nor was Lazarus 
saved because he was poor. Abraham was a very wealthy 
man, yet he was not in torment in hades. The rich man 
trusted in his riches and did not trust in the Lord. 

“The safest road to hell,” wrote C. S. Lewis, “is the 
gradual one—the gentle slope, soft underfoot, with- 
out sudden turnings, without milestones, without 
signposts.” 
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“For what shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the 
whole world, and lose his own soul?” (Mark 8:36). 

Jesus asked that question. 

What is your answer? 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
Luke 17 


THINGS THAT REALLY MATTER 


s Jesus made His way to Jerusalem, He continued 
A: teach His disciples and prepare them for what 

He would suffer there. But He was also preparing 
them for the time when He would no longer be with 
them and they would be ministering to others in His 
place. It was a critical period in their lives. 

In this chapter, Luke recorded lessons that Jesus 
gave His disciples about some of the essentials of the 
Christian life: forgiveness (Luke 17:1—6), faithfulness 
(Luke 17:7-10), thankfulness (Luke 17:11-19), and 
preparedness (Luke 17:20-37). 


Forgiveness (17:1-6) 

After Jesus warned the Pharisees about the sin of loving 
money (Luke 16:14-31), He then turned to His disci- 
ples to warn them about possible sins in their lives, for 
occasions to stumble (“offenses”) are an unfortunate 
part of life. After all, we are all sinners living in a sinful 
world. But we must take heed not to cause others to 
stumble, for it is a serious thing to sin against a fellow 
believer and tempt him or her to sin (Rom. 14:13; 1 
Cor. 10:32; 1 John 2:10). 

By “these little ones” (Luke 17:2), Jesus was referring 
not only to children but also to young believers who 
were learning how to follow the Lord (Matt. 18:1-6; 
Luke 10:21). Since Luke 17:1-10 is part of a context 
that begins with Luke 15:1, “little ones” would include 
the publicans and sinners who had come to believe in 
Jesus Christ. The Pharisees had criticized Jesus, and this 
might well have caused these new believers to stumble. 
So serious is this sin that a person would be better off 
cast alive into the sea, never to be seen again, than to 
deliberately cause others to stumble and sin. 

But suppose you are not the one who does the sin- 
ning. Suppose another believer sins against you. Jesus 
anticipated this question in Luke 17:3-4 and 
instructed. us what to do. First, we must have a personal 
concern for each other and obey His warning, “Take 
heed to yourselves.” This means that we should lov- 
ingly watch over each other and do all we can to keep 
one another from sinning. 

If a brother or sister does sin against us, we should 
give a private, loving rebuke. Our tendency might be to 
feel hurt down inside, nurse a grudge, and then tell 
others what happened to us, but this is the wrong 
approach (see Matt. 18:15-20). “Speaking the truth in 
love” (Eph. 4:15) is the first step toward solving per- 
sonal differences. 
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Our aim is not to embarrass or hurt the offender, 
but to encourage him or her to repent (Gal. 6:1). If the 
offender does repent, then we must forgive (Eph. 4:32; 
and see Matt. 5:43—48). In fact, we must be in the 
habit of forgiving, for others might sin against us seven 
times a day—or even seventy times seven (Matt. 
18:21ff)! No one is likely to commit that much sin in 
one day, but this use of hyperbole emphasized the 
point Jesus was making: do not enumerate the sins of 
others, for love “keeps no record of wrongs” (1 Cor. 
13:4-6). We should always be ready to forgive others, 
for one day we may want them to forgive us! 

We might have expected the disciples to respond 
with the prayer, “Increase our love!” Certainly love is a 
key element in forgiveness, but faith is even more 
important. It takes living faith to obey these instructions 
and forgive others. Our obedience in forgiving others 
shows that we are trusting God to take care of the con- 
sequences, handle the possible misunderstandings, and 
work everything out for our good and His glory. 

Mature Christians understand that forgiveness is 
not a cheap exchange of words, the way squabbling 
children often flippantly say “I’m sorry” to each other. 
True forgiveness always involves pain; somebody has 
been hurt and there is a price to pay in healing the 
wound. Love motivates us to forgive, but faith activates 
that forgiveness so that God can use it to work bless- 
ings in the lives of His people. 

Our Lord’s image of the mustard seed conveys the 
idea of life and growth. The mustard seed is very small, 
but it has life in it and, therefore, it can grow and pro- 
duce fruit (Mark 4:30-32). If our faith is a Living faith 
(James 2:14-26), it will grow and enable us to obey 
God’s commands. “Commit thy way unto the Lord; 
trust also in him; and he shall bring it to pass” (Ps. 
37:5). Forgiveness is a test of both our faith and our 
love. 

Human nature being what it is, there will always be 
offenses that can easily become opportunities for sin. 
God’s people must get into the habit of facing these 
offenses honestly and lovingly, and forgiving others 
when they repent. The Anglican pastor and poet 
George Herbert wrote, “He who cannot forgive breaks 
the bridge over which he himself must pass.” 


Faithfulness (17:7-10) 
The introductory word but indicates that Jesus was 
now going to balance one lesson with another. There 
was a danger that the Twelve might get so carried away 
with transplanting trees that they would ignore the 
everyday responsibilities of life! Faith that does not 
result in faithfulness will not accomplish God’s work. It 
is good to have faith to do the difficult (Luke 17:1-3) 
and the impossible (Luke 17:4—6), but it is essential that 
we have faith to do even the routine tasks our Master 
has committed to us. Privileges must always be bal- 
anced with responsibilities. 

The servant in the story was evidently a “jack-of-all- 
trades,” for he was responsible for farming, 
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shepherding, and cooking. It was not unusual for peo- 
ple with only modest means to hire at least one servant, 
but Jesus described a situation which in that day was 
unthinkable: a master ministering to his servant! In 
fact, He introduced the story with a phrase that means, 
“Can any of you imagine ...?” Their answer had to be, 
“No, we cannot imagine such a thing!” 

Jesus had already discussed His relationship to His 
servants and had promised to serve them if they were 
faithful (Luke 12:35-38). He Himself was among 
them as a servant (Luke 22:27), even though He was 
Master of all. This story emphasizes faithfulness to 
duty no matter what the demands might be, and the 
argument is from the lesser to the greater. Ifa common 
servant is faithful to obey the orders of his master who 
does not reward (thank) him, how much more ought 
Christs disciples obey their loving Master, who has 
promised to reward them graciously! 

A faithful servant should not expect any special 
reward, since he did only what he was told to do. The 
word translated “unprofitable” means “without 
need”—that is, “nobody owes us anything.” The ser- 
vant was indeed profitable; after all, he cared for his 
master’s fields, flocks, and food. The statement means, 
“My master does not owe me anything extra.” The fact 
that Jesus will reward His servants is wholly a matter of 
God’ grace. We do not deserve anything because we 
have obeyed Him and served Him. 

As His servants, we must beware lest we have the 
wrong attitude toward our duties. There are two 
extremes to avoid: merely doing our duty in a slavish 
way because we have to, or doing our duty because we 
hope to gain a reward. Christian industrialist R. G. 
LeTorneau used to say, “If you give because it pays, it 
wont pay.” This principle also applies to service. Both 
extremes are seen in the attitudes of the elder brother 
(Luke 15:25-32) who was miserably obedient, always 
hoping that his father would let him have a party with 
his friends. 

What then is the proper attitude for Christian serv- 
ice? “Doing the will of God from the heart” (Eph. 6:6). 
“If you love Me, keep My commandments” (John 
14:15 Nxjv). To the person who is born again, “his 
commandments are not grievous” (1 John 5:3). Serving 
Him is a delight, not just a duty, and we obey Him 
because we love Him. “I delight to do thy will, O my 
God: yea, thy law is within my heart” (Ps. 40:8). 


Thankfulness (17:11-19) 
Between Luke 17:10 and 11, the events of John 11 
occurred as the Lord Jesus made His way to Jerusalem. 
At the border of Samaria and Judea, Jesus healed ten 
lepers at one time, and the fact that the miracle 
involved a Samaritan made it even more significant (see 
Luke 10:30-37). Jesus used this event to teach a lesson 
about gratitude to God. 

The account begins with ten unclean men (Luke 
17:11-13), all of whom were lepers (see the comments 
on Luke 5:12-15). The Jews and Samaritans would 


not normally live together, but misery loves company 
and all ten were outcasts. What difference does birth 
make if you are experiencing a living death? But these 
men had hope, for Jesus was there, and they cried out 
for mercy. The word translated “master” is the same 
one Peter used (Luke 5:5) and means “chief com- 
mander.” They knew that Jesus was totally in 
command of even disease and death, and they trusted 
Him to help them. 

The account continues by referring to nine ungrate- 
Jul men (Luke 17:17). Jesus commanded the men to go 
show themselves to the priest, which in itself was an act 
of faith, for they had not yet been cured. When they 
turned to obey, they were completely healed, for their 
obedience was evidence of their faith (see 2 Kings 
5:1-14). 

You would have expected all ten men to run to Jesus 
and thank Him for a new start in life, but only one did 
so—and he was not even a Jew. How grateful the men 
should have been for the providence of God that 
brought Jesus into their area, for the love that caused 
Him to pay attention to them and their need, and for 
the grace and power of God that brought about their 
healing. They should have formed an impromptu 
men’s chorus and sung Psalm 103 together! 

But before we judge them too harshly, what is our 
own “GQ”—“Gratitude Quotient”? How often do we 
take our blessings for granted and fail to thank the 
Lord? “Oh that men would praise the Lord for his 
goodness, and for his wonderful works to the children 
of men” (Ps. 107:8, 15, 21, 31). Too often we are con- 
tent to enjoy the gift but we forget the Giver. We are 
quick to pray but slow to praise. 

The next time you sing “Now Thank We All Our 
God,” try to remember that Martin Rinkhart wrote it 
during the Thirty Years’ War, when his pastoral duties 
were most difficult. He conducted as many as forty 
funerals a day, including that of his own wife, yet he 
wrote those beautiful words as a table grace for his fam- 
ily. In spite of war and plague around him and sorrow 
within him, he was able to give thanks to the Lord 
from a grateful heart. 

Luke’s account closes with one unusual man (Luke 
17:15-19). The Samaritan shouted “Glory to God!” 
and fell at Jesus’ feet to praise Him and give thanks. It 
would have been logical for him to have followed the 
other men and gone to the temple, but he first came to 
the Lord Jesus with his sacrifice of praise (Ps. 107:22; 
Heb. 13:15). This pleased the Lord more than all the 
sacrifices the other men offered, even though they were 
obeying the law (Ps. 51:15-17). Instead of going to the 
priest, the Samaritan became a priest, and he built his 
altar at the feet of Jesus (read Ps. 116:12-19). 

By coming to Jesus, the man received something 
greater than physical healing: he was also saved from 
his sins. Jesus said, “Your faith has saved you” (literal 
translation), the same words He spoke to the repen- 
tant woman who anointed His feet (Luke 7:50). The 
Samaritan’s nine friends were declared clean by the 
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priest, but he was declared saved by the Son of God! 
While it is wonderful to experience the miracle of 
physical healing, it is even more wonderful to experi- 
ence the miracle of eternal salvation. 

Every child of God should cultivate the grace of 
gratitude. It not only opens the heart to further bless- 
ings but glorifies and pleases the Father. An unthankful 
heart is fertile soil for all kinds of sins (Rom. 1:21ff.). 


Preparedness (17:20-37) 

The Jewish people lived in an excited atmosphere of 
expectancy, particularly at the Passover season when 
they commemorated their deliverance from Egypt. 
They longed for another Moses who would deliver 
them from their bondage. Some had hoped that John 
the Baptist would be the deliverer, and then the atten- 
tion focused on Jesus (John 6:15). The fact that He 
was going to Jerusalem excited them all the more 
(Luke 19:11). Perhaps He would establish the prom- 
ised kingdom! 

The Pharisees were the custodians of the law 
(Matt. 23:2-3), so they had the right to ask Jesus 
when He thought the kingdom of God would appear. 
It was customary for Jewish teachers to discuss these 
subjects publicly, and Jesus gave them a satisfactory 
answer. However, He reserved His detailed lessons for 
His disciples. 

The word translated “observation” (Luke 17:20) is 
used only here in the New Testament and means in 
classical Greek “to observe the future by signs.” It car- 
ries the idea of spying, lying in wait, and even scientific 
investigation. The point Jesus made was that God’s 
kingdom would not come with great “outward show” 
so that people could predict its arrival and plot its 
progress. 

The Pharisees’ question was legitimate, but it was 
also tragic, for Jesus had been ministering among 
them for some three years, and these men were still in 
spiritual darkness. They did not understand who Jesus 
was or what He was seeking to accomplish. Their 
views of the kingdom were political, not spiritual; 
Jewish, not universal. Jesus did not deny that there 
would be a future earthly kingdom, but He did 
emphasize the importance of the spiritual kingdom 
that could be entered only by the new birth (John 
3:1-8). 

The statement “the kingdom of God is within you” 
has challenged Bible translators and interpreters for 
centuries, and many explanations have been given. 
One thing we can be sure of is that He was not telling 
the unbelieving Pharisees that they had the kingdom of 
God in their hearts! 

The Greek preposition can mean “within,” 
“among,” or “in the midst of.” Jesus was saying, “Don’t 
look for the kingdom ‘out there’ unless it is first in your 
own heart” (see Rom. 14:17). At the same time, He 
may also have been saying, “The fact that I am here in 
your midst is what is important, for I am the King. 
How can you enter the kingdom if you reject the 
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King?” (see Luke 19:38—40). The Pharisees were preoc- 
cupied with the great events of the future but were 
ignoring the opportunities of the present (Luke 
12:54-57). 

Having answered the Pharisees, Jesus then turned 
to His disciples to instruct them about the coming of 
the kingdom. He warned them not to become so 
obsessed with His return that they ended up doing 
nothing else but trying to track Him down. This is a 
good warning to believers who do nothing but study 
prophecy. Certainly we should look for His return and 
long to see Him come, but at the same time, we should 
be busy doing His work when He comes (note Acts 
1:6-11). 

To begin with, His coming will affect the whole 
world, so it is foolish for anyone to follow false 
prophets who say, “He is here!” or “He is there!” 
Furthermore, His coming will be as sudden as a flash of 
lightning (Matt. 24:27, 30). While a study of the 
prophetic Scriptures will help us understand the gen- 
eral characteristics of the time of His coming, we 
cannot know the day or the hour (Matt. 25:13; Luke 
12:40, 46). It is futile to investigate signs and try to cal- 
culate the day of His coming. 

Jesus then used two Old Testament events to illus- 
trate the certainty and the suddenness of His coming: 
the flood (Gen. 6—8) and the destruction of Sodom 
(Gen. 19). In both examples, the people of the world 
were caught unprepared as they engaged in their 
everyday activities of eating and drinking, marrying, 
buying, and selling. Noah witnessed to his generation 
in the years preceding the flood (2 Peter 2:5), but his 
preaching did not convert them. Noah and his wife, 
his three sons, and their wives—only eight people— 
were saved from destruction because they entered the 
ark. Peter saw this as an illustration of the salvation 
Christians have through faith in Jesus Christ (1 Peter 
3:18—22). 

Both Noah and Lot lived in days of religious com- 
promise and moral declension, not unlike our present 
time. During “the days of Noah,” population growth 
was significant (Gen. 6:1), lawlessness was on the 
increase (Gen. 6:5), and the earth was given over to 
violence (Gen. 6:11, 13). In Lot’s day, the unnatural 
lusts of Sodom and Gomorrah were so abhorrent to 
God that He completely destroyed the cities. Only 
Lot, two of his daughters, and his wife (who later was 
destroyed) were saved from the terrible judgment. 

Luke 17:30-36 describes what will occur when 
Jesus Christ returns in judgment to defeat His enemies 
and establish His kingdom on earth (Rev. 
19:11—20:6). Believers in every age of the church can 
take warning from these verses, but they apply in a 
special way to Israel at the end of the age (see Matt. 
24:29-44). When Jesus comes for His church and 
takes it to heaven, it will happen “in a moment, in the 
twinkling of an eye” (1 Cor. 15:52). Nobody taking 
part in the rapture of the church need worry about 
being on a housetop or in a field and wanting to get 
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something out of the house! However, when the Lord 
returns to the earth, His coming will first be preceded 
by a “sign” in heaven (Matt. 24:30-31), and some 
people might try to hurry home to rescue something. 
“Remember Lot’s wife!” 

The verb taken in Luke 17:34-36 does not mean 
“taken to heaven” but “taken away in judgment” (Matt. 
24:36-41). The person “left” is a believer who enters 
into the kingdom. Noah and his family were “left” to 
enjoy a new beginning, while the whole population of 
the earth was “taken” in the flood. In spite of their sins, 
Lot and his daughters were “left” while the people in 
Sodom and Gomorrah were “taken” when the fire and 
brimstone destroyed the cities. 

The fact that it is night in Luke 17:34 but day in 
Luke 17:35-36 indicates that the whole world will be 
involved in the return of Jesus Christ in glory. “Behold, 
he cometh with clouds; and every eye shall see him” 
(Rev. 1:7). 

Three times the disciples had heard Jesus talk about 
people being “taken” and “left,” so they asked Him a 
most logical question: “Where, Lord?” Our Lord’s 
reply has the sound of a familiar proverb: “Just as the 
eagles [and vultures, Matt. 24:28] gather at a corpse, so 
the lost will be gathered together for judgment.” The 
description of the last battle in Revelation 19:17-21 
certainly parallels the image of carrion-eating birds 
gorging themselves on flesh. 

In other words, when the Lord Jesus returns to 
judge His enemies, there will be a separation of the 
saved and the lost. Whether it be day or night, whether 
people are working or sleeping, the separation and 
judgment will come. Those who are saved will be left 
to enter the glorious kingdom, while those who are lost 
will be taken away in judgment. 

Even though the primary interpretation of these 
verses is for Israel in the end times, they do emphasize 
for the church the importance of being ready when 
Jesus returns. We must not be like Lot’s wife, whose 
heart was so in Sodom that she looked back in spite of 
the angels’ warning (Gen. 19:17, 26). There are many 
professed Christians today whose plans would be inter- 
rupted if Jesus returned (note 1 Thess. 5:1-11)! Our 
Lord’s warning in Luke 17:33 finds parallels in 
Matthew 10:39; Luke 9:24; and John 12:25, and is a 
fundamental principle of the Christian life. The only 
way to save your life is to lose it for the sake of Christ 
and the gospel. 

Jesus pictured civilization as a “rotting corpse” that 
would one day be ripe for judgment. The discerning 
believer sees evidence of this on every hand and realizes 
that the “days of Noah” and the “days of Lot” are soon 
on us. Our Lord can return for His church at any time, 
so we are not looking for signs, but we do know that 
“coming events cast their shadows before.” As we see 
many of these things begin to come to pass (Luke 
21:28), we know that His return is nearing. 

Are we looking for His return, and do we really 
want to see Him come? 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
Luke 18 


PEOPLE TO MEET, LESSONS TO 
LEARN 


ord Chesterfield, the English statesman, wrote, 
L “Learning ... is only to be acquired by reading men, 
and studying all the various editions of them.” 

He was referring to “the knowledge of the world,” 
but what he said applies to spiritual knowledge as well. 
Much can be learned from reading the “book of 
humanity,” whether in daily life, history, biography, or 
even fiction. 

There are several “editions” of mankind introduced 
in this chapter, and each one has a spiritual lesson to 
teach us. Being a compassionate physician, Dr. Luke 
wrote about widows and politicians, Pharisees and 
publicans, little children and adults, rich men and beg- 
gars. From this colorful cast of characters, I have 
selected four “editions” for us to “read.” The lessons 
they teach us are important. 


A Demanding Widow (18:1-8) 

Luke mentions widows more than do all the other 
gospel writers combined (Luke 2:37-38; 4:25-26; 
7:11-17; 18:1-8; 20:45—47; 21:1—4). In that day, wid- 
ows usually had a difficult time making ends meet, in 
spite of the care God instructed His people to give 
them (Ex. 22:22-24; Deut. 14:28-29; 16:9-15; Ps. 
146:9; Isa. 1:17, 23; Jer. 7:6). The early church was 
serious about the care of Christian widows (Acts 6:1; 1 
Tim. 5:3-10; James 1:27), a good example for us to 
follow today. 

As you study this parable, try to see it in its Eastern 
setting. The “courtroom” was not a fine building but a 
tent that was moved from place to place as the judge 
covered his circuit. The judge, not the law, set the 
agenda, and he sat regally in the tent, surrounded by 
his assistants. Anybody could watch the proceedings 
from the outside, but only those who were approved 
and accepted could have their cases tried. This usually 
meant bribing one of the assistants so that he would 
call the judge’s attention to the case. 

The widow had three obstacles to overcome. First, 
being a woman she, therefore, had little standing 
before the law. In the Palestinian society of our Lord’s 
day, women did not go to court. Since she was a 
widow, she had no husband to stand with her in court. 
Finally, she was poor and could not pay a bribe even if 
she wanted to. No wonder poor widows did not always 
get the protection the law was supposed to afford them! 

Now that we understand something of the setting of 
this parable, we can better understand what Jesus was 
teaching. Basically, He was encouraging His disciples to 
pray, and He did this by presenting three contrasts. 

Praying contrasted with fainting (v. 1). If we 
dont pray, we will faint; it’s as simple as that! The 
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word faint describes a believer who loses heart and gets 
so discouraged that he or she wants to quit. I can recall 
two occasions when I have fainted physically, and it is 
the most helpless feeling I have ever experienced. I felt 
myself “going,” but I couldn't seem to do a thing 
about it! 

There is a connection between what our Lord said 
in Luke 18:1 and His statement in Luke 17:37. If soci- 
ety is like a rotting corpse, then the “atmosphere” in 
which we live is being slowly polluted, and this is 
bound to affect our spiritual lives. But when we pray, 
we draw on the “pure air” of heaven, and this keeps us 
from fainting. 

But what does it mean “always to pray” or to “pray 
without ceasing” (1 Thess. 5:17)? It certainly doesn’t 
mean that we should constantly be repeating prayers, 
because Jesus warned against that kind of praying 
(Matt. 6:5-15). Rather, it means to make prayer as nat- 
ural to us as our regular breathing. Unless we are sick 
or smothering, we rarely think about our breathing; we 
just do it. Likewise with prayer—it should be the nat- 
ural habit of our lives, the “atmosphere” in which we 
constantly live. 

Prayer is much more than the words of our lips; it 
is the desires of our hearts, and our hearts are constantly 
“desiring” before Him, even if we never speak a word. 
So, to “pray without ceasing” means to have such holy 
desires in our hearts, in the will of God, that we are 
constantly in loving communion with the Father, peti- 
tioning Him for His blessing. 

Take your choice: do you want to pray—or faint? 

The widow contrasted with God’s elect (vv. 2-5). 
Jesus did not say that God’s people are like this woman; 
in fact, He said just the opposite. Because we are not 
like her, we should be encouraged in our praying. He 
argued from the lesser to the greater: “If a poor widow 
got what she deserved from a selfish judge, how much 
more will God’s children receive what is right from a 
loving heavenly Father!” 

Consider the contrasts. To begin with, the woman 
was a stranger, but we are the children of God, and God 
cares for His children (Luke 11:13). The widow had no 
access to the judge, but God’s children have an open 
access into His presence and may come at any time to 
get the help they need (Eph. 2:18; 3:12; Heb. 4:14-16; 
10:19-22). 

The woman had no friend at court to help get her 
case on the docket. All she could do was walk around 
outside the tent and make a nuisance of herself as she 
shouted at the judge. But when Christian believers 
pray, they have in heaven a Savior who is Advocate (1 
John 2:1) and High Priest (Heb. 2:17-18), who con- 
stantly represents them before the throne of God. 

When we pray, we can open the Word and claim 
the many promises of God, but the widow had no 
promises that she could claim as she tried to convince 
the judge to hear her case. We not only have God’s 
unfailing promises, but we also have the Holy Spirit, 
who assists us in our praying (Rom. 8:26-27). 
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Perhaps the greatest contrast is that the widow came 
to a court of law, but God’s children come to a throne 
of grace (Heb. 4:14-16). She pled out of her poverty, 
but we have all of God’s riches available to us to meet 
our every need (Phil. 4:19). The point is clear: if we fail 
to pray, our condition spiritually will be just like that 
of the poor widow. That should encourage us to pray! 

The judge contrasted with the Father (vv. 6-8). 
Unless you see that Jesus is pointing out contrasts, you 
will get the idea that God must be “argued” or “bribed” 
into answering prayer! God is not like this judge, for 
God is a loving Father, who is attentive to our every cry, 
generous in His gifts, concerned about our needs, and 
ready to answer when we call. The only reason the 
judge helped the widow was because he was afraid she 
would “weary” him, which literally means “give me a 
black eye’—i.e., ruin his reputation. God answers 
prayer for His glory and for our good, and He is not 
vexed when we come. 

How, then, do we explain delays in answers to 
prayer, especially when Jesus said that God would 
“avenge [give them justice] speedily” (Luke 18:8)? 
Remember that God’s delays are not the delays of inac- 
tivity but of preparation. God is always answering 
prayer, otherwise Romans 8:28 could not be in the 
Bible. God works in all things at all times, causing all 
things to work together to accomplish His purposes. 
The moment we send Him a request that is in His will 
(see 1 John 5:14-15), God begins to work. We may not 
see it now, but one day the answer will come. 

The question in Luke 18:8 ties in with what Jesus 
taught in Luke 17:22-37: “Shall he find [that kind of] 
faith on the earth?” The end times will not be days of 
great faith. Eight people were saved in Noah’s day, and 
only four out of Sodom (and one of them perished on 
the way). Passages like 1 Timothy 4 and 2 Timothy 3 
paint a dark picture of the last days. 


A Deluded Pharisee (18:9-17) 

Throughout His public ministry, Jesus exposed the 
self-righteousness and unbelief of the Pharisees (see 
Luke 11:39-54). He pictured them as debtors too 
bankrupt to pay what they owed God (Luke 7:40-50), 
guests fighting for the best seats (Luke 14:7-14), and 
sons proud of their obedience but unconcerned about 
the needs of others (Luke 15:25-32). The sad thing is 
that the Pharisees were completely deluded and 
thought they were right and Jesus was wrong. This is 
illustrated in this parable. 

The Pharisee was deluded about prayer, for he 
prayed with himself and told God (and anybody else 
listening) how good he was. The Pharisees used. prayer 
as a means of getting public recognition and not as a 
spiritual exercise to glorify God (Matt. 6:5; 23:14). 

He was deluded about himself, for he thought he 
was accepted by God because of what he did or what 
he did not do. The Jews were required to fast only once 
a year, on the day of Atonement (Lev. 16:29), but he 
fasted twice a week. He tithed everything that came 
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into his possession, even the tiny herbs from his garden 
(Matt. 23:23). 

He was deluded about the publican who was also in 
the temple praying. The Pharisee thought that the pub- 
lican was a great sinner, but the publican went home 
justified by God, while the proud Pharisee went home 
only self-satisfied. To be “justified” means to be 
declared righteous by God on the basis of the sacrifice 
of Jesus Christ on the cross (Rom. 3:19—4:25). 

The publican repeatedly smote his breast, for he 
knew where his greatest problem was, and he called to 
God for mercy. The publican knew the enormity of his 
sins, but the Pharisee was blissfully ignorant of his own 
heart. The Pharisee’s pride condemned him, but the 
publican’s humble faith saved him (see Luke 14:11; Isa. 
57:15). It is the prodigal son and elder brother over 
again (Luke 15:11ff.). 

In contrast to the proud Pharisee are the children 
who were brought to Jesus (Luke 18:15-17). It was 
customary for the Jews to bring little children to the 
rabbis to receive their special blessing, so it is strange 
that the disciples would stand in the way. Perhaps they 
thought Jesus was weary and needed rest, or they may 
have decided that He was not really interested in chil- 
dren. How wrong they were! 

However, this was not the first time the disciples 
had attempted to “get rid of people.” They wanted to 
send the crowd away hungry, but Jesus fed them (Matt. 
14:15ff.), and they tried to stop the Canaanite woman 
from asking Jesus to heal her daughter (Matt. 15:21ff.), 
but Jesus answered her prayer. The Twelve did not yet 
have the compassion of their Master, but it would 
come in due time. 

Jesus wants us to be childlike but not childish. An 
unspoiled child illustrates humility, faith, and depend- 
ence. A child has a sense of wonder that makes life 
exciting. The only way to enter God’s kingdom is to 
become like a child and be born again (John 3). If the 
proud Pharisee had become like a child, he too would 
have gone home justified. 


A Dishonest Youth (18:18-34) 

The rich young ruler (Matt. 19:20) may be the only 
man in the Gospels who came to the feet of Jesus and 
went away in worse condition than when he came. And 
yet he had so much in his favor! He was moral and reli- 
gious, earnest and sincere, and probably would have 
qualified for membership in the average church. Yet he 
refused to follow Jesus Christ and instead went his own 
way in great sorrow. 

What was wrong with him? In a word: dishonesty. In 
spite of the fact that he came to the right Person, asked 
the right question, and received the right answer, he 
made the wrong decision. Why? Because he was not 
honest with God or with himself. Therefore, he would 
not do what he was commanded to do. He was a super- 
ficial young man who said one thing but did another. 
Consider the areas in which he was dishonest. 

His view of Christ (vv. 18-19). The rabbis were 


called “Master” (Teacher), but it was most unusual for 
a rabbi to be called “good.” The Jews reserved the word 
good for God (Ps. 25:8; 34:8; 86:5; 106:1). This 
explains why our Lord asked the young man what he 
meant, for if he really believed that Jesus was “good,” 
then he had to confess that Jesus was God. By asking this 
question, our Lord was not denying His deity but 
affirming it. He was testing the young man to see if he 
really understood what he had just said. 

His subsequent behavior proved that the young 
ruler did not believe that Jesus Christ was God. If he 
really thought he was in the presence of Almighty 
God, why did he argue politely about the law, brag 
about his character, and then refuse to obey the Word? 
Surely he knew that God sees the heart and knows all 
things! 

His view of sin (vv. 20-21). He also had a super- 
ficial view of his own sin. No doubt the young man 
sincerely tried to keep the law; in fact, this may have 
been what brought him to the feet of Jesus (Gal. 3:24). 
Jesus did not quote the law to him as a means of salva- 
tion, because obedience to the law does not save us. He 
held the law before the young man as a mirror to reveal 
his sins (Rom. 3:19-20; Gal. 2:21; 3:21). 

But the young man looked into the mirror and 
would not see the stains and blemishes in his life. 
When Jesus quoted from the second table of the law, 
He did not quote the last commandment, “Thou shalt 
not covet” (Ex. 20:17). Jesus knew the young man’s 
heart, so instead of preaching to him about covetous- 
ness, He asked him to do something that a covetous 
person would not do. 

Nobody is saved by giving all his wealth to the poor, 
but nobody can be saved who will not repent of his sins 
and turn away from them. This young man was pos- 
sessed by the love of money and he would not let go. 

His view of salvation (vv. 22-34). The young 
man thought that eternal life came to those who “did 
something” (Luke 18:18), which was a typical Jewish 
conviction (Luke 18:9-12). But when Jesus gave him 
something to do, he refused to obey! He wanted salva- 
tion on his terms, not God’s, so he turned and went 
away in great sorrow. 

The disciples were shocked when Jesus announced 
that it was difficult for rich people to be saved. They 
were Jews and the Jews believed that riches were a mark 
of God’s blessing. “If rich people can’t be saved,” they 
reasoned, “what hope is there for the rest of us?” John 
D. Rockefeller would have agreed with them, for he 
once said that riches were “a gift from heaven signify- 
ing, “This is My beloved son, in whom I am well 
pleased.” 

It is not possessing riches that keeps people out of 
heaven, for Abraham, David, and Solomon were 
wealthy men. It is being possessed by riches and trusting 
them that makes salvation difficult for the wealthy. 
Wealth gives people a false sense of success and security, 
and when people are satisfied with themselves, they feel 
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Peter's comment in Luke 18:28 suggests that he had 
a rather commercial view of discipleship: “What then 
will there be for us?” (Matt. 19:27 Nass). Jesus prom- 
ised all of them (“you” in Luke 18:29 is plural) 
blessings in this life and reward in the life to come, but 
then He balanced His words with another announce- 
ment about His impending suffering and death. How 
could Peter be thinking about personal gain when his 
Lord was going to Jerusalem to be crucified? 

The rich young ruler is a warning to people who 
want a Christian faith that does not change their values 
or upset their lifestyle. Jesus does not command every 
seeking sinner to sell everything and give to the poor, 
but He does put His finger of conviction on any area 
in our lives about which we are dishonest. 


A Determined Beggar (18:35-43) 

Matthew tells us that there were two blind beggars who 
met Jesus as He /eft Jericho (Matt, 20:29-30), but Luke 
introduces us to one blind beggar, Bartimaeus, who 
called out as Jesus approached Jericho. There were two 
Jerichos, the old ruined city and the new one built by 
Herod the Great, and they stood about a mile apart. 
The two men, one of whom was more outspoken, were 
sitting at the entrance to the new city, so there is no 
contradiction (note Mark 10:46). 

In that day, blindness was a common affliction for 
which there was no cure, and all a blind person could 
do was beg. These two men had not been born blind, 
for their prayer was to “regain” their sight (Luke 18:41 
NASB; and note Matt. 20:34 nass). They persisted in 
crying out to the Lord, in spite of the obstacles in their 
way: their inability to see Jesus, the opposition of the 
crowd, and our Lord’s delay in responding to them. 
They were not going to let Jesus pass them without first 
pleading for mercy. 

The fact that they addressed Him as “Son of 
David,” a messianic title, indicates that these two 
Jewish beggars knew that Jesus could give sight to the 
blind (Isa. 35:5; and see Luke 4:18). Jesus responded to 
their faith and healed them, and what a change took 
place! They went from darkness to light, from begging 
to following Jesus, and from crying to praising the 
Lord. They joined the pilgrim crowd going to 
Jerusalem and lifted their voices in praising the Lord. 

The contrast is obvious between these two beggars 
and the rich young ruler (Luke 18:18-27). The beggars 
were poor, yet they became rich, while the young man 
was rich and became eternally poor. The beggars 
claimed no special merit and openly admitted their 
need, while the young man lied about himself and 
bragged about his character. The young man would not 
believe, so he went away from Jesus very sad, but the 
two beggars believed in Jesus and followed Him with 
songs of praise. “He hath filled the hungry with good 
things; and the rich he hath sent empty away” (Luke 
1:53). 

The “human editions” we have “read” in this chap- 
ter encourage us to put our faith in Jesus Christ, no 
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matter what others may say or do. The widow was not 
discouraged by the indifferent attitude of the judge, 
nor the publican by the hypocritical attitude of the 
Pharisee. The parents brought their little ones to Jesus 
in spite of the selfish attitude of the apostles, and the 
blind men came to Jesus even though the crowd told 
them to keep quiet and stay put. Jesus always responds 
to faith and rewards those who believe. 

But the rich young ruler stands as a warning to all 
who depend on character to save them from sin. This 
young man shows us how close a person may come to 
salvation and yet turn away in unbelief. John Bunyan 
closed his Pilgrim’ Progress with the warning, “Then I 
saw that there was a way to hell, even from the gates of 
heaven, as well as from the City of Destruction.” Heed 
that warning today! 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
Luke 19 


JERUSALEM AT LAST! 


hen Christopher Columbus made his voyage 
W in 1492, he kept two log books, one of 

which contained falsified information. He 
wanted his men to believe that they were closer to land 
than they really were. Apparently Columbus felt that 
the morale of the crew was more important than the 
integrity of the captain. 

As Jesus journeyed to Jerusalem, He told His disci- 
ples what would happen there, but they could not 
grasp what their Lord was saying (Luke 18:31-34). 
Some of the people in the crowd thought He was going 
to Jerusalem to deliver Israel from Roman bondage and 
usher in the kingdom of God. Still others followed 
Him just to see the next miracle He would perform. 

In this chapter, Dr. Luke focuses on who Jesus really 
is as he presents Him in a threefold ministry. 


The Savior Who Seeks the Lost (19:1-10) 

The name Zaccheus means “righteous one,” but this 
supervisor of tax collectors was not living up to his 
name. Certainly the Jewish religious community in 
Jericho would not have considered him righteous, for 
he not only collected taxes from his own people but 
also worked for the unclean Gentiles! And publicans 
were notorious for collecting more taxes than required; 
the more money they collected, the more income they 
enjoyed (Luke 3:12-13). Though Zaccheus was a rene- 
gade in the eyes of the Jews, he was a precious lost 
sinner in the eyes of Jesus. 

It is interesting to see the changes Zaccheus experi- 
enced that day, all because Jesus visited Jericho. 

A man became a child (vv. 2—4). In the East, it 
is unusual for a man to run, especially a wealthy gov- 
ernment official, yet Zaccheus ran down the street 
like a little boy following a parade. And he even 
climbed a tree! Curiosity is certainly characteristic of 
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most children, and Zaccheus was motivated by curios- 
ity that day. 

John Calvin wrote, “Curiosity and simplicity are a 
sort of preparation for faith.” This is often the case, and 
it was certainly true of Zaccheus. Why the big crowd? 
Who is this Jesus of Nazareth they are following? What 
am I missing? 

Jesus said, “Whosoever shall not receive the king- 
dom of God like a little child shall in no way enter 
therein” (Luke 18:17). Perhaps more than anything 
else, it is pride that keeps many “successful” people 
from trusting Jesus Christ. 

A seeking man became found (v. 5). Zaccheus 
thought he was seeking Jesus (Luke 19:3), but Jesus 
was seeking him (Luke 19:10)! By nature, the lost sin- 
ner does not seek the Savior (Rom. 3:11). When our 
first parents sinned, they hid from God, but God came 
and sought them (Gen. 3:1-10). When Jesus was min- 
istering on earth, He sought out the lost; and today the 
Holy Spirit, through the church, is searching for lost 
sinners. 

We do not know how God had worked in the heart 
of Zaccheus to prepare him for this meeting with Jesus. 
Was Levi, the former publican (Luke 5:27-39), one of 
his friends? Had he told Zaccheus about Jesus? Was he 
praying for Zaccheus? Had Zaccheus become weary of 
wealth and started yearning for something better? We 
cannot answer these questions, but we can rejoice that 
a seeking Savior will always find a sinner who is look- 
ing for a new beginning. 

A small man became big (vv. 7-8). It was not 
Zaccheus’s fault that he was “little of stature” and could 
not see over the crowd. He did what he could to over- 
come his handicap by putting aside his dignity and 
climbing a tree. In a spiritual sense, all of us are “little 
of stature,” for “all have sinned and come short of the 
glory of God” (Rom. 3:23). No one measures up to 
God’s high standards; we are all “too little” to enter into 
heaven. 

The tragedy is, many lost sinners think they are 
“big.” They measure themselves by man’s standards— 
money, position, authority, popularity—things that are 
an “abomination in the sight of God” (Luke 16:15). 
They think they have everything when really they have 
nothing (Rev. 3:17). 

Zaccheus trusted Jesus Christ and became a true 
“son of Abraham,” meaning, of course, a child of faith 
(Rom. 4:12; Gal. 3:7). That is as big as you can get! 

A poor man became rich (vv. 9-10). The people 
thought Zaccheus was a wealthy man, but actually he 
was only a bankrupt sinner who needed to receive God’s 
gift of eternal life, the most expensive gift in the world. 
This is the only instance in the four gospels of Jesus 
inviting Himself to someone’s home, and it illustrates 
the words of Revelation 3:20. 

Zaccheus was not saved because he promised to 
do good works. He was saved because he responded 
by faith to Christs gracious word to him. Having 
trusted the Savior, he then gave evidence of his faith 


by promising to make restitution to those he had 
wronged. Saving faith is more than pious words and 
devout feelings. It creates a living union with Christ 
that results in a changed life (James 2:14-26). 

Under the Mosaic law, if a thief voluntarily con- 
fessed his crime, he had to restore what he took, add 
one fifth to it, and bring a trespass offering to the Lord 
(Lev. 6:1-7). If he stole something he could not 
restore, he had to repay fourfold (Ex. 22:1), and if he 
was caught with the goods, he had to repay double (Ex. 
22:4). Zaccheus did not quibble over the terms of the 
law; he offered to pay the highest price because his 
heart had truly been changed. 

The child of God is born rich, for he shares “every 
spiritual blessing” in Jesus Christ (Eph. 1:3). We have 
the riches of God’s mercy and grace (Eph. 1:7; 2:4) as 
well as the riches of His glory (Phil. 4:19) and wisdom 
(Rom. 11:33). These are “unsearchable riches” that can 
never be fully understood or completely exhausted 
(Eph. 3:8). 

The host became the guest (v. 6). Jesus invited 
Himself to Zaccheus’s house, and Zaccheus received 
Him joyfully. Joy is one of the key themes in the gospel 
of Luke, and the word is found over twenty times in 
one form or another. The experience of salvation cer- 
tainly ought to produce joy in the believer's heart. 

Zaccheus became the guest in his own house, for 
Jesus was now his Master. He was ready to obey the 
Lord and do whatever was necessary to establish a gen- 
uine testimony before the people. To be sure, the 
people criticized Jesus for visiting in a publican’s house 
(Luke 5:27-32), but the Lord paid no attention to 
their words. The critics also needed to be saved, but 
there is no evidence that they trusted Jesus. 

When a day begins, you never know how it will 
end. For Zaccheus, that day ended in joyful fellowship 
with the Son of God, for he was now a changed man 
with a new life. Jesus is still seeking the lost and yearn- 
ing to save them. Has He found you? 


The Master Who Rewards the Faithful (19:11-27) 
Passover season was always an emotionally charged 
time for the Jews, because it reminded them of their 
deliverance from the slavery of Egypt. This annual cel- 
ebration aggravated the misery of their bondage to 
Rome and made them yearn all the more for a deliv- 
erer. Of course, there were subversive groups like the 
Zealots who used commando tactics against Rome, 
and politicians like the Herodians who compromised 
with Rome, but most of the Jews rejected those 
approaches. They wanted God to fulfill the Old 
Testament prophecies and send them their promised 
King. 

Jesus knew that many of the people in the crowd 
were hoping to see Him establish the kingdom, so He 
gave this parable to clarify things. Many of the people 
who listened no doubt connected it with an event in 
Jewish history that had occurred many years before. 


When Herod the Great died in 4 BC, he left Judea to 
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his son Archelaus, who had to go to Rome to have the 
inheritance approved. Not wanting Archelaus as their 
ruler, the Jews sent fifty men to argue their case before 
Augustus Caesar, who did ratify the inheritance with- 
out giving Archelaus the title of “king.” 

Jesus explained that the kingdom would not come 
until a future time, but that His servants had better be 
faithful now to do the job assigned to them. In the 
parable, you see three different responses to the Master. 

Faithful obedience (vv. 16-19, 24). Each of the 
servants received an amount of money equal to three 
months’ wages for a laboring man, so you can figure 
out its buying power today. Occupy means “do busi- 
ness, put my money to work.” They could give the 
money to investors and earn interest, or purchase 
goods and sell them for a profit. The important thing 
was that they give back to their master more than he 
had given to them. How they did it was up to them, so 
long as it was legal and profitable. 

We are given a report on only three of the ten ser- 
vants, and the first two proved to be successful. The 
first servant brought ten pounds more, the second 
brought five pounds more, and both were rewarded 
accordingly. These men did their job faithfully even 
though they were promised no rewards and had no 
assurance that their master would even return, let alone 
secure the kingdom that he sought. 

The parable of the talents (Matt. 25:14-30) is sim- 
ilar to the parable of the pounds, but their lessons must 
not be confused. In this parable, each of the ten ser- 
vants received the same amount but different rewards, 
while in the parable of the talents, the servants received 
different amounts but the same reward, the approval 
and joy of the Lord (Matt. 25:21). 

The parable of the talents teaches us to be faithful 
to use our different gifts as God gives us opportunities 
to serve. Some people have a great deal of ability, so 
God gives them greater opportunity. The important 
thing is not how much ability you have but how faith- 
ful you are to use what you have for the Lord. The 
person with the least ability, if he or she is faithful, will 
receive the same reward as the most gifted church 
leader. 

In the parable of the pounds, each servant has the 
same deposit, which probably represents the message of 
the gospel (1 Thess. 2:4; 1 Tim. 1:11; 6:20). Our gifts 
and abilities are different, but our job is the same: to 
share the Word of God so that it multiplies and fills the 
world (1 Thess. 1:8; 2 Thess. 3:1). Only 120 believers 
met together on the day of Pentecost (Acts 1:15), but 
before that day ended, there were 3,000 more (Acts 
2:41). And before long, there were 5,000 believers 
(Acts 4:4). In time, the Jewish leaders accused the dis- 
ciples of “filling Jerusalem” with the message (Acts 
5:28)! 

When it comes to witnessing, all believers start on 
the same level, so the reward is according to faithful- 
ness and achievement. The faithful servants were 
rewarded by being made rulers of various cities. The 
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reward for faithful work is always—more work! But 
what a compliment to be entrusted with the manage- 
ment of so many cities! How we serve the Lord today 
will help determine our reward and ministry when He 
comes to establish His kingdom on earth. Faithfulness 
now is preparation for blessed service then. 

Unfaithful disobedience (vv. 20—23). At least one 
of the ten men did not obey his master and as a result 
lost even the pound that the master gave him. It is a 
basic principle of the Christian life that wasted oppor- 
tunity means loss of reward and possibly loss of the 
privilege of service. If we do not use the gifts God gives 
us under His direction, why should we even have 
them? Somebody else can make better use of the gifts 
to the glory of God (see Matt. 13:12 and Luke 8:18). 

“Tt is always so,” wrote Charles Haddon Spurgeon; 
“the gracious and faithful man obtains more grace and 
more means of usefulness, while the unfaithful man 
sinks lower and lower and grows worse and worse. We 
must either make progress or else lose what we have 
attained. There is no such thing as standing still in 
religion.” 

This servant was unfaithful because his heart was 
not right toward his master. He saw his master as a hard 
man who was demanding and unfair. The servant had 
no love for his master; in fact, he feared him and 
dreaded to displease him. Rather than lose the pound 
and incur his master’s anger, he guarded it so that he 
would at least have something to give the master if he 
returned and asked for a reckoning. 

It is sad when a Christian is motivated by slavish fear 
instead of loving faith. While there is a proper “fear of 
the Lord” that should be in every Christian’s heart, that 
“fear” should be the respect of a loving child and not the 
dread of a frightened slave. “Nothing twists and 
deforms the soul more than a low or unworthy concep- 
tion of God,” wrote Dr. A. W. Tozer. How important it 
is that we do the will of God from our hearts (Eph. 6:6). 

Outright rebellion (vv. 14-27). The “citizens” or 
“enemies” are mentioned at the beginning and the end- 
ing and are an important part of the story, for most of 
the people in the crowd that day were in that category. 
Jesus was near Jerusalem, and in a few days He would 
hear the mob shout, “We have no king but Caesar” 
John 19:15). In other words, “We will not have this 
Man to reign over us!” 

God was gracious to Israel and gave the nation 
nearly forty years of grace before judgment fell (Luke 
19:41-44). But we must be careful to see in this a 
warning to all who reject Jesus Christ—Jew or 
Gentile—for during this time while He is away in 
heaven, Jesus Christ is calling men everywhere to 
repent and submit to Him. 

The faithful servants obeyed because they trusted 
their master and wanted to please him. The unfaithful 
servant disobeyed because he feared his master. But 
these citizens rebelled because they hated their king 
(Luke 19:14). Jesus quoted Psalm 69:4 and told His dis- 
ciples, “They hated me without a cause” (John 15:25). 
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We are living today in the period between Luke 
19:14 and 15 when our Master is absent but will return 
according to His promise. We have been given a task to 
perform, and we must be faithful until He comes. 
What will the King say to us when He returns? Will 
His words mean reward, rebuke, or possibly retribu- 
tion? “Moreover it is required in stewards, that a man 


be found faithful” (1 Cor. 4:2). 


The King Who Offers Peace (19:28-48) 
The traditional calendar for the events of our Lord’s 
last week of ministry looks like this: 


Sunday—Triumphal entry into Jerusalem 
Monday—Cleansing the temple 
Tuesday—Controversies with the Jewish leaders 
Wednesday—Apparently a day of rest 
Thursday—Preparation for Passover 
Friday—Trial and crucifixion 

Saturday—Jesus rests in the tomb 
Sunday—Jesus raised from the dead 


Keep in mind that the Jewish day went from sun- 
down to sundown, so that our Thursday evening 
would be their Friday, the day of Passover. 

Preparation (vv. 28-36). The owners of the don- 
key and the colt were disciples of the Lord and had 
everything ready for Him. The plan was executed qui- 
etly because the Jewish leaders had let it be known that 
anyone confessing Christ would be excommunicated 
(John 9:22). The fact that the rulers planned to kill 
Jesus made it even more important that the owners be 
protected (John 7:1, 19, 25; 8:37; 11:47-57). 

We think of the donkey as a lowly animal, but to 
the Jew it was a beast fit for a king (1 Kings 1:33, 44). 
Jesus rode the colt (Luke 19:35) while the mother 
walked along with it. The fact that the colt had never 
been ridden and yet submitted to Jesus indicates our 
Lord’s sovereignty over His creation. The laying of gar- 
ments on the animals and on the road and the waving 
and spreading of branches were all part of a traditional 
Jewish reception for royalty. 

Celebration (vv. 37—40). This is the only time that 
Jesus permitted a public demonstration on His behalf, 
and He did so for at least two reasons. First, He was 
fulfilling prophecy and presenting Himself as Israel’s 
king (Zech. 9:9). How much of this the crowd really 
understood we cannot tell, even though they 
responded by quoting their praises from a messianic 
psalm (Ps. 118:25-26). No doubt many of the Passover 
pilgrims thought that Jesus would now get rid of the 
Roman invaders and establish the glorious kingdom. 

The second reason for this demonstration was to 
force the Jewish religious leaders to act. They had 
hoped to arrest Him afier the Passover (Matt. 26:3-5), 
but God had ordained that His Son be slain on 
Passover as the “Lamb of God, which taketh away the 
sin of the world” (John 1:29; and see 1 Cor. 5:7). Every 
previous attempt to arrest Jesus had failed because “his 


hour was not yet come” (John 7:30; 8:20; also see John 
13:1; 17:1). When they saw this great public celebra- 
tion, the leaders knew that they had to act, and the 
willing cooperation of Judas solved their problem for 
them (Matt. 26:14—16). 

The theme of the celebration was peace. Dr. Luke 
opened his gospel with the angel’s announcement of 
“peace on earth” (Luke 2:14), but now the theme is 
“peace in heaven.” Because the King was rejected, there 
could be no peace on earth. Instead, there would be 
constant bitter conflict between the kingdom of God 
and the kingdom of evil (Luke 12:49-53). There 
would be no peace on earth but, thanks to Christ’s 
work on the cross, there is “peace with God” in heaven 
(Rom. 5:1; Col. 1:20). The appeal today is, “Be ye rec- 
onciled to God” (2 Cor. 5:17-21). 

Lamentation (vv. 41-44). While the crowd was 
rejoicing, Jesus was weeping! This is the second occa- 
sion on which our Lord wept openly, the first being at 
the tomb of Lazarus (John 11:35). There He wept qui- 
etly, but here He uttered a loud lamentation like one 
mourning over the dead. In this, He was like the 
prophet Jeremiah, who wept bitterly over the destruc- 
tion of Jerusalem (Jer. 9:1ff.; see also the book of 
Lamentations). Jonah looked on Nineveh and hoped it 
would be destroyed (Jonah 4), while Jesus looked at 
Jerusalem and wept because it had destroyed itself. 

No matter where Jesus looked, He found cause for 
weeping. If He looked back, He saw how the nation 
had wasted its opportunities and been ignorant of their 
“time of visitation.” If He looked within, He saw spir- 
itual ignorance and blindness in the hearts of the 
people. They should have known who He was, for God 
had given them His Word and sent His messengers to 
prepare the way. 

As He looked around, Jesus saw religious activity 
that accomplished very little. The temple had become 
a den of thieves, and the religious leaders were out to 
kill Him. The city was filled with pilgrims celebrating 
a festival, but the hearts of the people were heavy with 
sin and life’s burdens. 

As Jesus looked ahead, He wept as He saw the ter- 
rible judgment that was coming to the nation, the city, 
and the temple. In AD 70, the Romans would come 
and, after a siege of 143 days, kill 600,000 Jews, take 
thousands more captive, and then destroy the temple 
and the city. Why did all of this happen? Because the 
people did not know that God had visited them! “He 
came unto his own, and his own received him not” 
(John 1:11). “We will not have this man to reign over 
us” (Luke 19:14). 

Denunciation (vv. 45-48). Jesus lodged in 
Bethany that night (Matt. 21:17) and came into the 
city early the next morning. It was then that He cursed 
the fig tree (Mark 11:12—14) and cleansed the temple 
for the second time. (See John 2:13—22 for the record 
of the first cleansing of the temple.) 

The court of the Gentiles was the only place in the 
temple that was available to the Gentiles. There the 
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Jews could witness to their “pagan” neighbors and tell 
them about the one true and living God. But instead of 
being devoted to evangelism, the area was used for a 
“religious marketplace” where Jews from other lands 
could exchange money and purchase approved. sacri- 
fices. The priests managed this business and made a 
good profit from it. 

Instead of praying for the people, the priests were 
preying on the people! The temple was not a “house of 
prayer” (Isa. 56:7); it was a “den of thieves” (Jer. 7:11). 
Campbell Morgan reminds us that a “den of thieves” is 
a place where thieves run to hide after they have com- 
mitted their wicked deeds. The religious leaders were 
using the services of the holy temple to cover up their 
sins (see Isa. 1:1-20). But before we condemn them 
too harshly, have we ever gone to church and partici- 
pated in religious worship just to give people the 
impression that we were godly? 

Jesus remained in the temple and used it as a gath- 
ering place for those who needed help. He healed many 
who were sick and afflicted, and He taught the people 
the Word of God. The hypocritical religious leaders 
tried to destroy Him, but His hour had not yet come 
and they could not touch Him. In the days that fol- 
lowed, they argued with Him and tried to catch Him 
in His words (Luke 20), but they failed. When His 
hour came, He would surrender to them and they 
would crucify Him. 

The courageous Son of God had set His face like a 
flint and come to Jerusalem. During His last week of 
ministry, He would courageously face His enemies and 
then bravely go to the cross to die for the sins of the 
world. 

He still summons us to be courageous! 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 
Luke 20 


ISSUES AND ANSWERS 


esus had already told the Twelve to expect conflict 
J and suffering when they arrived in the Holy City. 

“The Son of man must suffer many things, and be 
rejected of the elders and chief priests and scribes, and 
be slain, and be raised the third day” (Luke 9:22). Jesus 
knew fully what was coming, and He was not afraid. 

In this chapter, you meet the three groups of reli- 
gious leaders (Luke 20:1) and witness their conflict 
with Jesus. They challenged Him because He had 
cleansed the temple and called them “thieves.” They 
tried to catch Him in His words so they could trump 
up some charge against Him and have Him arrested as 
an enemy of the state. 

But there was more to this series of questions than 
mere guile. The word translated “rejected” in Luke 
9:22 (and also Luke 20:17) means “to reject after inves- 
tigation.” It was required that the Jews carefully 
examine the Passover lambs from the tenth day to the 
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fourteenth day to make sure they had no blemishes 
(Ex. 12:1-6). Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God (John 
1:29), was watched and tested by His enemies during 
that final week, and yet in spite of what they saw and 
learned, they rejected Him. 

However, Jesus was also examining them! For as they 
questioned Him, He questioned them, and their 
responses revealed the ignorance, hatred, and unbelief 
of their hearts. 

Our Lord’s questions centered on four different 
men. 


A Question about John the Baptist (20:1-19) 

The cleansing of the temple was a dramatic event that 
both captured the attention of the people and aroused 
the anger of the religious establishment. The fact that 
Jesus daily made the temple His headquarters for 
ministry only made the members of the Sanhedrin 
more indignant, so they decided to question Him. 
“What authority do You have to do these things?” 
they asked. “And if You do have authority, who gave 
it to You?” 

Authority is important for the success of any social, 
political, or religious organization; without authority, 
you have confusion. The chief priests claimed. their 
authority from Moses, for the law set the tribe of Levi 
apart to serve in the sanctuary. The scribes were stu- 
dents of the law and claimed their authority from the 
rabbis whose interpretations they studied. The elders of 
Israel were the leaders of the families and clans, chosen 
usually for their experience and wisdom. All of these 
men were sure of their authority and were not afraid to 
confront Jesus. 

They wanted to push our Lord into a dilemma so 
that no matter how He answered, He would be in trou- 
ble. If He said that He had vo authority, then He was 
in trouble with the Jews for invading their temple and 
acting like a prophet. If He said that His authority 
came from God, then He would be in trouble with the 
Romans, who were always alert to would-be messiahs, 
especially during Passover season (see Acts 5:34-39; 
21:37-39). 

Note our Lord’s wise approach as He turned things 
around and put them completely on the defensive. 
First, He asked a question (Luke 20:3-8); then He gave 
a parable (Luke 20:9-16); and finally, He quoted a 
prophecy (Luke 20:17-18). In each of these approaches, 
He revealed the sins of the nation of Israel. 

Their past rejection (vv. 3-8). Jesus took them 
back to John the Baptist for two reasons. First, John 
had pointed to Jesus and introduced Him to the nation 
(John 1:15-34), so their rejection of John was actually 
a rejection of the Lord Jesus Christ. Second, it is a spir- 
itual principle that if we disobey truth we already 
know, God cannot reveal new truth to us (see John 
7:14-17). Why answer their question when they had 
refused to submit to John’s message? 

Now it was the religious leaders who were in the 
dilemma! No matter what answer they gave, they were 


206 


in trouble, so they decided to “play dumb” and not 
answer at all. They were deceitful in asking the ques- 
tion and dishonest in the way they avoided answering 
it. Even if Jesus had given them an answer, their hearts 
were not prepared to receive it. If they had disobeyed 
God’s message given by John the Baptist (Luke 
7:24-30), they would disobey the message given by 
God’s Son. That was the theme of the parable Jesus 
told. 

Their present rebellion (vv. 9-16). These men 
knew the Scriptures and recognized that Jesus was 
speaking about the “vineyard” of Israel (Ps. 80:8ff.; Isa. 
5:1-7). God the Father blessed the nation abundantly 
and gave the Jews a land that was rich and pleasant. All 
He asked was that they obey His statutes and give Him 
the “spiritual harvest” He deserved. 

Instead of being grateful for their blessings and joy- 
fully giving the Lord His due, the nation proceeded to 
rob God and reject His messengers (see Neh. 9:26; Jer. 
7:25-26; 25:4). God was patient and sent them one 
servant after another, but they refused to obey (Matt. 
23:29-39). Finally, He sent His beloved Son (Luke 
3:22), and they killed Him. In this story, Jesus gave His 
own death announcement. 

Under Jewish law, any man could lay claim to own- 
erless property. The tenants may have concluded that 
the owner was dead; otherwise he would have come 
himself. If they killed the son, then they could claim 
the vineyard for themselves. This is exactly the way the 
religious leaders were thinking as they stood there before 
Jesus (see John 11:47-54)! 

Their future ruin (vv. 17—18). Jesus fixed a steady 
gaze on them and quoted Psalm 118:22. The rulers 
knew that this was a messianic psalm, and they had 
heard it shouted by the crowd when Jesus rode into the 
city (compare Luke 19:38 with Ps. 118:26). By apply- 
ing this verse to Himself, Jesus was clearly claiming to 
be the Messiah. The “builders,” of course, were the 
Jewish religious leaders (Acts 4:11). 

In the Old Testament, the “stone” is a familiar sym- 
bol of God and of the promised Messiah (see Gen. 
49:24; Ex. 17:6; 33:22; Deut. 32:4, 15, 30-31; Isa. 
8:14; 28:16; 1 Cor. 10:4). Because the Jews did not 
believe, they stumbled over Him and were judged. 
Those who trust Jesus Christ find Him to be the foun- 
dation stone and the chief cornerstone of the church (1 
Cor. 3:11; Eph. 2:20). 

But Jesus also referred to Daniel 2:34-35, 44-45, 
where the Messiah is pictured as a “smiting stone” 
that crushes all that gets in its way. He was warning 
the Sanhedrin that they would only destroy them- 
selves if they condemned Him. The same principle 
applies today, and unbelievers should carefully heed 
His warning. 

When the rulers rejected John the Baptist, they 
sinned against the Father who sent Him. When they 
crucified Jesus, they sinned against the Son. Jesus had 
told them that they could sin against Him and still be 
forgiven, but when they sinned against the Holy Spirit, 


there could be no forgiveness (Matt. 12:24-37). Why? 
Because that was the end of God’ witness to the nation. 
This is the so-called “unpardonable sin,” and it was 
committed by the Jewish leaders when they finally 
rejected the witness of the Spirit of God through the 
apostles. The evidence of their rejection was the ston- 
ing of Stephen (Acts 7:51-60). Then the gospel went 
from the Jews to the Samaritans (Acts 8) and then to 
the Gentiles (Acts 10). 

In this parable, Jesus illustrated the insidious nature 
of sin: the more we sin, the worse it becomes. The tenants 
started off beating some of the servants and wounding 
others, but they ended up becoming murderers! The 
Jewish leaders permitted John the Baptist to be killed, 
they asked for Jesus to be crucified, and then they them- 
selves stoned Stephen. They sinned against the Father 
and the Son and the Holy Spirit, and that was the end 
of God’s witness to them. 

It is a serious thing to reject the message of God and 
the messengers of God (see John 12:35-43; Heb. 
2:1-4). 


A Question about Caesar (20:20-26) 

Jesus knew that the men who questioned Him were 
spies sent by the Pharisees and the Herodians (Mark 
12:13), but He patiently listened and replied. These 
two groups were usually fighting each other, but now 
they had a common enemy, and this brought them 
together. They wanted to discuss taxes and Roman 
authority, hoping to provoke Jesus into offending 
either the Jews (“Pay the poll tax!”) or the Romans 
(“Don't pay the poll tax!”). But Jesus lifted the discus- 
sion to a much higher level and forced the spies to 
think about the relationship between the kingdom of 
God and the kingdoms of men. 

Governmental authority is instituted by God and 
must be respected (Prov. 8:15; Dan. 2:21, 37-38; 
Rom. 13; 1 Peter 2:11-17). Yes, our citizenship is in 
heaven (Phil. 3:20), and we are strangers and pilgrims 
on earth, but that does not mean we should ignore our 
earthly responsibilities. Human government is essential 
to a safe and orderly society, for man is a sinner and 
must be kept under control. 

Jesus was not suggesting that we divide our loyal- 
ties between God and government. Since “the powers 
that be are ordained of God” (Rom. 13:1), we live as 
good citizens when we obey the authorities for the Lord’ 
sake. When obedience to God conflicts with obedi- 
ence to man, then we must put God first (Acts 
4:19-20; 5:29), but we must do it in a manner that is 
honorable and loving. Even if we cannot respect the 
people in office, we must respect the office. The coun- 
sel that Jeremiah gave to the Jewish exiles in Babylon 
is a good one for God’s “strangers and pilgrims” to 
follow today (Jer. 29:4-7): “Seek the peace of the 
city!” 

Caesar’s image and name were on the coins, so it 
was basically Ais currency. To pay the poll tax meant 
simply to give Caesar back that which belonged to him. 
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God’s image is stamped on us; therefore, He has the 
right to command our lives as citizens in His kingdom. 
We should seek to be such good citizens that God will 
be glorified and the unsaved will be attracted to the 
gospel and want to become Christians (1 Peter 2:9-12; 
3:8-17). 

It is unfortunate that some Christians have the mis- 
taken idea that the more obnoxious they are as citizens, 
the more they please God and witness for Christ. We 
must never violate our conscience, but we should seek 
to be peacemakers and not troublemakers. Daniel is an 
example to follow (Dan. 1). 


A Question about Moses (20:27-40) 

Next in line were the Sadducees with a hypothetical 
question based on the Jewish law of “levirate mar- 
riage” (Gen. 38; Deut. 25:5-10). The word Jevirate 
comes from the Latin /evir, which means “a husband’s 
brother.” The Sadducees accepted as Scripture only 
the five books of Moses, and they did not believe in 
angels, spirits, or the resurrection of the dead (Acts 
23:8). They claimed that Moses did not write about 
any of these doctrines. The priestly party in Israel was 
composed of Sadducees, which explains why the 
priests opposed the apostles’ preaching of the resur- 
rection (Acts 4:1-2) and why they wanted to kill 
Lazarus, who was raised from the dead (John 
12:10-11). 

Jesus pointed out that His opponents were wrong 
and that their question revealed assumptions that lim- 
ited God’s power and denied God’s Word. Resurrection 
is not reconstruction; it is the miraculous granting of a 
new body that has continuity with the old body but 
not identity. Paul compared our present body to a 
planted seed and the future resurrection body to the 
glorious flower and fruit (1 Cor. 15:35-50). Our 
Lord’s resurrection body was the same as before His 
death and yet different! His friends recognized Him 
and even felt Him; He could eat food, and yet He 
could also walk through closed doors, change His 
appearance, and vanish suddenly. 

The future life with God is not a mere continuation 
of the present life only on “a higher scale.” We will 
maintain our identities and know each other, but there 
will be no more death—hence, no need for marriage 
and procreation. Christians do not become angels. In 
heaven we will share the image of Jesus Christ and be 
much higher than the angels (1 John 3:2). Angels 
appear in Scripture as men, but they are spirit beings 
without sexuality. It is in this regard that we will be like 
them; there will be no marriage or childbearing in 
heaven. 

Is not God powerful enough to raise the dead and 
give them new bodies suited to their new environment? 
If today He can give different bodies to the various 
things in creation, why can He not give people new 
bodies at the resurrection (1 Cor. 15:35—44)? In their 
attempt to be “rational,” the Sadducees denied the very 
power of God! 
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But Jesus went beyond logic and referred them to 
the Word of God, particularly what happened to 
Moses as recorded in Exodus 3. There God identified 
Himself with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and thus 
affirmed that these three patriarchs were very much 
alive. But if they were alive, then they were “out of 
the body,” for they had died (James 2:26). There 
must be a real world of spirit beings or Moses would 
not have written these words. (By the way, Moses 
also affirmed the existence of angels: Gen. 19:1, 15; 
28:12; 32:1.) 

But Jesus said that Exodus 3:6, 15-16 taught not 
only the truth of life after death but also the reality of 
the resurrection. In what way? Not by direct statement 
but by inference. God is the God of the whole per- 
son—spirit, soul, and body (1 Thess. 5:23)—because 
He created the whole person. He does not simply “save 
our souls” and ignore the rest of our being. Inherent in 
the very nature of God’s creative act is His concern for 
the total person. Hence, He will not keep us disembod- 
ied spirits forever but will give us glorious bodies to 
match our heavenly perfection. 

Another factor is God’s covenental relationship 
with the patriarchs. He made promises of earthly bless- 
ing to them and their descendants, but He cannot 
fulfill these promises if His people are going to live for- 
ever only as disembodied spirits. Can there be a 
glorious new heaven and earth but no corporeal glory 
for the people of God? 

Jesus affirmed what the Sadducees denied: the exis- 
tence of angels, the reality of life after death, and the 
hope of a future resurrection—and He did it with only 
one passage from Moses! Of course, He could have 
referred to other passages that teach a future resurrec- 
tion, but He met His adversaries on their own ground 
(see Job 14:14; 19:25-27; Ps. 16:9-10; 17:15; Isa. 
26:19; Ezek. 37; Dan. 12:2). 


A Question about David (20:41-44) 

While the Pharisees were still gathered together, Jesus 
asked them a final question: “What do you think about 
the Christ? Whose Son is He?” (Matt. 22:41—42 nxyv). 
This is the key question for every generation and each 
individual, for our salvation and eternal destiny are 
dependent on what we think about Christ (1 John 
2:21-25; 4:1-6; 5:1). 

Of course, they knew the expected reply: “The Son 
of David.” They based this on such verses as 2 Samuel 
7:13-14; Isaiah 11:1; and Jeremiah 23:5. God had 
ordained that the Messiah should come from the fam- 
ily of David and be born in David’s city, Bethlehem 
(Mic. 5:2). The fact that the Jewish people identified 
Jesus with Nazareth, not Bethlehem, indicates that they 
had not really looked into the facts connected with His 
birth (John 7:40-53). 

Jesus then referred them to Psalm 110, which is 
quoted in the New Testament more than any other 
psalm. The Jewish religious leaders in that day identi- 
fied Psalm 110 as a prophetic psalm and said that 
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David was speaking of the Messiah. But if the Messiah 
is David’s Lord, how can He be David’s son? Here was 
an enigma for them to solve! 

The only explanation is that Messiah must be both 
God and man. As eternal God, Messiah is David's 
Lord, but as man, He is David’s son (Rom. 1:3; 9:4—5; 
Acts 2:32-36; 13:22—23). 

On Palm Sunday, the multitudes had acclaimed 
Jesus as the Son of David, and He had not rebuked 
them (Matt. 21:9; Mark 11:10). By applying Psalm 
110:1 to Himself, Jesus claimed to be Israel’s promised 
Messiah, the Son of God. 

Then why did the Pharisees not believe in Him? 
Because their minds were made up, their hearts were 
hardened, and their eyes were blind (John 12:37-50). 
They did not have the courage to confess the truth, and 
they persecuted those who did affirm faith in Jesus 
Christ. Christ’s question silenced His enemies (Matt. 
22:46) and ended their public challenges, but they 
would not admit defeat. 

Because of their hypocrisy and dishonesty, the 
scribes and Pharisees were dangerous to have around, 
so Jesus warned the people about them (Luke 
20:45—47; see Matt. 23). Men see the outside, but God 
sees the heart (1 Sam. 16:7; Heb. 4:12). 

These religious leaders did not desire personal 
holiness; they wanted public recognition. Therefore, 
they wore special garments, expected special titles 
and greetings, and looked for special seats at public 
gatherings. 

There is a double tragedy here. First of all, their 
deliberate hypocrisy was only a cover-up that enabled 
them to fool people and exploit them. Of all rackets, 
religious rackets are the worst. The religious leaders had 
turned the temple of God into a den of thieves and reli- 
gious devotion into playacting. The general public 
actually thought that their leaders were godly men, 
when in reality they were defiling and destroying souls 
(Matt. 23:13-36). 

The second tragedy is that they rejected their own 
Messiah and voted to crucify Him. They led the 
nation into ruin because they would not admit their 
sins and confess Jesus Christ. Keep in mind that 
these men were “experts” in the Bible, yet they did 
not apply its truths to their own lives. Their religion 
was a matter of external observance, not internal 
transformation. 

At this point according to Matthew (Matt. 
23:37-39), Jesus once again uttered a lamentation over 
the blind unbelief of the nation and their unwillingness 
to trust in Him. 

He had given them many opportunities, but they 
had wasted them. 

Now it was too late. 

This same tragedy is reenacted today. This is why 
the Holy Spirit warns, “Today, if you will hear His 
voice, do not harden your hearts” (Heb. 3:7-8 Nxjv). 

“How often I wanted to ... but you were not will- 
ing” (Matt. 23:37 NKJV). 


CHAPTER TWENTY 
Luke 21 


QUESTIONS ABOUT TOMORROW 


ow it was the disciples’ turn to ask the questions! 
N It all started with the arrival in the temple of a 

poor widow with an offering for the Lord (Luke 
21:1-4). Compared to the gifts of the rich men, her 
two copper coins seemed insignificant, but Jesus said 
that she gave more than all the others combined. “The 
widow’s mite” does not represent the least we can give, 
but the most, our very all. When we sing, “Take my sil- 
ver and my gold / Not a mite will I withhold,” we are 
telling God that everything we have belongs to Him. 

When it comes to our giving, God sees more than 
the portion; He also sees the proportion. Men see what 
is given, but God sees what is left, and by that He meas- 
ures the gift and the condition of our hearts. Winston 
Churchill said, “We make a living by what we get, but 
we make a life by what we give.” He may have learned 
that from Jesus (Luke 6:38) or perhaps from Paul (2 
Cor. 8:1-15). 

The temple was a beautiful structure, embellished 
with many costly decorations that a poor widow could 
never give, and the disciples mentioned this to Jesus. 
But our Lord was not impressed. He told them that the 
day would come when the beautiful Jewish temple 
would be demolished (Luke 21:5-6). He had already 
announced that the city would be destroyed (Luke 
19:41-44), but now He specifically mentioned the 
destruction of the temple. 

Jesus left the temple and went to the Mount of 
Olives, and there Peter, James, and John asked Him 
three questions: (1) When would the temple be 
destroyed? (2) What would be the sign of His coming? 
(3) What would be the sign of the end of the age? (See 
Mark 13:3-4; Matt. 24:3.) The disciples thought that 
these three events would occur at the same time, but 
Jesus explained things differently. Actually, the temple 
would be destroyed first, and then there would be a 
long period of time before He would return and estab- 
lish His kingdom on earth (see Luke 19:11-27). 

Our Lord’s reply comprises what we call “The 
Olivet Discourse,” the greatest prophetic sermon He 
ever preached. It is recorded in greater detail in 
Matthew 24—25 and Mark 13, and you will want to 
compare the three passages. Since Luke wrote with the 
Gentile reader in mind, he omitted some of the strong 
Jewish elements of the sermon while retaining the 
essential truths that we must consider and apply. 

Keep in mind that this was a message given to Jews 
by a Jew about the future of the Jewish nation. Though 
there are definite applications to God’s people today, 
the emphasis is on Jerusalem, the Jews, and the temple. 
Our Lord was not discussing His coming for the 
church, for that can occur at any time and no signs 


need precede it (1 Cor. 15:51-58; 1 Thess. 4:13—-18). 
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“For the Jews require a sign” (1 Cor. 1:22); the church 
looks for a Savior (Phil. 3:20-21). 

The sermon focuses on a period in God’s program 
called “the tribulation,” when God will pour out His 
wrath on the nations of the world. Many Bible stu- 
dents believe that the tribulation will begin after the 
Lord comes in the air and takes His church to heaven 
(1 Thess. 4:13—5:11). It will climax with the return of 
Jesus Christ to the earth, at which time He will defeat 
His foes and establish His kingdom (Rev. 19:1—20:6). 

It is helpful to see the development of the sermon 
as a whole, so here is a suggested outline: 


The first half of the tribulation 

(Matt. 24:4-14; Mark 13:5-13; Luke 21:8-19) 
The middle of the tribulation 

Matt. 24:15-28; Mark 13:14—18; note Dan. 
124-27) 

The last half of the tribulation 

(Matt. 24:29-31; Mark 13:19-27; Luke 
21:25-27) 

Closing admonitions 

(Matt. 24:32-25:51; Mark 13:28-37; Luke 
21:28-36) 


Oas 


Jesus answered the disciples questions by discussing 
four topics relating to the future of the nation of Israel. 


The Description of the Age (21:8-19) 

The characteristics Jesus stated can be seen in every age 
of the church, for from the beginning there have been 
counterfeit messiahs, national and international 
upheavals, and religious persecution. But these things 
will increase and intensify as the time of Jesus coming 
draws near. Thomas Campbell, British poet and educa- 
tor, said that “coming events cast their shadows before” 
and he was right. 

There will be religious delusion (Luke 21:8), and 
even God’s people will be in danger of being deceived. 
Satan is a counterfeiter who for centuries has led peo- 
ple astray by deceiving their minds and blinding their 
hearts (2 Cor. 4:1-6; 11:1—4, 13-15). Israel was often 
seduced into sin by false prophets, and the church has 
had its share of false teachers (2 Peter 2). 

Most people are naturally concerned about the 
future, especially when world events are threatening; 
therefore, religious racketeers can prey on them and 
take advantage of them. In every age, there are those 
who either claim to be the Christ or claim to know 
when He will return. These false prophets often “use” 
the Scriptures to “prove” the accuracy of their predic- 
tions, in spite of the fact that Jesus clearly stated that 
nobody knows the time of His return (Matt. 
24:36-44). 

“Be not deceived!” is our Lord’s admonition, and 
we must take it to heart. The only sure way to keep our 
balance in a deceptive world is to know the Scriptures 
and obey what God tells us to do (2 Peter 3:17-18). It 
is foolish and hurtful to become so obsessed with Bible 


209 


Luke 21 


prophecy that we start to neglect the practical things of 
the Christian life. Blessed are the balanced! 

There will also be international distress (Luke 
21:9-11). I have a friend who has been keeping track 
of the earthquakes that have occurred in recent years. 
Another prophetic student has a list of all the wars and 
attempted invasions. Both have overlooked the fact 
that Jesus said that wars, earthquakes, pestilences, and 
famines by themselves are not signs of His soon return. 
These things have been going on throughout the his- 
tory of the world. 

However, during the first half of the tribulation, 
these events will multiply and intensify. Matthew 
24:1-14 lists them in detail, and if you compare 
Revelation 6, you will see the parallel: 


Events Matthew Revelation 
false Christs 24:4-5 6:1-2 
wars 24:6 6:3—4 
famines 24:7a 6:5-6 
death 24:7b-8 6:7-8 
martyrs 24:9 6:9-11 
worldwide chaos 24:10-13 6:12-17 


In fact, most of Revelation 6—19, describes the 
tribulation period in detail and follows the outline of 
Matthew 24: (1) first half of the tribulation, chapters 
6—9; (2) middle of the tribulation, chapters 10—14; 
(3) last half of the tribulation, chapters 15—19. 

Our Lord’s admonition to His people is, “Don’t be 
terrified!” These things must come to pass; there is 
nothing anyone can do to prevent them. This does not 
mean that God’s people are submitting to blind fate; 
rather, it means they are yielding to the plan of a lov- 
ing Father who works all things “after the counsel of his 
own will” (Eph. 1:11). 

Finally, there will be religious persecution, both offi- 
cial (Luke 21:12-15) and personal (Luke 21:16-19). 
Of course, there has been religious persecution ever 
since Cain killed Abel (Matt. 23:34—36; and see Acts 
4:1ff; 5:17ff.; 6:9ff.; 8:1ff). Jesus promised that His 
people would suffer (John 15:18—16:4, 32-33), and 
that promise holds true today (2 Tim. 3:12). But the 
persecution in the end times will be much more severe, 
and many will give their lives for Christ. 

Notice the encouragements Jesus gives to all who 
suffer persecution. To begin with, we must remember 
that when we are persecuted, we suffer for His name’ 
sake (Luke 21:12), and this is a high honor (Acts 5:41). 
It is not important what people say about our names, 
but it is important that the name of Christ be glorified. 

Second, times of suffering provide opportunities for 
witness (Luke 21:13-15). The apostles made good use 
of the witness stand when they were arrested and taken 
before the council (Acts 4—5), and Christ’s servants 
and martyrs down through the centuries have followed 
their example. The English word martyr comes from 
the Greek word martus, which means “a witness” (see 1 
Peter 3:13-17). 
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Because of official persecution, God’s witnesses will 
stand before important people, and when that hap- 
pens, they must not panic, for God will give them the 
words to speak. This promise is not an excuse for lazy 
preachers or Sunday school teachers who do not want 
to study! Rather, it is an assurance to faithful witnesses 
that God will always give them the words they need 
when they need them. 

Not only will the saints endure official persecution 
from the government, but there will also be opposition 
from family and friends. Relatives will even follow in 
the footsteps of Judas and betray their Christian loved 
ones to be killed. Hatred, arrest, and death will be the 
lot of many of God’s children during the tribulation. 

But they must not despair, for God is in control. 
Not a hair on their head can perish apart from His sov- 
ereign will (Matt. 10:28-31). Knowing this, they can 
have endurance and be able to face the challenge with 
faith and courage. 

While many Christians today enjoy freedom from 
official persecution, or even family opposition, there 
are others who suffer greatly for their faith, and what 
our Lord said here is an encouragement to them. A 
friend of mine ministered in Eastern Europe, and a 
believer in Poland said to him, “We are praying for you 
Christians in the Western world because you have it too 
easy. The Lord must help you not to compromise.” 

Remember, the things Jesus described here are not 
signs of His soon return, because they have been going 
on for centuries. However, as the coming of the Lord 
draws near, these things will multiply and intensify. No 
matter what our views may be of the coming of the 
Lord, we all need to heed His three admonitions: 
“Dont be deceived! Don’t be afraid! Don’t worry!” 


The Destruction of the Temple (21:20-24) 

This paragraph is peculiar to Luke; there is no parallel 
in Matthew or Mark, in spite of the similar language in 
Matthew 24:16-21 and Mark 13:14-17. However, it is 
clear that both Matthew and Mark were referring to 
events in the middle of the tribulation when “the 
abomination of desolation” would be set up in the 
Jewish temple and the Antichrist (the world ruler) 
would begin to persecute Israel (Dan. 9:24-27; Rev. 
13). Jesus warned the people to flee and go into hiding, 
for “great tribulation” was about to fall. 

Luke’s account refers not to a distant event to occur 
during the tribulation but to the destruction of 
Jerusalem by Titus and the Roman army in AD 70, just 
forty years from that time (see Luke 19:41—44). This 
terrible event was in many respects a “dress rehearsal” 
for what will happen when Satan vents his anger on 
Israel and the believing Gentiles during the last half of 
the tribulation (Rev. 12:7-17). The Jewish historian 
Josephus claimed that nearly a million people were 
killed by the Romans, and over one hundred thousand 
taken captive, when Titus captured the city. 

This was not the first time Jerusalem would be 
“trodden down of the Gentiles,” for the Babylonians 


had destroyed the city in 586 BC when “the times of 
the Gentiles” began. This significant period in God’s 
plan will end when Jesus Christ returns to the earth, 
destroys all Gentile power, and sets up His own righ- 
teous kingdom (Dan. 2:34-36, 44—45; Rev. 19:11ff.). 

Believers today who are looking for their Lord’s 
return should not apply Luke 21:20-24 to their own 
situation. Jesus was talking about Jerusalem in AD 70. 
In Matthew 24:15-28 and Mark 13:14-23, He was 
speaking about Israel’s situation at the middle of the 
tribulation. Since our Lord’s coming for the church will 
take place “in the twinkling of an eye” (1 Cor. 15:52), 
no one will have time to go back home for a coat; nor 
will we have to worry about traveling on the Sabbath 
or caring for nursing babies. 

Thus far in His message, our Lord has told the dis- 
ciples when the temple would be destroyed and what 
signs would point to the end of the age. Now He tells 
them about His own coming at the end of the tribula- 
tion period. 


The Return of the Lord (21:25-28) 

Revelation 15—19 describes the frightening judgment 
signs that God will send on the earth during the last 
half of the “time of Jacob’s trouble” (Jer. 30:7). When 
these things occur, it will be evidence that the Lord’s 
coming is drawing near. The image of “waves roaring” 
describes nations rising and falling like waves in a 
storm (Ps. 46:1—6; Rev. 17:15). It will be an awesome 
time, and the population of the earth will tremble with 
fear, but men will not repent of their sins and turn to 
God by faith (Rev. 9:20-21; 16:9-11). 

Matthew 24:29 informs us that the sun and moon 
will be darkened and the stars will fall (Isa. 13:10; 34:4; 
Joel 2:10, 31; 3:15). Matthew 24:30 states that “the 
sign of the Son of man” will appear in heaven. We do 
not know what this “sign” is, but it will produce fear 
among the nations of the earth. However, then Jesus 
Christ will appear, and every eye will see Him (Rev. 
1:7). The nation of Israel will at last recognize their 
Messiah, repent, believe, and be saved (Zech. 
12:10-14; and see Mark 14:61-62). 

These awesome signs will bring terror to the lost 
people of the world, but hope to those who have 
trusted the Lord during the tribulation period (Rev. 7), 
for these believers know that the Lord’s coming will be 
soon. Believers today look for the Savior, not signs. 
However, as we see “coming events casting their shad- 
ows,” we believe that the Lord’s return is near. 

Christ's appearing will be sudden, glorious, and 
with great power (Luke 21:27). The image here is taken 
from Daniel 7:13-14, a messianic passage that must 
have been familiar to the disciples. The angels prom- 
ised that Jesus would return to earth in the same way 
He departed (Acts 1:9-11), and He will (Rev. 1:7). 

There are those who ignore and even ridicule the 
doctrine of the return of Christ. After all, the church 
has been waiting for the Lord for two thousand years, 
and He has not returned yet! Peter answered that accu- 
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sation in 2 Peter 3. He pointed out that God keeps His 
promises whether we believe them or not, and that 
God measures time differently from the way men 
measure it. Furthermore, the reason He waits is so that 
unsaved sinners may repent, be saved, and be ready when 
Jesus comes. While His seeming delay is a trial to the 
church, it is an opportunity for the lost. 

Having answered their questions, the Lord then 
“applied” the message to their hearts by giving them 
two closing admonitions: “Know!” and “Watch!” 


The Responsibilities of the Believers (21:29-38) 

In the Bible, the fig tree is often an image of Israel 
(Hos. 9:10; Luke 13:6-10). Some students interpret 
this parable to mean that the emergence of the State of 
Israel on May 15, 1948 was the “sign” that the Lord 
would soon return. Surely it is a significant thing that 
Israel is now a free nation after so many centuries of 
political bondage. But Luke added “and all the trees” 
(Luke 21:29), suggesting that more than one nation is 
involved. Perhaps Jesus was saying that the rise of 
nationalism around the world is the thing to watch. In 
recent years we have certainly seen the growth of 
nationalism and the emerging of new nations, and this 
may be a “sign” that the coming of the Lord is near. 

However, the basic idea here is that of knowing 
what is going on. As the budding of the trees indicates 
that summer is near, so the occurring of these signs 
indicates that the Lord’s return is near (see Luke 
12:54-57 for a similar passage). The important thing is 
that the believer knows that God is keeping His prom- 
ises and that His Word will not fail (Josh. 23:14). 

To what “generation” does Luke 21:32 apply? Some 
who doubt that Jesus will literally return say that this 
statement applies to the generation of the apostles, so 
that “the coming of the Lord” was either the coming of 
the Spirit at Pentecost (Acts 2) or the destruction of 
Jerusalem in AD 70. But none of the signs Jesus men- 
tioned took place before or during those events. Nor did 
they climax with the deliverance of Israel and the estab- 
lishing of the kingdom. 

Jesus was probably referring to the generation that 
would be alive on earth at the time all these things take 
place. He was not suggesting that it would take a whole 
generation to accomplish these things, for they will 
occur with swiftness once they begin. The Greek word 
translated “generation” can also mean “race” and could 
refer to the people of Israel. Jesus used it that way in 
Mark 8:12, 38; 9:19. Jesus was assuring the disciples 
that, in spite of all the difficulties Israel would endure, 
the nation would be protected by God and not be 
destroyed. Satan has wanted to destroy the nation of 
Israel, but he will not succeed. 

His first admonition was “Know!” and His second 
was “Watch!” (Luke 21:34-36). Both admonitions 
apply to God’s people in every age, though they will 
have a special meaning for the Jews of the tribulation 
period. “Watch!” does not mean to stand around look- 
ing for signs. It means, “Be awake! Be alert! Don’t get 
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caught unprepared!” This admonition carries a warn- 
ing for us today, because it is so easy for us to “get 
weighted down” with the cares of this life and the 
temptations of the world and the flesh (see Luke 
12:35-48). 

During difficult times, it is easy to give up and start 
living like the unsaved world, and believers during the 
tribulation period will face that temptation. They must 
“watch and pray” and resist the temptations around 
them, for they want to be ready when their Lord 
returns. 

Luke 21:36 refers primarily to believers standing 
before the Lord at the judgment when He returns to 
earth to establish His kingdom (Matt. 25:31-46). The 
sheep will enter into the kingdom, while the goats will 
be cast out. While some of God’s people will die dur- 
ing the tribulation judgments and persecutions, some 
will “escape” and see Jesus Christ when He returns in 
glory. 

If believers during that difficult age will be tempted 
to yield to the world and the flesh, Christians in this 
present age of comfort and affluence must face even 
greater dangers. We today do not know when our Lord 
will return, and it behooves us to be faithful and to be 
ready. 

‘Tm not looking for signs,” said the late Vance 
Havner; “I’m listening for a sound.” 

The sound of the trumpet! The shout of the 
archangel! 

“Even so, come, Lord Jesus!” (Rev. 22:20). 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
Luke 22:1-38 


IN THE UPPER ROOM 


esus had “steadfastly set his face to go to Jerusalem” 
J (Luke 9:51), knowing full well what would happen 

to Him there, and now those events were about to 
occur. 

They were appointments, not accidents, for they 
had been determined by the Father and written cen- 
turies ago in the Old Testament Scriptures (Luke 
24:26-27). We cannot but admire our Savior and love 
Him more as we see Him courageously enter into this 
time of suffering and eventual death. We must remem- 
ber that He did it for us. 

The Passover supper in the Upper Room gives us 
the focus for our present study. 


Before the Supper: Preparation (22:1-13) 

Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles were the three 
most important feasts on the Jewish calendar (Lev. 23), 
and all the Jewish men were expected to go to 
Jerusalem each year to celebrate (Deut. 16:16). The 
Feast of Passover commemorated the deliverance of 
Israel from Egypt, and it was a time for both remem- 
bering and rejoicing (Ex. 11—12). Thousands of 


212 


excited pilgrims crowded in and around Jerusalem dur- 
ing that week, causing the Romans to always be 
nervous about possible uprisings. Passover had strong 
political overtones, and it was the ideal time for some 
would-be messiah to attempt to overthrow Rome. This 
explains why King Herod and Pontius Pilate, the 
Roman governor, were in Jerusalem instead of being at 
Tiberius and Caesarea respectively. They wanted to 
help keep the peace. 

The religious leaders prepared for a crime (vv. 
1-6). It is incredible that these men perpetrated his- 
tory’s greatest crime during Israels holiest festival. 
During Passover, the Jews were expected to remove all 
leaven (yeast) from their houses (Ex. 12:15) as a 
reminder that their ancestors left Egypt in haste and 
had to eat unleavened bread. Jesus had warned His dis- 
ciples about the “leaven of the Pharisees, which is 
hypocrisy” (Luke 12:1; also see Matt. 16:6; 1 Cor. 
5:1-8), and now we see this hypocrisy at work. 

The religious leaders had cleansed their homes but 
not their hearts (see Matt. 23:25-28). For a long time 
now, they had wanted to arrest Jesus and get Him out 
of the way, but they had not been able to work out a 
safe plan that would protect them from the people. 
Judas solved their problem for them. He guaranteed to 
deliver Jesus to them privately so there would be no 
uproar from the people. The last thing the Jewish 
Sanhedrin wanted was a messianic uprising at Passover 
season (see Luke 19:11). 

Judas was motivated and energized by Satan (John 
13:2, 27), for he never was a true believer in Jesus 
Christ. His sins had never been cleansed by the Lord 
(John 13:10-11), and he had never believed and 
received eternal life (John 6:64-71). Yet none of the 
other apostles had the least suspicion that Judas was a 
traitor. We have every reason to believe that Judas had 
been given the same authority as the other men and 
that he had preached the same message and performed 
the same miracles. It shows how close a person can 
come to God’s kingdom and still be lost (Matt. 
7:21-29). 

Why did Judas betray the Lord Jesus? We know that 
he was a thief (John 12:4-6) and that money played a 
part in his terrible deed. But thirty pieces of silver was 
not a large payment for such a great crime, and there 
had to be something more involved. It is possible that 
Judas saw in Jesus the salvation of the Jewish nation 
and, therefore, he followed Him because he hoped to 
hold an office in the kingdom. Keep in mind that the 
Twelve often argued over who was the greatest in the 
kingdom, and Judas, the treasurer, surely participated 
in those important discussions. 

When Judas understood that Jesus would not estab- 
lish the kingdom but rather would surrender to the 
authorities, he turned against Him in bitter retaliation. 
The “leaven” in his life grew quietly and secretly until 
it produced “malice and wickedness” (1 Cor. 5:6-8). 
When you cooperate with Satan, you pay dearly, and 
Judas ended up destroying himself (Matt. 27:3-5). 


Satan is a liar and a murderer (John 8:44), and he 
reproduced himself perfectly in Judas. 

Jesus prepared for the Passover (vv. 7-13). The 
way our Lord arranged for the Passover feast indicates 
that He knew there were plots afoot. Until the disciples 
arrived at the Upper Room, only Jesus and Peter and 
John had known where the feast would be held. Had 
Judas known, he might have been tempted to inform 
the authorities. 

Peter and John would have no trouble locating the 
man with the water pitcher, because men rarely carried 
pitchers of water. This was the task of the women. Like 
the men who owned the ass and colt (Luke 19:28-34), 
this anonymous man was a disciple of Jesus who made 
his house available to the Master for His last Passover. 

Peter and John would purchase an approved lamb 
and take it to the temple to be slain. Then they would 
take the lamb and the other elements of the supper to 
the house where they planned to meet, and there the 
lamb would be roasted. The table would be furnished 
with wine, unleavened bread, and the paste of bitter 
herbs that reminded the Jews of their long and bitter 
bondage in Egypt (see Ex. 12:1-28). 

There is a chronological question here that must be 
addressed or it will appear that the gospel writers are 
contradicting each other. According to John 18:28, the 
Jewish leaders had not yet eaten the Passover, and the 
day Jesus was tried and condemned was “the prepara- 
tion of the Passover” (John 19:14). But our Lord and 
His disciples had already eaten the Passover! 

In their excellent Harmony of the Gospels (Harper & 
Row), Robert Thomas and Stanley Gundry suggest a 
possible solution to the dilemma (320-23). The Jews at 
that time reckoned days in one of two ways: from sun- 
set to sunset or from sunrise to sunrise. The first 
approach was traditionally Jewish (Gen. 1:5), while the 
second was Roman, though it had biblical precedent 
(see Gen. 8:22). 

If Matthew, Mark, and Luke used the Jewish reck- 
oning, and John the Roman, then there is no 
contradiction. There was an “overlapping” of days that 
permitted both groups to celebrate on the same date 
but a different day, The temple priests permitted the 
Jews to bring their lambs for sacrifice either the earlier 
or the later time. Apparently the Jewish leaders fol- 
lowed the Roman form of reckoning (John 18:28), 
while Jesus and the disciples followed the Jewish form. 
Our Lord was crucified on Passover at the time when 
the lambs were being slain, becoming a fulfillment of 
Old Testament type. 


During the Supper: Revelation (22:14-16, 21-38) 
The disciples did not know what to expect as they met 
in the Upper Room, but it turned out to be an evening 
of painful revelation. Jesus, the Host of the supper, met 
them with the traditional kiss of peace (He kissed 
Judas!), and then the men reclined around the table, 
Judas at our Lord’s left and John at His right John 
13:23). 


Luke 22 


Jesus revealed His love (vv. 14-16). He did this by 
what He said and by what He did. He told His friends 
that He had a great desire to share this last Passover 
with them before He suffered. Passover commemo- 
rated the Exodus of Israel from Egypt centuries before, 
but He would accomplish a greater “exodus” on the 
cross. He would purchase redemption from sin for a 
world of lost sinners (Luke 9:31). 

Then He arose, girded Himself with a towel, and 
washed the disciples’ feet, including Judas (John 
13:1-20). Later that evening, the Twelve would argue 
over which of them was the greatest, so this lesson on 
humility and service did not penetrate their hearts. 
Perhaps Peter had this scene in mind when years later 
he admonished his readers to “be clothed with humil- 
ity” (1 Peter 5:5; and see Phil. 2:1-11). 

Our Lord’s words in Luke 22:16 indicate that there 
would be no more Passover on God’s calendar. The 
next feast would be the great “kingdom feast” when He 
would return to establish His rule on earth (Luke 
22:28-30; 13:24-30; Matt. 8:11-12). He saw beyond 
the suffering to the glory, beyond the cross to the 
crown, and in His love, He reached out to include His 
friends. 

Jesus revealed the presence of treachery (vv. 
21-23). He had already hinted to His disciples that 
one of their number was not truly with Him (John 
6:66-71), but now He openly spoke about a traitor in 
their midst. However, He did not do this just for the 
sake of the disciples, but more for the sake of Judas. 
Jesus had kissed Judas and washed his feet, and now He 
was giving Judas another opportunity to repent. It is 
most significant that Jesus did not openly identify 
Judas as the traitor but protected him until the very 
end. 

If Jesus knew that Judas would betray Him, why 
did He choose him in the first place? And, if somebody 
had to betray the Lord, why condemn Judas? After all, 
he simply did God’s will and fulfilled the Old 
Testament prophecy (see Ps. 41:9; 55:12-14; compare 
Ps. 69:25 and 109:8 with Acts 1:15-20). 

Before He chose His twelve apostles, Jesus spent a 
whole night in prayer (Luke 6:12-16), so we must 
believe that it was the Father’s will that Judas be among 
them (John 8:29). But the selection of Judas did not 
seal his fate; rather, it gave him opportunity to watch 
the Lord Jesus closely, believe, and be saved. God in 
His sovereignty had determined that His Son would be 
betrayed by a friend, but divine foreknowledge does not 
destroy human responsibility or accountability. Judas 
made each decision freely and would be judged accord- 
ingly, even though he still fulfilled the decree of God 
(Acts 2:23). 

The fact that the disciples were puzzled by this 
strange announcement reveals that they did not know 
Judas’ true character, their own hearts (“Which of us 
could do such a terrible thing?”), or the prophecies in 
the psalms. Nor did they remember the Lord’s state- 
ments that He would be betrayed into the hands of the 
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enemy (Matt. 17:22; 20:18). If Peter had fully under- 
stood what was happening, he might have used his 
sword on Judas! 

Much about Judas remains a mystery to us, and we 
must not speculate too much. Judas is certainly a wit- 
ness to the sinlessness of Jesus Christ, for if anybody 
could have given witness against Him, it was Judas. 
However, the authorities had to find false witnesses in 
order to build their case against Jesus. Judas admitted 
that he had “betrayed innocent blood” (Matt. 27:4). 

At this point, Judas left the Upper Room to go to 
the religious leaders and get ready for the arrest of Jesus 
in the garden. Judas went out “and it was night” (John 
13:30), for he was obeying the prince of darkness 
(Luke 22:53). Alas, for Judas, zt is still night and always 
will be night! 

Jesus revealed the disciples’ worldliness (vv. 
24-30). This was not the first time the disciples had 
committed this sin (Matt. 20:20-28; Mark 9:33-37; 
Luke 9:46-48), but in the light of what their Lord had 
said and done that evening, this latest exhibition was 
inexcusable. Perhaps the argument grew out of their 
speculating over who would betray Him, or there may 
have been some jealousy over the way they had been 
seated at the table. When you are interested in pro- 
moting yourself, it doesn’t take much to start an 
argument. 

Jesus had to explain that they were thinking like the 
unsaved Gentiles and not like God’s children. The 
Romans in particular vied for honors and did all they 
could, legally and illegally, to win promotion and 
recognition, but they are not the examples for us to fol- 
low. As in all things, Jesus is our example, and He has 
completely reversed the measure of true greatness. 

True greatness means to be like Jesus, and that means 
being a servant to others. A servant does not argue over 
who is the greatest, because he knows that he is the 
least, and he accepts this from the hand of God. Since 
all Christians are to be servants, there is no reason for 
us to compete with one another for honors and recog- 
nition. It is too bad that this competitive spirit is so 
strong in the church today as people promote them- 
selves and their ministries as “the greatest.” 

Jesus closed this lesson on servanthood by remind- 
ing them of their future reward in the kingdom (Luke 
22:28-30). In spite of their weaknesses and failures, 
the disciples had stood by Jesus during His earthly 
ministry, and God would honor them for their faithful- 
ness. We should not mind being servants today, for we 
shall sit on thrones in the future kingdom! For that 
matter, our faithful service today is preparing us for the 
rewards we shall receive. Jesus has set the example: first 
the cross, then the crown. 

Jesus revealed Peter’s denial (vv. 31-38). It is 
interesting that this word of warning followed the dis- 
pute over who was the greatest! Imagine how the 
disciples must have felt when they heard that not only 
would one of their number betray Him, but that their 
spokesman and leader would publicly deny Him! If a 
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strong man like Peter was going to fail the Lord, what 
hope was there for the rest of them? 

The word you in Luke 22:31 is plural; Satan asked 
to have all the disciples so he might sift them like 
wheat. These men had been with Jesus in His trials 
(Luke 22:28), and He would not forsake them in their 
trials. This was both a warning and an encouragement 
to Peter and the other men, and our Lord’s prayers were 
answered. Peter’s courage failed but not his faith; he 
was restored to fellowship with Christ and was greatly 
used to strengthen God’s people. 

Peter’s self-confident boasting is a warning to us 
that none of us really knows his own heart (Jer. 17:9) 
and that we can fail in the point of our greatest strength. 
Abraham's greatest strength was his faith, and yet his 
faith failed him when he went down to Egypt and lied 
about Sarah (Gen. 12:10—13:4). Moses’ strength was 
in his meekness (Num. 12:3), yet he lost his temper, 
spoke rashly with his lips, and was not allowed to enter 
Canaan (Num. 20). Peter was a brave man, but his 
courage failed him and he denied his Lord three times. 
“Therefore let him who thinks he stands take heed lest 
he fall” (1 Cor. 10:12 Nxjv). 

The word converted in Luke 22:32 means “turned 
around.” Peter was already a saved man, but he would 
soon start going in the wrong direction and would have 
to be turned around. He would not lose the gift of eter- 
nal life, but he would disobey the Lord and jeopardize 
his discipleship. Actually, all of the disciples would for- 
sake Jesus, but Peter would also deny Him. It is a 
humbling lesson for all of us. 

Our Lord’s counsel in Luke 22:35-38 was not fully 
understood by the disciples, because they interpreted 
what He said quite literally. Peter’s use of the sword in 
the garden is evidence of this (Luke 22:49-51). The 
point He was making was this: “You are now moving 
into a whole new situation. If they arrest Me, they will 
one day arrest you. If they treat Me like a common 
criminal (Isa. 53:12), they will do the same to you; so, 
be prepared!” 

During their ministry with Jesus, the disciples had 
been sent out with special authority, and they were 
treated with respect and appreciation (Luke 9:1ff; 
10:1ff.). At that time, Jesus was still a very popular 
rabbi, and the authorities were not able to attack His 
disciples. But now “his hour had come” and the situa- 
tion would change radically. Today, God’s people are 
aliens in enemy territory, and we must use our faith 
and sanctified common sense as we serve the Lord. 
This is a good warning to zealous people who foolishly 
get themselves into tight spots and then expect God to 
perform miracles for them. The apostle Paul knew how 
to use the “sword” of human government to protect 
him and the gospel (Acts 16:35—40; 21:37—40; 25:11; 
Rom. 13). 

Their words, “Here are two swords!” must have 
grieved the Lord, for they indicated that the disciples 
had missed the meaning of His words. Did they think 
that He needed their protection or that He would now 


overthrow Rome and establish the kingdom? “It is 
enough!” means “Dont say anything more about the 
matter” (Deut. 3:26). His kingdom does not advance 
by means of men’s swords (John 18:36-37) but by the 
power of God’s truth, the Word of God that is sharper 
than any human sword (Eph. 6:17; Heb. 4:12). 


After the Supper: Commemoration (22:17-20) 

It was when the Passover meal was drawing to a close 
(Matt. 26:25; Luke 22:20) that Jesus instituted the 
ordinance that the church calls “the Communion” (1 
Cor. 10:16), or “the Lord’s Supper” (1 Cor. 11:20), or 
“the Eucharist,” from the Greek word that means “to 
give thanks.” 

The Passover feast opened with a prayer of thanks- 
giving, followed by the drinking of the first of four 
cups of wine. (The wine was diluted with water and 
was not intoxicating.) 

Next they ate the bitter herbs and sang Psalms 
113—114. Then they drank the second cup of wine 
and began eating the lamb and the unleavened bread. 
After drinking the third cup of wine, they sang Psalms 
115—118, and then the fourth cup was passed among 
them. It is likely that between the third and fourth cups 
of wine, Jesus instituted the Supper. 

Paul gave the order of the Supper in 1 Corinthians 
11:23-26. First, Jesus broke a piece from the unleav- 
ened loaf, gave thanks, and shared it with the disciples, 
saying that it represented His body, which was given 
for them. He then gave thanks for the cup and shared 
it, saying that it represented His blood. It was a simple 
observance that used the basic elements of a humble 
Jewish meal. Jesus sanctified the simple things of life 
and used them to convey profound spiritual truths. 

Jesus stated one of the purposes for the Supper: “in 
remembrance of me” (1 Cor. 11:24-25). It is a memo- 
rial feast to remind the believer that Jesus Christ gave 
His body and blood for the redemption of the world. 
There is no suggestion in the accounts of the Supper 
that anything “miraculous” took place when Jesus 
blessed the bread and the cup. The bread remained 
bread and the wine remained wine, and the physical act 
of receiving the elements did not do anything special to 
the eleven disciples. When we partake, we identify our- 
selves with His body and blood (1 Cor. 10:16), but 
there is no suggestion here that we receive His body 
and blood. 

A second purpose for the supper is the proclaiming 
of His death until He returns (1 Cor. 11:26). The 
Supper encourages us to look back with love and adora- 
tion to what He did for us on the cross and to look 
forward with hope and anticipation to His coming 
again. Since we must be careful not to come to the 
Lord’s table with known sin in our lives, the Supper 
should also be an occasion for looking within, examin- 
ing our hearts, and confessing our sins (1 Cor. 
11:27-32). 

A third blessing from the Supper is the reminder of 
the unity of the church: we are “one loaf’ (1 Cor. 
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10:17). It is “the Lords Supper” and is not the exclusive 
property of any Christian denomination. Whenever we 
share in the Supper, we are identifying with Christians 
everywhere and are reminded of our obligation to 
“keep the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace” 
(Eph. 4:3). 

For us to receive a spiritual blessing from the 
Supper, it takes more than mere physical participation. 
We must also be able to “discern the body” (1 Cor. 
11:29), that is, see the spiritual truths that are inherent 
in the bread and the cup. This spiritual discernment 
comes through the Spirit using the Word. The Holy 
Spirit makes all of this real to us as we wait before the 
Lord at the table. 

Following the instituting of the Supper, Jesus 
taught His disciples many of the basic truths they des- 
perately needed to know in order to have effective 
ministries in a hostile world (John 14—16). He prayed 
for His disciples (John 17); then they sang a hymn and 
departed from the Upper Room for the garden of 
Gethsemane. Judas knew they would go there and he 
would have the arresting officers all prepared. 

As you review this passage, you cannot help but be 
impressed with the calmness and courage of the Savior. 
It is He who is in control, not Satan or Judas or the 
Sanhedrin. It is He who encourages the apostles! And 
He is able even to sing a hymn before He goes out to 
die on a cross! Isaac Watts has best expressed what our 
response should be: 


Love so amazing, so divine, 
Demands my soul, my life, my all. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
Luke 22:39-71 


THE NIGHT THEY ARRESTED GOD 


erhaps the best way to grasp the spiritual lessons 
behind the tragic events of that night is to focus 


on the symbols that appear in the narrative. The 
Bible is a picture book as well as a book of history and 
biography, and these pictures can say a great deal to us. 
In this passage, there are six symbols that can help us 
better understand our Lord’s suffering and death. They 
are: a lonely garden , a costly cup, a hypocritical kiss, a 
useless sword, a crowing cock, and a glorious throne. 


A Lonely Garden (22:39) 

The Son of Man left the Upper Room and went with 
His disciples to the garden of Gethsemane on the 
Mount of Olives. This was His customary place of 
retirement when in Jerusalem (Luke 21:37). Knowing 
that the Lord would be there (John 18:1-2), Judas led 
his band of Roman soldiers and temple guards into the 
garden to arrest Jesus, who willingly yielded Himself 
into their hands. 
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But why a garden? Human history began in a gar- 
den (Gen. 2:7—25) and so did human sin (Gen. 3). For 
the redeemed, the whole story will climax in a “garden 
city” where there will be no sin (Rev. 21:1—22:7). But 
between the garden where man failed and the garden 
where God reigns is Gethsemane, the garden where 
Jesus accepted the cup from the Father’s hand. 

John informs us that when Jesus went to the gar- 
den, He crossed the Kidron brook (John 18:1). John 
may have had in mind King David’s experience when 
he left Jerusalem and fled from his son Absalom (2 
Sam. 15; and note especially v. 23). Both David and 
Jesus were throneless kings, accompanied by their clos- 
est friends and rejected by their own people. The name 
Kidron means “murky, dark,” and Gethsemane means 
“olive press.” Surely these names are significant. 

Guides in modern Jerusalem can take visitors to 
four different sites that lay claim to being the ancient 
garden of Gethsemane. Perhaps the most widely 
accepted one, and surely the most popular, is outside 
the east wall of Jerusalem near the Church of All 
Nations. The olive trees there are indeed very old, but 
it is not likely that they go back as far as the time of 
Christ, since the Romans destroyed all the trees in their 
invasion of Judea in AD 70. 

The geographical location of the garden of 
Gethsemane is not as important as the spiritual mes- 
sage that we receive from what Jesus did there when He 
accepted “the cup” from His Father’s hand. The first 
Adam rebelled in the garden of Eden and brought sin 
and death into the world, but the Last Adam (1 Cor. 
15:45) submitted in the garden of Gethsemane and 
brought life and salvation for all who will believe. 


A Costly Cup (22:40-46) 

Jesus left eight of His disciples somewhere in the gar- 
den and took Peter, James, and John with Him to a 
private place to pray (Mark 14:32-33). This is the 
third time He has shared a special occasion with these 
three men. The first was when Jesus raised Jairus’s 
daughter from the dead (Luke 8:41-56), and the sec- 
ond was when He was transfigured before them (Luke 
9:28-36). There must be a spiritual message here. 

Dr. G. Campbell Morgan, the British expositor, has 
pointed out that each of these occasions had something 
to do with death. In Jairus’s house, Jesus proved 
Himself to be victorious over death; and on the Mount 
of Transfiguration, He was glorified through death. 
(He and Moses and Elijah were talking about His “exo- 
dus” in Jerusalem [Luke 9:31].) Here in the garden, 
Jesus was surrendered to death. Since James was the 
first of the apostles to die (Acts 12:1-2), John the last 
to die, and Peter experienced great persecution and 
eventually was crucified, these three lessons were very 
practical for their own lives. 

Jesus is the Son of God and knew full well that He 
would be raised from the dead, and yet His soul expe- 
rienced agony as He anticipated what lay before Him. 
In the hours ahead, He would be humiliated and 
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abused, and suffer shame and pain on the cross. But 
even more, He would be made sin for us and separated 
from His Father. He called this solemn experience 
“drinking the cup.” (For parallel uses of this image, see 
Ps. 73:10; 75:8; Isa. 51:17, 22; Jer. 25:15-28.) 

A comparison of the gospel accounts reveals that 
Jesus prayed three times about the cup and returned 
three times to the disciples, only to find them asleep. 
How little they realized the testing and danger that lay 
before them! And how much it would have meant to 
Jesus to have had their prayer support as He faced 
Calvary (see Heb. 5:7-8)! 

Dr. Luke is the only gospel writer who mentions 
“sweat.... like great drops of blood.” His use of the 
word Jike may suggest that the sweat merely fell to the 
ground like clots of blood. But there is a rare physical 
phenomenon known as hematidrosis, in which, under 
great emotional stress, the tiny blood vessels rupture in 
the sweat glands and produce a mixture of blood and 
sweat. The first Adam sinned in a garden and was con- 
demned to living by the sweat of his brow (Gen. 3:19). 
Jesus, the Last Adam, obeyed the Father in a garden 
and conquered Adam's sin (Rom. 5:12-21). 

Luke is also the only writer to mention the ministry 
of the angel (Luke 22:43). In fact, both the gospel of 
Luke and the book of Acts give angels a prominent 
place in the work of the Lord. Angels could not come 
to die for our sins, but they could strengthen our Savior 
as He courageously accepted the cup from His Father’s 
hand. Dr. George Morrison said, “Every life has its 
Gethsemane, and every Gethsemane has its angel.” 
What an encouragement to God’s people when they 
wrestle and pray about difficult and costly decisions! 


A Hypocritical Kiss (22:47-48) 

Someone has defined “kiss” as “the contraction of the 
mouth due to the enlargement of the heart.” But not 
all kisses are born out of a loving heart, for kisses can 
also be deceitful. In the case of Judas, his kiss was the 
basest kind of hypocrisy and treachery. 

It was customary in that day for disciples to greet 
their teachers with a loving and respectful kiss. Judas 
used the kiss as a sign to tell the arresting officers who 
Jesus was (Matt. 26:48-49). Jesus had taught in the 
temple day after day, and yet the temple guards could 
not recognize Him! 

The presence of such a large group of armed sol- 
diers shows how little Judas really knew about the Lord 
Jesus. Did he think that Jesus would try to run away or 
perhaps hide somewhere in the garden ? Judas must 
have expected Jesus and the disciples to resist arrest; 
otherwise he would not have enlisted so much help. 
Perhaps he feared that Jesus might perform a miracle, 
but even if He did, what can a group of armed men do 
against the power of Almighty God? 

Judas was deceitful; he was a liar just like Satan who 
entered into him (John 8:44; 13:27). He defiled almost 
everything that he touched: his name (Judah = 
“praise”), the disciple band (Luke 6:13-16), gifts given 


to Christ (John 12:1-8), and the kiss. He even invaded 
a private prayer meeting, defiled it with his presence, 
and betrayed the Savior with a kiss. “Faithful are the 


wounds of a friend, but the kisses of an enemy are 
deceitful” (Prov. 27:6). 


A Useless Sword (22:49-53) 

The disciples remembered (and misunderstood) His 
words about the sword (Luke 22:35-38), so they asked 
Him if now was the time to make use of their two 
swords. Without waiting for the answer, Peter rushed 
ahead and attacked a man who turned out to be 
Malchus, a servant to the high priest (John 18:10, 
26-27). 

Why did Peter do this? For one thing, he had to 
back up the boastful words he had spoken in the Upper 
Room (Luke 22:33) and again on the way to the gar- 
den (Matt. 26:30-35). Peter had been sleeping when 
he should have been praying, talking when he should 
have been listening, and boasting when he should have 
been fearing. Now he was fighting when he should 
have been surrendering! 

Peter made a number of serious mistakes when he 
attacked Malchus with his sword. To begin with, Peter 
was fighting the wrong enemy with the wrong weapon. 
Our enemies are not flesh and blood, and they cannot 
be defeated with ordinary weapons (2 Cor. 10:3-6; 
Eph. 6:10-18). In His wilderness temptations, Jesus 
defeated Satan with the Word of God (Matt. 4:1-11), 
and that is the weapon we must use (Eph. 6:17; Heb. 
4:12). 

Peter also revealed the wrong attitude and trusted 
the wrong energy. While Jesus was surrendering, Peter 
was busy declaring war! And he was depending on “the 
arm of flesh.” His whole approach to the situation was 
not at all Christlike (John 18:36) and stands as a good 
warning to us today. The lost world may act this way, 
but it is not the way God’s servants should act (Matt. 
12:19; 2 Tim. 2:24). 

It is just like Jesus to act in grace when others are 
acting in malice (Ps. 103:10). He showed grace to Peter 
by rebuking his presumptuous sin and repairing the 
damage he had done. He showed grace to Malchus, a 
lowly slave, by healing his ear, and He showed grace to 
the whole world by willingly yielding Himself to the 
mob and going to Calvary. He did not come to judge 
but to save (Luke 19:10; John 3:17). 

Our Lord’s last miracle before the cross was not a 
big flashy thing that attracted attention. It is likely that 
very few of the men who were there that night even 
knew what Peter and Jesus had done. Jesus could have 
summoned twelve legions of angels (Matt. 26:53), one 
legion (six thousand soldiers) for each of the eleven dis- 
ciples and one for Himself, but He did not. Instead of 
performing some spectacular feat, He lovingly healed 
the ear of an obscure slave and then presented His 
hands to be bound. 

Each of us must decide whether we will go through 
life pretending, like Judas; or fighting, like Peter; or 
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yielding to God’ perfect will, like Jesus. Will it be the 


kiss, the sword, or the cup? 


A Crowing Cock (22:54-62) 

Our Lord endured six different “trials” before He was 
condemned to be crucified, three before the Jews and 
three before the Roman authorities. First, He was taken 
to Annas, the former high priest who was an influential 
man in the nation and retained his former title (John 
18:12-13). Annas sent Jesus to Caiaphas, his son-in- 
law, who was the official high priest (Matt. 26:57). 
Finally, at daybreak, He was tried before the Sanhedrin 
and found guilty (Luke 22:66-71). 

The Jews did not have the right of capital punish- 
ment (John 18:31-32), so they had to take Jesus to the 
Roman authorities to get Him crucified. First, they 
took Him to Pilate (Luke 23:1—4), who tried to avoid 
a decision by sending Him to Herod (Luke 23:6-12), 
who sent Him back to Pilate (Luke 23:13—25)! When 
Pilate saw that he could not escape making a decision, 
he gave the Sanhedrin what they asked for and con- 
demned Jesus to die on a Roman cross. 

It was during the second Jewish “trial,” the one 
before Caiaphas, that Peter in the courtyard denied his 
Lord three times. How did it happen? To begin with, 
Peter did not take the Lord’s warnings seriously (Matt. 
26:33-35; Luke 22:31-34), nor did he “watch and 
pray” as Jesus had instructed in the garden (Mark 
14:37-38). For all of his courage and zeal, the apostle 
Peter was totally unprepared for Satan’s attacks. 

Jesus was led out of the garden , and “Peter followed 
afar off” (Luke 22:54). This was the next step toward 
his defeat. In spite of all the sermons that have been 
delivered on this text, criticizing him for walking at a 
distance, Peter was not intended to follow at all. The 
“sheep” were supposed to scatter and then meet Jesus 
later in Galilee (Matt. 26:31). In fact, when He was 
arrested, Jesus said to the guards, “Let these [disciples] 
go their way” (John 18:8-9), a clear signal that they 
were not to follow Him. 

Peter and John followed the mob and gained 
entrance into the courtyard of Caiaphas’s house (John 
18:15—-16). It was a cold night (though Jesus had been 
sweating!), and Peter first stood by the fire John 18:18) 
and then sat down with the servants and officers (Luke 
22:55). Sitting there in enemy territory (Ps. 1:1), Peter 
was an easy target. While he was thinking only of his 
own comfort, his Master was being abused by the sol- 
diers (Luke 22:63-65). 

First, it was one of the high priest’s servant girls 
who challenged Peter. She accused him of being with 
Jesus and of being one of His disciples. Peter lied and 
said, “Woman, I am not one of His disciples! I don’t 
know Him and I don’t know what you are talking 
about!” He left the fire and went out to the porch 
(Matt. 26:71), and the cock crowed the first time 
(Mark 14:68). This in itself should have warned him 
to get out, but he lingered. 

Peter could not escape notice, and a second servant 
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girl told the bystanders, “This man was with Jesus of 
Nazareth! He is one of them!” For a second time, Peter 
lied and said, “I am not! I don’t know the man!” 

The bystanders were not convinced, especially 
when one of Malchus’s relatives showed up and asked, 
“Didnt I see you in the garden with Him?” Others 
joined in and said, “Surely you are one of them, 
because the way you talk gives you away. You talk like 
a Galilean.” (The Galileans had a distinctive dialect.) 
At this point Peter used an oath and said, “I don’t know 
the man! I don’t know what you are talking about!” It 
was then that the cock crowed for the second time and 
the Lord’s prediction was fulfilled (Mark 14:30). 

At that moment, Jesus, being led away to the next 
trial, turned and looked at Peter, and His look broke 
Peter’s heart. While the bystanders were watching Jesus, 
Peter slipped out and went off and wept bitterly. It is to 
Peter’s credit that all the Lord had to do was Jook at him 
to bring him to the place of repentance. 

For one cock to crow at the right time while the 
other birds in the city remained silent was certainly a 
miracle. But the crowing of the cock was much more 
than a miracle that fulfilled our Lord’s words; it was 
also a special message to Peter, a message that helped to 
restore him to fellowship again. What encouragements 
did the crowing of the cock give to the apostle Peter? 

First, it was an assurance to him that Jesus Christ 
was still in control of things even though He was a pris- 
oner, bound and seemingly helpless before His captors. 
Peter could recall witnessing his Lord’s authority over 
the fish, the winds, and the waves, and even over dis- 
ease and death. No matter how dark the hour was for 
Peter, Jesus was still in control! 

Second, the crowing of the cock assured Peter that 
he could be forgiven. Peter had not been paying close 
attention to the Word of God. He had argued with it, 
disobeyed it, and even run ahead of it, but now he 
“remembered the word of the Lord” (Luke 22:61), and 
this brought him hope. Why? Because with the word of 
warning was also a promise of restoration! Peter would 
be converted and strengthen his brethren (Luke 
22:32). 

Finally, the miracle of the cock told Peter that a new 
day was dawning, for after all, that is what the rooster’s 
call means each day. It was not a new day for Judas or 
for the enemies of the Lord, but it was a new day for 
Peter as he repented and wept bitterly. “A broken and a 
contrite heart, O God, thou wilt not despise” (Ps. 
51:17). On resurrection morning, the angel sent a spe- 
cial message to encourage Peter (Mark 16:7), and the 
Lord Himself appeared to Peter that day and restored 
him to fellowship (Luke 24:34). 

Each one of us, at one time or another, will fail the 
Lord and then hear (in one way or another) “the crow- 
ing of the cock.” Satan will tell us that we are finished, 
that our future has been destroyed, but that is not 
God’s message to us. It was certainly not the end for 
Peter! His restoration was so complete that he was able 
to say to the Jews, “But you denied the Holy One and 
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the Just” (Acts 3:14 nxyv). Peter did not have 1 John 
1:9 to read, but he did experience it in his own heart. 


A Glorious Throne (22:63-71) 

Jesus had not yet officially been declared guilty, and yet 
the soldiers were permitted to mock Him and abuse 
Him. Here they mocked His claim to being a prophet; 
later they would mock His claim to being a king (John 
19:1-3). But their mockery, sinful as it was, actually 
fulfilled Christs own promise (Matt. 20:19). He is an 
example to us of how we should behave when sinners 
ridicule us and our faith (see 1 Peter 2:18—25). 

It is generally believed that the Jewish council could 
not vote on capital offenses at night, so the chief 
priests, scribes, and elders had to assemble again as 
soon as it was day. Whether this ruling was in force in 
our Lord’s day, we are not sure, but it does explain the 
early morning meeting of the Sanhedrin. 

This was the climax of the religious trial, and the 
key issue was, “Is Jesus of Nazareth the Christ of God?” 
They were sure His claims were false and that He was 
guilty of blasphemy, and the penalty for blasphemy was 
death (Lev. 24:10-16). 

Jesus knew the hearts of His accusers, their unbe- 
lief, and intellectual dishonesty (Luke 20:1—8). It was 
futile to preach a sermon or enter into a debate. They 
had already rejected the evidence He had given them 
(John 12:37-43), and more truth would only have 
increased their responsibility and their judgment (John 
9:39-41). 

Our Lord called Himself “Son of man,” a messianic 
title found in Daniel 7:13—14. He also claimed to have 
the right to sit “on the right hand of the power of God” 
(Luke 22:69), a clear reference to Psalm 110:1, another 
messianic passage. It was this verse that He quoted ear- 
lier that week in His debate with the religious leaders 
(Luke 20:41-44). Jesus saw beyond the sufferings of 
the cross to the glories of the throne (Phil. 2:1-11; 
Heb. 12:2). 

That our Lord is seated at the right hand of the Father 
is a truth that is often repeated in the New Testament 
(Heb. 1:3; 8:1; 10:12; 12:2; 1 Peter 3:22; Acts 2:33; 5:31; 
7:55-56; Rom. 8:34; Eph. 1:20; Col. 3:1). This is the 
place of honor, authority, and power, and by claiming 
this honor, Jesus was claiming to be God. 

Only Luke records the direct question in Luke 
22:70 and our Lord’s direct answer, which literally was 
“You say that I am.” They would use this testimony 
later when they brought Him to Pilate (John 19:7). 
Some liberal theologians say that Jesus never claimed to 
be God, and we wonder what they do with this official 
trial. The Jewish religious leaders knew what Jesus was 
talking about, and this is why they condemned Him 
for blasphemy. 

The “religious trial” was now over. The next step 
was to put Him through a civil trial and convince the 
Roman governor that Jesus of Nazareth was a criminal 
worthy of death. The Son of God was to be crucified, 
and only the Romans could do that. 


Referring to the Jewish authorities, William Stalker 
wrote in The Trial and Death of Jesus Christ, “It may be 
said that they walked according to their light, but the 
light that was in them was darkness.” 

“None so blind as those that will not see,” wrote 
Matthew Henry, the noted Bible commentator. 

“While you have the light, believe in the light, that 
you may become sons of light” (John 12:36 Nxyv). 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
Luke 23 


CONDEMNED AND CRUCIFIED 


he trial and death of Jesus Christ revealed both the 
Tics heart of man and the gracious heart of 
God. When men were doing their worst, God was 
giving His best. “But where sin abounded, grace did 
much more abound” (Rom. 5:20). Jesus was not cruci- 
fied because evil men decided to get Him out of the 
way. His crucifixion was “by the determinate counsel 
and foreknowledge of God” (Acts 2:23), an appoint- 
ment made from eternity (1 Peter 1:20; Rev. 13:8). 
As you study this chapter, notice the six encounters 
our Lord experienced during those critical hours. 


Jesus and Pilate (23:1-25) 

Pontius Pilate served as governor of Judea from AD 26 
to 36, at which time he was recalled to Rome and then 
passed out of official Roman history. He was hated by 
the orthodox Jews and never really understood them. 
Once he aroused their fury by putting up pagan 
Roman banners in the Jewish temple, and he was not 
beneath sending armed spies into the temple to silence 
Jewish protesters (Luke 13:1-3). 

In his handling of the trial of Jesus, the governor 
proved to be indecisive. The gospel of John records 
seven different moves that Pilate made as he went out 
to meet the people and then went zm to question Jesus 
(John 18:29, 33, 38; 19:1, 4, 9, 13). He kept looking 
for a loophole, but he found none. Pilate has gone 
down in history as the man who tried Jesus Christ, 
three times declared Him not guilty, and yet crucified 
Him just the same. 

Pilate affirming (vv. 1-5). Roman officials were 
usually up early and at their duties, but Pilate was 
probably surprised that morning to learn that he had a 
capital case on his hands, and on Passover at that. The 
Jewish leaders knew that their religious laws meant 
nothing to a Roman official, so they emphasized the 
political aspects of their indictment against Jesus. 
There were three charges: He perverted the nation, 
opposed paying the poll tax to Caesar, and claimed to 
be a king. 

Pilate privately interrogated Jesus about His king- 
ship because that was the crucial issue, and he 
concluded that He was guilty of no crime. Three times 
during the trial, Pilate clearly affirmed the innocence of 
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Jesus (Luke 23:4, 14, 22). Dr. Luke reported three 
other witnesses besides Pilate who also said, “Not 
guilty!”: King Herod (Luke 23:15), one of the malefac- 
tors (Luke 23:40—43), and a Roman centurion (Luke 
23:47). 

Pilate deferring (vv. 6-12). The Jews rejected his 
verdict and began to accuse Jesus all the more. When 
they mentioned Galilee, Pilate, astute politician that he 
was, immediately saw an opportunity to get Jesus off 
his hands. He sent Him to Herod Antipas, ruler of 
Galilee, the man who had murdered John the Baptist, 
who was anxious to see Jesus (Luke 9:7—9). Perhaps the 
wily king could find some way to please the Jews. 

Herod must have been shocked and perhaps nerv- 
ous when the guards brought Jesus in, but the more he 
questioned Him, the bolder he became. Perhaps Jesus 
might even entertain the king with a miracle! In spite 
of the king’s persistent interrogation and the Jews’ 
vehement accusations, Jesus said nothing. Herod had 
silenced the voice of God. It was not Herod who was 
judging Jesus; it was Jesus who was judging Herod. 

The king finally became so bold as to mock Jesus 
and permit his soldiers to dress Him in “an elegant 
robe,” the kind that was worn by Roman candidates for 
office. Herod did not issue an official verdict about 
Jesus (Luke 23:15), but it was clear that he did not find 
Him guilty of any crime worthy of death (Luke 23:15). 

The only thing accomplished by this maneuver was 
the mending of a broken friendship. Herod was grate- 
ful to Pilate for helping him to see Jesus and for 
honoring him by seeking his counsel. The fact that 
Herod sent Jesus back to Pilate without issuing a ver- 
dict could be interpreted as, “Since we are not in 
Galilee, Pilate, you have the authority to act, and I will 
not interfere. Jesus is your prisoner, not mine. I know 
you will do the right thing.” Finally, the fact that the 
two men met over a common threat (or enemy) helped 
them to put aside their differences and become friends 
again. 

Pilate bargaining (vv. 13-23). He met the Jewish 
leaders and announced for the second time that he did 
not find Jesus guilty of the charges they had made 
against Him. The fact that Herod backed Pilate’s deci- 
sion would not have impressed the Jews very much, 
because they despised Herod almost as much as they 
despised the Romans. 

Since it was customary at Passover for the governor 
to release a prisoner, Pilate offered the Jews a compro- 
mise: he would chastise Jesus and let Him go. He had 
another prisoner on hand, Barabbas, but Pilate was 
sure the Jews would not want him to be released. After 
all, Barabbas was a robber (John 18:40), a murderer, 
and an insurrectionist (Luke 23:19). He may have been 
a leader of the Jewish Zealots, who at that time was 
working for the overthrow of Rome. 

We must not think that the general populace of the 
city was gathered before Pilate and crying out for the 
blood of Jesus, though a curious crowd no doubt gath- 
ered. It was primarily the official religious leaders of the 
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nation, the chief priests in particular (Luke 23:23), 
who shouted Pilate down and told him to crucify Jesus. 
To say that the people who cried “Hosanna!” on Palm 
Sunday ended up crying “Crucify Him!” on Good 
Friday is not completely accurate. 

Pilate yielding (vv. 24-25). Pilate realized that his 
mishandling of the situation had almost caused a riot, 
and a Jewish uprising was the last thing he wanted dur- 
ing Passover. So, he called for water and washed his 
hands before the crowd, affirming his innocence (Matt. 
27:24-25). He was a compromiser who was “willing to 
content the people” (Mark 15:15). Barabbas was released 
and Jesus was condemned to die on a Roman cross. 

Pilate was a complex character. He openly said that 
Jesus was innocent, yet he permitted Him to be beaten 
and condemned Him to die. He carefully questioned 
Jesus and even trembled at His answers, but the truth 
of the Word did not make a difference in his decisions. 
He wanted to be popular and not right; he was more 
concerned about reputation than he was character. If 
Herod had silenced the voice of God, then Pilate 
smothered the voice of God. He had his opportunity 


and wasted it. 


Jesus and Simon (23:26) 

It was a part of the prisoner’s humiliation that he carry 
his own cross to the place of execution, so when Jesus 
left Pilate’s hall, He was carrying either the cross or the 
crossbeam (John 19:17). Apparently, He was unable to 
go on, for the soldiers had to “draft” Simon of Cyrene 
to carry the cross for Him. (This was a legal Roman 
procedure. See Matt. 5:41.) When you consider all that 
Jesus had endured since His arrest in the garden , it is 
not difficult to imagine Him falling under the load. 
But there is something more involved: carrying the 
cross was a sign of guilt, and our Lord was not guilty! 

Thousands of Jews came to Jerusalem from other 
nations to celebrate the feasts (Acts 2:5-11), and 
Simon was among them. He had traveled over eight 
hundred miles from Africa to celebrate Passover, and 
now he was being humiliated on a most holy day! 
What would he say to his family when he got home? 

What looked to Simon like a catastrophe turned 
out to be a wonderful opportunity, for it brought him 
in contact with Jesus Christ. (By the way, where was 
the other Simon—Simon Peter—who had promised 
Jesus to go with Him to prison and to death?) Simon 
may have come into the city to attend the 9 a.m. prayer 
meeting in the temple, but the soldiers rearranged his 
schedule for him. 

We have good reason to believe that Simon was 
converted because of this encounter with Jesus. Mark 
identified him as “the father of Alexander and Rufus” 
(Mark 15:21), two men that Mark assumed his Roman 
readers would know. A Christian named Rufus was 
greeted by Paul in Romans 16:13, and it is possible that 
he was the son of Simon of Cyrene. Apparently Simon 
and his two sons became well-known Christians who 
were held in honor in the church. 
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Before Simon met Jesus, he had religion and devo- 
tion, but after he met Jesus, he had reality and 
salvation. He did both a physical and spiritual “about 
face” that morning, and it transformed his life. God 
can still use unexpected and difficult situations, even 
humiliating situations, to bring people to the Savior. 


Jesus and the Jerusalem Women (23:27-31) 

Public executions drew crowds of spectators, and one 
involving Jesus would especially attract attention. Add 
to this the fact that Jerusalem was crowded with pil- 
grims, and it is not difficult to believe that a “great 
multitude” was following the condemned man to 
Calvary. 

In that crowd was a group of women who openly 
wept and lamented as they sympathized with Jesus 
and contemplated the terrible spiritual condition of 
their nation. It has been pointed out that, as far as the 
gospel records are concerned, no woman was ever an 
enemy of Jesus. Nor was Jesus ever the enemy of 
womankind. His example, His teachings, and most of 
all, His redemption have done much to dignify and 
elevate women. The news of His birth was shared 
with a Jewish maiden, His death was witnessed by 
grieving women, and the good news of His resurrec- 
tion was announced first to a woman who had been 
demon-possessed. 

Jesus appreciated their sympathy and used it to 
teach them and us an important lesson. While they 
were weeping over the injustice of one man’ death, He 
was looking ahead and grieving over the terrible 
destruction of the entire nation, a judgment that was 
wholly justified (see Luke 19:41-4). Alas, it would be 
the women and children who would suffer the most, a 
fact supported by history. The Romans attempted to 
starve the Jews into submission, and hungry men, 
defending their city, took food from their suffering 
wives and children and even killed and ate their own 
flesh and blood. 

The nation of Israel was like a “green tree” during 
the years when Jesus was on earth. It was a time of 
blessing and opportunity, and it should have been a 
time of fruitfulness. But the nation rejected Him and 
became like a “dry tree,” fit only for the fire. Jesus often 
would have gathered His people together, but they 
would not. In condemning Him, they only con- 
demned themselves. 

We might paraphrase His words: “If the Roman 
authorities do this to one who is innocent, what will 
they do to you who are guilty? When the day of judg- 
ment arrives, can there be any escape for you?” 


Jesus and the Malefactors (23:32-43) 

It had been prophesied that the Suffering Servant 
would be “numbered with the transgressors” (Isa. 
53:12; Luke 22:37), and two criminals were crucified 
with Jesus, men who were robbers (Matt. 27:38). The 
Greek word means “one who uses violence to rob 
openly,” in contrast to the thief who secretly enters a 


house and steals. These two men may have been guilty 
of armed robbery involving murder. 

The name Calvary comes from the Latin calvaria, 
which means “a skull.” (The Greek is kranion, which 
gives us the English word cranium, and the Aramaic 
word is Golgotha.) The name is not explained in the 
New Testament. The site may have resembled a skull, 
as does “Gordon’s Calvary” near the Damascus Gate in 
Jerusalem. Or perhaps the name simply grew out of the 
ugly facts of execution. 

Our Lord was crucified about 9 a.m. and remained on 
the cross until 3 p.m.; and from noon to 3 p.m., there was 
darkness over all the land (Mark 15:25, 33). Jesus spoke 


seven times during those six terrible hours: 


1. “Father, forgive them” (Luke 23:34) 

2. “Today shalt thou be with me in paradise” (Luke 
23:43) 

3.“Woman, behold thy son” (John 19:25-27) 
[Three hours of darkness; Jesus is silent] 

4. “Why hast thou forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46) 

5. “I thirst” (John 19:28) 

6. “It is finished!” (John 19:30) 

7. “Father, into thy hands” (Luke 23:46) 


Luke recorded only three of these seven statements, 
the first, the second, and the last. Our Lord’s prayer for 
His enemies, and His ministry to a repentant thief, fit 
in well with Luke’s purpose to show Jesus Christ as the 
sympathetic Son of Man who cared for the needy. 

While they were nailing Him to the cross, He 
repeatedly prayed, “Father, forgive them; for they know 
not what they do” (Luke 23:34). Not only was He 
practicing what He taught (Luke 6:27—28), but He was 
fulfilling prophecy and making “intercession for the 
transgressors” (Isa. 53:12). 

We must not infer from His prayer that ignorance 
is a basis for forgiveness, or that those who sinned 
against Jesus were automatically forgiven because He 
prayed. Certainly both the Jews and the Romans were 
ignorant of the enormity of their sin, but that could not 
absolve them. The law provided a sacrifice for sins 
committed ignorantly, but there was no sacrifice for 
deliberate presumptuous sin (Ex. 21:14; Num. 
15:27-31; Ps. 51:16-17). Our Lord’s intercession post- 
poned God’s judgment on the nation for almost forty 
years, giving them additional opportunities to be saved 
(Acts 3:17-19). 

It was providential that Jesus was crucified between 
the two thieves, for this gave both of them equal access 
to the Savior. Both could read Pilate’s superscription, 
“This is Jesus of Nazareth the King of the Jews,” and 
both could watch Him as He graciously gave His life 
for the sins of the world. 

The one thief imitated the mockery of the religious 
leaders and asked Jesus to rescue him from the cross, 
but the other thief had different ideas. He may have 
reasoned, “If this Man is indeed the Christ, and if He 
has a kingdom, and if He has saved others, then He can 
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meet my greatest need, which is salvation from sin. I 
am not ready to die!” It took courage for this thief to 
defy the influence of his friend and the mockery of the 
crowd, and it took faith for him to trust a dying King! 
When you consider all that he had to overcome, the 
faith of this thief is astounding. 

The man was saved wholly by grace; it was the gift 
of God (Eph. 2:8-9). He did not deserve it, and he 
could not earn it. His salvation was personal and 
secure, guaranteed by the word of Jesus Christ. The 
man hoped for some kind of help in the future, but 
Jesus gave him forgiveness that very day, and he died 
and went with Jesus to paradise (2 Cor. 12:14). 

It should be noted that the people at Calvary ful- 
filled Old Testament prophecy in what they did: 
gambling for our Lord’s clothing (Ps. 22:18), mocking 
Him (Ps. 22:6-8), and offering Him vinegar to drink 
(Ps. 69:21). God was still on the throne and His Word 


was still in control. 


Jesus and the Father (23:44-49) 

We must keep in mind that what our Lord accom- 
plished on the cross was an eternal transaction that 
involved Him and the Father. He did not die as a mar- 
tyr who had failed in a lost cause. Nor was He only an 
example for people to follow. Isaiah 53 makes it clear 
that Jesus did not die for His own sins, because He had 
none; He died for our sins. He made His soul an offer- 
ing for sin (Isa. 53:4-6, 10-12). 

The three hours of darkness was a miracle. It was 
not an eclipse, because that would have been impossi- 
ble during the Passover season when there is a full 
moon. It was a God-sent darkness that shrouded the 
cross as the Son of God was made sin for us (2 Cor. 
5:21). It was as though all nature was sympathizing 
with the Creator as He suffered and died. When Israel 
was in Egypt, three days of darkness preceded the first 
Passover (Ex. 10:21ff.). When Jesus was on the cross, 
three hours of darkness preceded the death of God’s 
Lamb for the sins of the world (John 1:29). 

Both Matthew 27:45-46 and Mark 15:33-34 
record our Lord’s cry at the close of the darkness, a 
Hebrew quotation from Psalm 22:1, “My God, My 
God, why hast thou forsaken me?” What this abandon- 
ment was and how Jesus felt it are not explained to us, 
but certainly it involves the fact that He became sin for 
us. 

Our Lord cried with a loud voice, “It is finished!” 
(John 19:30), a declaration of victory. He had finished 
the work the Father gave Him to do (John 17:4). The 
work of redemption was completed, the types and 
prophecies were fulfilled (Heb. 9:24ff.), and the Savior 
could now rest. 

He then addressed His Father in the final statement 
from the cross, “Father, into thy hands I commend my 
spirit” (Ps. 31:5). This was actually a bedtime prayer 
used by Jewish children, and it tells us how our Lord 
died: confidently, willingly (John 10:17-18), and vic- 
toriously. Those who know Jesus as their Savior may 
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die with the same confidence and assurance (2 Cor. 
5:1-8; Phil. 1:20-23). 

When our Lord released His spirit, the veil of the 
temple was torn in two “from the top to the bottom” 
(Mark 15:38). This miracle announced to the priests 
and people that the way into God’s presence was open 
for all who would come to Him by faith through Jesus 
Christ (Heb. 9:1—10:25). No more do sinners need 
earthly temples, altars, sacrifices, or priests, for all had 
now been fulfilled in the finished work of the Son of 
God. 

Luke recorded three responses to the events of the 
last moments of Christ’s death. The centurion who was 
in charge of the execution testified, “Certainly this was 
a righteous [innocent] man, the Son of God” (Mark 
15:39; Luke 23:47). He was greatly impressed by the 
darkness, the earthquake (Matt. 27:54), and certainly 
the way Jesus suffered and died. He must have been 
shocked when Jesus shouted and then instantly died, 
for victims of crucifixion often lingered for days and 
did not have the strength to speak. 

The people who came to “see the spectacle” began 
to drift away one by one, some of them beating their 
breasts as they felt their guilt (Luke 18:13). Were these 
people believers? Probably not. They were spectators 
who were attracted to the execution, but certainly they 
saw and heard enough to convict them of their own 
sins. 

Finally, our Lord’s friends were there, including the 
women who followed Jesus (Luke 8:1—3; 24:22). It is 
significant that the women were the last at the cross 
and the first at the tomb on Easter morning. 


Jesus and Joseph of Arimathea (23:50-56) 

Joseph and his friend Nicodemus (John 19:38—42) 
were both members of the Jewish council, but they had 
not been present to vote against Jesus. Mark 14:64 
states that the whole council condemned Him, and 
that could not have happened if Joseph and 
Nicodemus had been there. 

It is likely that Joseph and Nicodemus had learned 
from the Old Testament Scriptures how Jesus would 
die, so they agreed to take care of His burial. The new 
tomb was likely Joseph’s, prepared in a garden near 
Golgotha but not for himself; it was for Jesus. No rich 
man would prepare his own burial place so near a place 
of execution and so far from his own home. The two 
men could well have been hiding in the tomb while 
Jesus was on the cross, waiting for that moment when 
He would yield up His life. They would have the spices 
and the winding sheets all prepared, for they would 
probably not be able to go shopping for these items on 
Passover. 

When Jesus died, Joseph immediately went to 
Pilate for permission to have the body, and Nicodemus 
stayed at Calvary to keep watch. They tenderly took 
Jesus from the cross, quickly carried Him to the gar- 
den, washed the body, and wrapped it with the spices. 
It was a temporary burial; they would return after the 
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Sabbath to do the job properly. When they laid Jesus 
into the new tomb, they fulfilled Isaiah 53:9, and they 
kept the Romans from throwing His body on the 
garbage dump outside the city. Condemned criminals 
lost the right to proper burial, but God saw to it that 
His Son’s body was buried with dignity and love. 

It was important that the body be buried properly, 
for God would raise Jesus from the dead. If there were 
any doubt about His death or burial, that could affect 
the message and the ministry of the gospel (1 Cor. 
15:1-8). 

When after six days God finished the work of the 
“old creation,” He rested (Gen. 2:1-3). After six hours, 
our Lord finished the work of the “new creation” (2 
Cor. 5:17), and He rested on the Sabbath in Joseph’s 
tomb. 

But that was not the end of the story. 

He would rise again! 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
Luke 24 


THE SON OF MAN TRIUMPHS! 


hristianity is in its very essence a resurrection reli- 

gion,” says Dr. John Stott. “The concept of 

resurrection lies at its heart. If you remove it, 
Christianity is destroyed.” The resurrection of Jesus 
Christ affirms to us that He is indeed the Son of God, 
just as He claimed to be (Rom. 1:4). It also proves that 
His sacrifice for sin has been accepted and that the 
work of salvation is completed (Rom. 4:24-25). Those 
who trust Him can “walk in newness of life” because 
He is alive and imparts His power to them (Rom. 6:4; 
Gal. 2:20). Our Lord’s resurrection also declares to us 
that He is the Judge who will come one day and judge 
the world (Acts 17:30-31). 

It is no surprise, then, that Satan has attacked the 
truth of the resurrection. The first lie that he spawned 
was that the disciples came and stole Christ’s body 
(Matt. 28:11-15), but it is difficult to imagine how 
they could have done this. To begin with, the tomb was 
carefully guarded (Matt. 27:61—66), and it would have 
been next to impossible for the frightened apostles to 
overpower the soldiers, open the tomb, and secure the 
body. But the biggest obstacle is the fact that the apos- 
tles themselves did not believe that He would be 
resurrected! Why, then, would they steal His body and 
try to perpetrate a hoax? 

A second lie is that Jesus did not really die on the 
cross but only swooned, and when He was put into the 
cool tomb, He revived. But Pilate carefully checked 
with the centurion to see whether Jesus was dead 
(Mark 15:44), and the Roman soldiers who broke the 
legs of the two thieves knew that Jesus had died (John 
19:31-34). Furthermore, how could a “cool tomb” 
transform Christ’s body so that He could appear and 
disappear and walk through closed doors? 


The message of the gospel rests on the death of 
Jesus Christ and His resurrection (1 Cor. 15:1-8). The 
apostles were sent out as witnesses of His resurrection 
(Acts 1:22), and the emphasis in the book of Acts is on 
the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

This explains why Luke climaxed his book with a 
report of some of the appearances of Jesus after He had 
been raised from the dead. He first appeared to Mary 
Magdalene (John 20:11-18), then to the “other 
women” (Matt. 28:9-10), and then to the two men on 
the way to Emmaus (Luke 24:13-22). At some time, 
He also appeared to Peter (Luke 24:34) and to His 
half-brother James (1 Cor. 15:7). 

That evening, He appeared to the apostles (Luke 
24:36-43), but Thomas was not with them (John 
20:19-25). A week later, He appeared to the apostles 
again, especially for the sake of Thomas (John 
20:26-31). He appeared to seven of the apostles when 
they were fishing at the Sea of Galilee (John 21). He 
appeared several times to the apostles before His ascen- 
sion, teaching them and preparing them for their 
ministry (Acts 1:1-12). 

When the believers discovered that Jesus was alive, 
it made a tremendous difference in their lives. 


Perplexed Hearts: He Opens the Tomb (24:1-12) 
We do not know at what time Jesus arose from the 
dead on the first day of the week, but it must have been 
very early. The earthquake and the angel (Matt. 
28:2-4) opened the tomb, not to let Jesus out but to let 
the witnesses in. “Come and see, go and tell!” is the 
Easter mandate for the church. 

Mary Magdalene had been especially helped by 
Jesus and was devoted to Him (Luke 8:2). She had lin- 
gered at the cross (Mark 15:47), and then she was first 
at the tomb. With her were Mary the mother of James, 
Joanna, and other devout women (Luke 24:10), hop- 
ing to finish preparing their Lord’s body for burial. It 
was a sad labor of love that was transformed into glad- 
ness when they discovered that Jesus was alive. 

“Who will roll the stone away?” was their main 
concern. The Roman soldiers would not break the 
Roman seal, especially for a group of mourning Jewish 
women. But God had solved the problem for them; the 
tomb was open and there was no body to prepare! 

At this point two angels appeared on the scene. 
Matthew 28:2 and Mark 16:5 mention only one of the 
two, the one who gave the message to the women. 
There was a kind rebuke in his message as he reminded 
them of their bad memories! More than once, Jesus had 
told His followers that He would suffer and die and be 
raised from the dead (Matt. 16:21; 17:22-23; 
20:17-19; Luke 9:22, 44; 18:31-34). How sad it is 
when God’s people forget His Word and live defeated 
lives. Today, the Spirit of God assists us to remember 
His Word (John 14:26). 

Obedient to their commission, the women ran to 
tell the disciples the good news, but the men did not 
believe them! (According to Mark 16:14, Jesus later 
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rebuked them for their unbelief.) Mary Magdalene 
asked Peter and John to come to examine the tomb 
(John 20:1-10), and they too saw the proof that Jesus 
was not there. However, all that the evidence said was 
that the body was gone and that apparently there had 
been no violence. 

As Mary lingered by the tomb weeping, Jesus 
Himself appeared to her (John 20:11-18). It is one 
thing to see the empty tomb and the empty grave- 
clothes, but quite something else to meet the risen 
Christ. We today cannot see the evidence in the tomb, 
but we do have the testimony of the witnesses found in 
the inspired Word of God. And we can live out our 
faith in Jesus Christ and know personally that He is 
alive in us (Gal. 2:20). 

Keep in mind that these women did not expect to 
see Jesus alive. They had forgotten His resurrection 
promises and went to the tomb only to finish anoint- 
ing His body. To say that they had hallucinations and 
only thought they saw Jesus is to fly in the face of the 
evidence. And would this many people hallucinate 
about the same thing at the same time? Not likely. 
They became excited witnesses, even to their leaders, 
that Jesus Christ is alive! 


Discouraged Hearts: He Opens Their Eyes 
(24:13-35) 

Emmaus was a small village eight miles northwest of 
Jerusalem. The two men walking from Jerusalem to 
Emmaus were discouraged disciples who had no reason 
to be discouraged. They had heard the reports of the 
women that the tomb was empty and that Jesus was 
alive, but they did not believe them. They had hoped 
that Jesus would redeem Israel (Luke 24:21), but their 
hopes had been shattered. We get the impression that 
these men were discouraged and disappointed because 
God did not do what they wanted Him to do. They 
saw the glory of the kingdom, but they failed to under- 
stand the suffering. 

Jesus graciously walked with them and listened to 
their “animated heated conversation” (Luke 24:17 
wueEst). No doubt they were quoting various Old 
Testament prophecies and trying to remember what 
Jesus had taught, but they were unable to put it all 
together and come up with an explanation that made 
sense. Was He a failure or a success? Why did He have 
to die? Was there a future for the nation? 

There is a touch of humor in Luke 24:19 when 
Jesus asked, “What things?” He had been at the heart of 
all that had happened in Jerusalem, and now He was ask- 
ing them to tell Him what occurred! How patient our 
Lord is with us as He listens to us tell Him what He 
already knows (Rom. 8:34). But we may come “boldly” 
(“with freedom of speech”) to His throne and pour out 
our hearts to Him, and He will help us (Ps. 62:8; Heb. 
4:16). 

The longer Cleopas talked, the more he indicted 
himself and his friend for their unbelief. What more 


evidence could they want? Witnesses (including 
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apostles) had seen the tomb empty. Angels had 
announced that Jesus was alive. Witnesses had seen 
Him alive and heard Him speak. The proof was there! 

“Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word 
of God” (Rom. 10:17 Nxjv). This explains why Jesus 
opened the Word to these two men as the three of them 
walked to Emmaus. Their real problem was not in their 
heads but in their hearts (see Luke 24:25, 32; and note 
v. 38). They could have discussed the subject for days 
and never arrived at a satisfactory answer. What they 
needed was a fresh understanding of the Word of God, 
and Jesus gave that understanding to them. He opened 
the Scriptures and then opened their eyes, and they 
realized that Jesus was not only alive but right there with 
them! 

What was their basic problem? They did not believe 
all that the prophets had written about the Messiah. 
That was the problem with most of the Jews in that 
day: they saw Messiah as a conquering Redeemer, but 
they did not see Him as a Suffering Servant. As they 
read the Old Testament, they saw the glory but not the 
suffering, the crown but not the cross. The teachers in 
that day were not unlike some of the “success preach- 
ers” today, blind to the total message of the Bible. 

That was some Bible conference, and I wish I could 
have been there! Imagine the greatest Teacher explain- 
ing the greatest themes from the greatest Book and 
bringing the greatest blessings to men’s lives: eyes open 
to see Him, hearts open to receive the Word, and lips 
open to tell others what Jesus said to them! 

Perhaps Jesus started at Genesis 3:15, the first 
promise of the Redeemer, and traced that promise 
through the Scriptures. He may have lingered at 
Genesis 22, which tells of Abraham placing his only 
beloved son on the altar. Surely He touched on 
Passover, the Levitical sacrifices, the tabernacle cere- 
monies, the day of Atonement, the serpent in the 
wilderness, the Suffering Servant in Isaiah 53, and the 
prophetic messages of Psalms 22 and 69. The key to 
understanding the Bible is to see Jesus Christ on every 
page. He did not teach them only doctrine or 
prophecy; He taught “the things concerning himself” 
(Luke 24:27). 

These men had talked to Jesus and listened to Jesus, 
and when He made as though He would go on alone, 
they asked Jesus to come home with them. They had 
been won by the Word of God, and they did not even 
know who the Stranger was. All they knew was that 
their hearts were “burning” within them, and they 
wanted the blessing to last. 

The more we receive the Word of God, the more we 
will want to fellowship with the God of the Word. The 
hymn writer expressed it perfectly: “Beyond the sacred 
page / I seek Thee, Lord.” Understanding Bible knowl- 
edge can lead to a “big head” (1 Cor. 8:1), but receiving 
Bible truth and walking with the Savior will lead to a 
burning heart. 

Jesus opened the Scriptures to them, and then He 
opened their eyes so that they recognized Him. Now 
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they knew for themselves that Jesus was alive. They had 
the evidence of the open tomb, the angels, the wit- 
nesses, the Scriptures and now their own personal 
experience with the Lord. The fact that Jesus vanished 
did not mean that He abandoned them, for He was 
with them even though they could not see Him, and 
they would see Him again. 

The best evidence that we have understood the 
Bible and met the living Christ is that we have some- 
thing exciting to share with others. The two men 
immediately left Emmaus and returned to Jerusalem to 
tell the believers that they had met Jesus. But when 
they arrived, the apostles and the others told them that 
Jesus was alive and had appeared to Peter! What a dif- 
ference it would make in our church services if 
everybody who gathered came to tell about meeting the 
living Christ! If our services are “dead” it is probably 
because we are not really walking with and listening to 
the living Savior. 

The “breaking of bread” (Luke 24:30, 35) refers to 
a meal and not to the Lord’s Supper. As far as we know, 
the apostles were the only ones Jesus had instructed 
about the Lord’s Supper, and it was not likely that our 
Lord would celebrate it at this time. Jesus revealed 
Himself to them during a common meal, and that is 
often how He works. We must learn to see Him in the 
everyday things of life. However, as we do celebrate the 
Lord’s Supper from time to time, we want Jesus to 
reveal Himself to us in a new way, and we must not be 
satisfied with anything less. 


Troubled Hearts: He Opens Their Minds (24:36-46) 
So many exciting things had happened that day and 
so much was unexplained that ten of the apostles, 
plus other believers, met together that evening and 
shared their witness with one another. While Cleopas 
and his friend were telling their story, Jesus Himself 
appeared in the room! And the doors were shut (John 
20:19)! 

You would have expected the believers to heave a 
great sigh of relief and sing a hymn of praise, but 
instead they became terrified, frightened, and troubled 
(Luke 24:37-38). They thought a ghost had appeared! 
It all happened so suddenly that they were totally 
unprepared, even though several of them had already 
seen the risen Christ. Mark 16:14 suggests that the 
condition of their hearts had something to do with the 
expression of their fears. 

Jesus sought to calm them. The first thing He did 
was to give them His blessing: “Peace be unto you!” He 
even repeated the blessing (John 20:19-21). “The God 
of peace” had raised Jesus from the dead, and there was 
nothing for them to fear (Heb. 13:20-21). Because of 
His sacrifice on the cross, men and women could now 
have peace with God (Rom. 5:1) and enjoy the peace 
of God (Phil. 4:6-7). 

The next thing He did to calm them was to show 
them His wounded hands and feet (Ps. 22:16) and 
assure them that He was not a ghost. Songwriters 


sometimes mention His “scars,” but the record says 
nothing about “scars.” The “prints” of Calvary were on 
His glorified body (John 20:24-29), and they are still 
there (Rev. 5:6, 9, 12). It has well been said that the 
only work of man now in heaven is the marks of 
Calvary on the body of the exalted Savior. 

Jesus even ate some honey and fish to prove to His 
doubting followers that He was indeed alive and real, 
and He even invited them to feel His body (Luke 
24:39; 1 John 1:1). With our limited knowledge, we 
cannot explain how a human body can be solid flesh 
and bones and still pass through closed doors and 
appear and disappear, or how it can be glorified and 
still carry the marks of the cross. We do know that we 
shall one day be like Him and share His glory (1 John 
3:1-2). 

Luke 24:41 describes a perplexing emotion: “they 
believed not for joy.” It was just too good to be true! 
Jacob had this same feeling when he got the news that 
Joseph was alive (Gen. 45:26-28), and the nation of 
Israel experienced it when God gave them a great deliv- 
erance (Ps. 126:1-3). Jesus had told His disciples that 
they would rejoice when they saw Him again, and the 
promise was fulfilled (John 16:22). 

The final source of peace and assurance is the Word 
of God, so our Lord “opened their understanding” of 
the Old Testament Scriptures, just as He had done with 
the Emmaus disciples. After all, the believers were not 
being sent into the world to share their own personal 
experiences but to share the truths of the Word of God. 
We today cannot touch and feel the Lord Jesus, nor is 
it necessary that we do so, but we can rest our faith on 
the Word of God (1 John 1:1-5). 

Jesus not only enabled them to understand the law, 
the prophets, and the psalms, but He also reminded 
them of what He had taught them, and He explained 
how it all fit together. Now they began to understand 
the necessity for His suffering and death and how the 
cross related to the promise of the kingdom (see 1 Peter 
1:10-12). What a privilege it was for them to listen to 
Jesus expound the Word! 


Joyful Hearts: He Opens Their Lips (24:47-53) 
But privilege always brings responsibility; they were to 
be witnesses of all that He had said and done (Acts 
1:8). A witness is somebody who sincerely tells what he 
has seen and heard (Acts 4:20), and the word witness is 
used in one way or another twenty-nine times in the 
book of Acts. As Christians, we are not judges or pros- 
ecuting attorneys sent to condemn the world. We are 
witnesses who point to Jesus Christ and tell lost sinners 
how to be saved. 

How could a group of common people ever hope to 
fulfill that kind of a commission? God promised. to 
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provide the power (Luke 24:49; Acts 1:8), and He did. 
On the day of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit came upon 
the church and empowered them to preach the Word 
(Acts 2). After Pentecost, the Spirit continued to fill 
them with great power (see Acts 4:33). 

Witnessing is not something that we do for the 
Lord; it is something that He does through us, ¿f we 
are filled with the Holy Spirit. There is a great differ- 
ence between a “sales talk” and a Spirit-empowered 
witness. “People do not come to Christ at the end of 
an argument,” said Vance Havner. “Simon Peter came 
to Jesus because Andrew went after him with a testi- 
mony.” We go forth in the authority of His name, in 
the power of His spirit, heralding His gospel of His 
grace. 

Luke 24:50-52 should be compared with Mark 
16:19-20 and Acts 1:9-12. For some reason, our 
Lord’s ascension is not given the prominence in the 
church that it deserves. Think of what it meant to Him 
to return to heaven and sit on the throne of glory (John 
17:5, 11)! His ascension is proof that He has con- 
quered every enemy and that He reigns supremely “far 
above all” (Eph. 1:18-23). 

In heaven today, our Lord ministers as our High 
Priest (Heb. 7:25) and our Advocate (1 John 2:1). As 
High Priest, He gives us the grace we need to face test- 
ing and temptation (Heb. 4:14-16); and if we fail, as 
Advocate He forgives and restores us when we confess 
our sins (1 John 1:6-10). As the glorified Head of the 
church, Jesus Christ is equipping His people to live for 
Him and serve Him in this present world (Eph. 
4:7-16; Heb. 13:20-21). Through the Word of God 
and prayer, He is ministering to us by His Spirit and 
making us more like Himself. 

Of course, He is also preparing in heaven a home 
for His people (John 14:1-6), and one day He will 
return and take us to be with Him forever. 

The last thing our Lord did was to bless His people, 
and the first thing they did was to worship Him! The 
two always go together, for as we truly worship Him, 
He will share His blessings. He not only opened their 
lips to witness, but He also opened their lips to worship 
and praise Him! 

Dr. Luke opened his gospel with a scene in the tem- 
ple (Luke 1:8ff.), and he closed his gospel the same way 
(Luke 24:53). But what a contrast between the unbe- 
lieving, silent priest and the trusting, joyful saints! Luke 
has explained how Jesus went to Jerusalem and accom- 
plished the work of redemption. His book begins and 
ends in Jerusalem. But his next book, The Acts of the 
Apostles, would explain how that gospel traveled from 
Jerusalem to Rome! 

Is the gospel going out to the ends of the earth from 
your Jerusalem? 
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The Dawning of a New Day 


CHAPTER ONE 
John 1 


GOD IS HERE! 


ut will God indeed dwell on the earth?” asked 
B Solomon as he dedicated the temple (1 Kings 

8:27). A good question, indeed! God’s glory had 
dwelt in the tabernacle (Ex. 40:34), and in the temple 
(1 Kings 8:10-11), but that glory had departed from 
disobedient Israel (Ezek. 9:3; 10:4, 18; 11:22-23). 

Then a marvelous thing happened: the glory of 
God came to His people again, in the person of His 
Son, Jesus Christ. The writers of the four gospels 
have given us “snapshots” of our Lord’s life on earth, 
for no complete biography could ever be written 
(John 21:25). Matthew wrote with his fellow Jews in 
mind and emphasized that Jesus of Nazareth had 
fulfilled the Old Testament prophecies. Mark wrote 
for the busy Romans. Whereas Matthew emphasized 
the King, Mark presented the Servant, ministering 
to needy people. Luke wrote his gospel for the 
Greeks and introduced them to the sympathetic Son 
of Man. 

But it was given to John, the beloved disciple, to 
write a book for both Jews and Gentiles, presenting 
Jesus as the Son of God. We know that John had 
Gentiles in mind as well as Jews, because he often 
“interpreted” Jewish words or customs for his readers 
John 1:38, 41-42; 5:2; 9:7; 19:13, 17; 20:16). His 
emphasis to the Jews was that Jesus not only fulfilled 
the Old Testament prophecies, but He also fulfilled the 
types. Jesus is the Lamb of God (John 1:29) and the 
Ladder from heaven to earth (John 1:51; and see Gen. 
28). He is the New Temple (John 2:19-21), and He 
gives a new birth (John 3:4ff.). He is the serpent lifted 
up (John 3:14) and the Bread of God that came down 
from heaven (John 6:35ff.). 

Whereas the first three Gospels major on describing 
events in the life of Christ, John emphasized the mean- 
ing of these events. For example, all four gospels record 
the feeding of the five thousand, but only John records 
Jesus’ sermon on “The Bread of Life,” which followed 
that miracle when He interpreted it for the people. 

But there is one major theme that runs throughout 
John’s gospel: Jesus Christ is the Son of God, and if you 
commit yourself to Him, He will give you eternal life 
(John 20:31). In this first chapter, John recorded seven 
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names and titles of Jesus that identify Him as eternal 


God. 


The Word (1:1-3, 14) 

Much as our words reveal to others our hearts and 
minds, so Jesus Christ is God’s “Word” to reveal His 
heart and mind to us. “He that hath seen me hath seen 
the Father” John 14:9). A word is composed of letters, 
and Jesus Christ is “Alpha and Omega” (Rev. 1:11), the 
first and last letters of the Greek alphabet. According to 
Hebrews 1:1—3, Jesus Christ is God’s last Word to 
mankind, for He is the climax of divine revelation. 

Jesus Christ is the eternal Word (vv. 1-2). He 
existed in the beginning, not because He had a begin- 
ning as a creature, but because He is eternal. He is God 
and He was with God. “Before Abraham was, I am” 
(John 8:58). 

Jesus Christ is the creative Word (v. 3). There is 
certainly a parallel between John 1:1 and Genesis 1:1, 
the “new creation” and the “old creation.” God created 
the worlds through His word: “And God said, ‘Let 
there be ...””/ “For he spake, and it was done; he com- 
manded, and it stood fast” (Ps. 33:9). God created all 
things through Jesus Christ (Col. 1:16), which means 
that Jesus is not a created being. He is eternal God. 

The verb was made is perfect tense in the Greek, 
which means a “completed act.” Creation is finished. It 
is not a process still going on, even though God is cer- 
tainly at work in His creation (John 5:17). Creation is 
not a process; it is a finished product. 

Jesus Christ is the incarnate Word (v. 14). He was 
not a phantom or a spirit when He ministered on 
earth, nor was His body a mere illusion. John and the 
other disciples each had a personal experience that con- 
vinced them of the reality of the body of Jesus (1 John 
1:1-2). Even though John’s emphasis is the deity of 
Christ, he makes it clear that the Son of God came in 
the flesh and was subject to the sinless infirmities of 
human nature. 

In his gospel, John points out that Jesus was weary 
(John 4:6) and thirsty (John 4:7), He groaned within 
(John 11:33) and openly wept (John 11:35). On the 
cross, He thirsted (John 19:28), died (John 19:30), and 
bled (John 19:34). After His resurrection, He proved to 
Thomas and the other disciples that He still had a real 
body (John 20:24-29), howbeit, a glorified body. 

How was the “Word made flesh”? By the miracle of 
the Virgin Birth (Isa. 7:14; Matt. 1:18-25; Luke 
1:26-38). He took on Himself sinless human nature 


and identified with us in every aspect of life from birth 
to death. “The Word” was not an abstract concept of 
philosophy, but a real Person who could be seen, 
touched, and heard. Christianity is Christ, and Christ 
is God. 

The revelation of God’s glory is an important 
theme in the gospel. Jesus revealed God’s glory in His 
person, His works, and His words. John recorded seven 
wonderful signs (miracles) that openly declared the 
glory of God (John 2:11). The glory of the old 
covenant of law was a fading glory, but the glory of the 
new covenant in Christ is an increasing glory (see 2 
Cor. 3). The law could reveal sin, but it could never 
remove sin. Jesus Christ came with fullness of grace and 
truth, and this fullness is available to all who will trust 


Him (John 1:16). 


The Light (1:4-13) 

Life is a key theme in John’s gospel; it is used thirty-six 
times. What are the essentials for human life? There are 
at least four: light (if the sun went out, everything 
would die), air, water, and food. Jesus is all of these! He 
is the Light of life and the Light of the world (John 
8:12). He is the “Sun of righteousness” (Mal. 4:2). By 
His Holy Spirit, He gives us the “breath of life” (John 
3:8; 20:22), as well as the Water of life (John 4:10, 
13-14; 7:37-39). Finally, Jesus is the Living Bread of 
Life that came down from heaven (John 6:35ff.). He 
not only has life and gives life, but He is life (John 
14:6). 

Light and darkness are recurring themes in John’s 
gospel. God is light (1 John 1:5), while Satan is “the 
power of darkness” (Luke 22:53). People love either the 
light or the darkness, and this love controls their 
actions (John 3:16-19). Those who believe on Christ 
are the “sons of light” (John 12:35-36). Just as the first 
creation began with “Let there be light!” so the new 
creation begins with the entrance of light into the heart 
of the believer (2 Cor. 4:3-6). The coming of Jesus 
Christ into the world was the dawning of a new day for 
sinful man (Luke 1:78-79). 

You would think that blind sinners would welcome 
the light, but such is not always the case. The coming 
of the true light brought conflict as the powers of dark- 
ness opposed it. A literal translation of John 1:5 reads, 
“And the light keeps on shining in the darkness, and 
the darkness has not overcome it or understood it.” 
The Greek verb can mean “to overcome” or “to grasp, 
to understand.” Throughout the gospel of John, you 
will see both attitudes revealed: people will not under- 
stand what the Lord is saying and doing and, as a 
result, they will oppose Him. John 7—12 records the 
growth of that opposition, which ultimately led to the 
crucifixion of Christ. 

Whenever Jesus taught a spiritual truth, His listen- 
ers interpreted it in a material or physical way. The 
light was unable to penetrate the darkness in their 
minds. This was true when He spoke about the temple 


of His body (John 2:19-21), the new birth (John 3:4), 
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the living water (John 4:11), eating His flesh (John 
6:51ff.), spiritual freedom (John 8:30-36), death as 
sleep (John 11:11-13), and many other spiritual 
truths. Satan strives to keep people in the darkness, 
because darkness means death and hell, while light 
means life and heaven. 

This fact helps explain the ministry of John the 
Baptist (John 1:6-8). John was sent as a witness to 
Jesus Christ, to tell people that the Light had come into 
the world. The nation of Israel, in spite of all its spiri- 
tual advantages, was blind to their own Messiah! The 
word witness is a key word in this book; John uses the 
noun fourteen times and the verb thirty-three times. 
John the Baptist was one of many people who bore wit- 
ness to Jesus,:“This is the Son of God!” Alas, John the 
Baptist was martyred and the Jewish leaders did noth- 
ing to prevent it. 

Why did the nation reject Jesus Christ? Because 
they “knew him not.” They were spiritually ignorant. 
Jesus is the “true Light”—the original of which every 
other light is a copy—but the Jews were content with 
the copies. They had Moses and the law, the temple 
and the sacrifices, but they did not comprehend that 
these “lights” pointed to the true Light who was the 
fulfillment, the completion, of the Old Testament 
religion. 

As you study John’s gospel, you will find Jesus 
teaching the people that He is the fulfillment of all that 
was typified in the law. It was not enough to be born a 
Jew; they had to be born again, born from above (John 
3). He deliberately performed two miracles on the 
Sabbath to teach them that He had a new rest to give 
them (John 5; 9). He was the satisfying manna (John 
6) and the life-giving Water (John 7:37-39). He is the 
Shepherd of a new flock (John 10:16), and He is a new 
Vine (John 15). But the people were so shackled by 
religious tradition that they could not understand spir- 
itual truth. Jesus came to His own world that He had 
created, but His own people, Israel, could not under- 
stand Him and would not receive Him. 

They saw His works and heard His words. They 
observed His perfect life. He gave them every opportu- 
nity to grasp the truth, believe, and be saved. Jesus is 
the way, but they would not walk with Him (John 
6:66-71). He is the truth, but they would not believe 
Him (John 12:37ff.). He is the life, and they crucified 
Him! 

But sinners today need not commit those same 
blunders. John 1:12-13 gives us the marvelous prom- 
ise of God that anyone who receives Christ will be born 
again and enter the family of God! John says more 
about this new birth in John 3, but he points out here 
that it is a spiritual birth from God, not a physical birth 
that depends on human nature. 

The Light is still shining! Have you personally 
received the Light and become a child of God? 


The Son of God (1:15-28, 49) 


John the Baptist is one of the most important persons 
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in the New Testament. He is mentioned at least eighty- 
nine times. John had the special privilege of 
introducing Jesus to the nation of Israel. He also had 
the difficult task of preparing the nation to receive their 
Messiah. He called them to repent of their sins and to 
prove that repentance by being baptized and then liv- 
ing changed lives. 

John summarized what John the Baptist had to say 
about Jesus Christ (John 1:15—18). First, He is eternal 
(John 1:15). John the Baptist was actually born six 
months before Jesus (Luke 1:36), so in this statement 
he is referring to our Lord’s preexistence, not His birth 
date. Jesus existed before John the Baptist was ever con- 
ceived. 

Jesus Christ has fullness of grace and truth (John 
1:16-17). Grace is God’s favor and kindness bestowed 
on those who do not deserve it and cannot earn it. If 
God dealt with us only according to truth, none of us 
would survive, but He deals with us on the basis of 
grace and truth. Jesus Christ, in His life, death, and res- 
urrection, met all the demands of the law; now God is 
free to share fullness of grace with those who trust 
Christ. Grace without truth would be deceitful, and 
truth without grace would be condemning. 

In John 1:17, John did not suggest that there was 
no grace under the law of Moses, because there was. 
Each sacrifice was an expression of the grace of God. 
The law also revealed God’s truth. But in Jesus Christ, 
grace and truth reach their fullness, and this fullness is 
available to us. We are saved by grace (Eph. 2:8-9), but 
we also live by grace (1 Cor. 15:10) and depend on 
God’s grace in all that we do. We can receive one grace 
after another, for “He giveth more grace” (James 4:6). 
In John 1:17, John hinted that a whole new order had 
come in, replacing the Mosaic system. 

Finally, Jesus Christ reveals God to us (John 1:18). As 
to His essence, God is invisible (1 Tim. 1:17; Heb. 
11:27). Man can see God revealed in nature (Ps. 
19:1-6; Rom. 1:20) and in His mighty works in his- 
tory; but he cannot see God Himself. Jesus Christ 
reveals God to us, for He is “the image of the invisible 
God” (Col. 1:15) and “the express image of his person” 
(Heb. 1:3). The word translated “declared” gives us our 
English word exegesis, which means “to explain, to 
unfold, to lead the way.” Jesus Christ explains God to 
us and interprets Him for us. We simply cannot under- 
stand God apart from knowing His Son, Jesus Christ. 

The word Son is used for the first time in John’s 
gospel as a title for Jesus Christ (John 1:18). The phrase 
“only-begotten” means “unique, the only one of its 
kind.” It does not suggest that there was a time when 
the Son was not, and then the Father brought Him 
into being. Jesus Christ is eternal God; He has always 
existed. 

At least nine times in John’s gospel, Jesus is called 
“the Son of God” (John 1:34, 49; 3:18; 5:25; 10:36; 
11:4, 27; 19:7; 20:31). You will recall that John had as 
his purpose in writing to convince us that Jesus is the 
Son of God (John 20:31). At least nineteen times, Jesus 
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is referred to as “the Son.” He is not only the Son of 
God, but He is God the Son. Even the demons admit- 
ted this (Mark 3:11; Luke 4:41). 

John the Baptist is one of six persons named in the 
gospel of John who gave witness that Jesus is God. The 
others are Nathanael (John 1:49), Peter (John 6:69), 
the blind man who was healed (John 9:35-38), Martha 
(John 11:27), and Thomas (John 20:28). If you add 
our Lord Himself (John 5:25; 10:36), then you have 
seven clear witnesses. 

John gave the record of four days in the life of John 
the Baptist, Jesus, and the first disciples. He continues 
this sequence in John 2 and presents, as it were, a 
“week” in the “new creation” that parallels the creation 
week in Genesis 1. 

On the first day (John 1:19-24), a committee from 
the Jewish religious leaders interrogated John the 
Baptist. These men had every right to investigate John 
and his ministry, since they were the custodians and 
guardians of the faith. They asked him several ques- 
tions and he clearly answered them. 

“Who are you?” was a logical question. Was he the 
promised Messiah? Was he the prophet Elijah who was 
supposed to come before the Messiah appeared (Mal. 
4:5)? Great crowds had gathered to hear John, and 
many people had been baptized. Though John did no 
miracles (John 10:41), it was possible the people 
thought that he was the promised Messiah. 

John denied being either Elijah or the Messiah. (In 
one sense, he was the promised Elijah. See Matt. 
17:10-13.) John had nothing to say about himself 
because he was sent to talk about Jesus! Jesus is the 
Word; John was but “a voice’—and you cannot see a 
voice! John pointed back to Isaiah’s prophecy (Isa. 
40:1-3) and affirmed that he was the fulfillment. 

Having ascertained who John was, the committee 
then asked what he was doing. “Why are you baptiz- 
ing?” John got his authority to baptize, not from men, 
but from heaven, because he was commissioned by 
God (Matt. 21:23-32). The Jewish religious leaders in 
that day baptized Gentiles who wanted to adopt the 
Jewish faith, but John baptized Jews! 

John explained that his baptism was in water, but 
that the Messiah would come and baptize with a spiri- 
tual baptism. Again, John made it clear that he was not 
establishing a new religion or seeking to exalt himself. 
He was pointing people to the Savior, the Son of God 
(John 1:34). We shall learn later that it was through 
baptism that Jesus Christ would be presented to the 
people of Israel. 


Lamb of God (1:29-34) 

This is the second day of the week that the apostle John 
recorded, and no doubt some of the same committee 
members were present to hear John the Baptist’s mes- 
sage. This time, he called Jesus “the Lamb of God,” a 
title he would repeat the next day (John 1:35-36). In 
one sense, the message of the Bible can be summed up 
in this title. The question in the Old Testament is, 


“Where is the lamb?” (Gen. 22:7). In the four gospels, 
the emphasis is “Behold the Lamb of God!” Here He 
is! After you have trusted Him, you sing with the heav- 
enly choir, “Worthy is the Lamb” (Rev. 5:12). 

The people of Israel were familiar with lambs for 
the sacrifices. At Passover, each family had to have a 
lamb, and during the year, two lambs a day were sacri- 
ficed at the temple altar, plus all the other lambs 
brought for personal sacrifices. Those lambs were 
brought by men to men, but here is God’s Lamb, given 
by God to men! Those lambs could not take away sin, 
but the Lamb of God can take away sin. Those lambs 
were for Israel alone, but this Lamb would shed His 
blood for the whole world! 

What does John’s baptism have to do with Jesus as 
the Lamb of God? It is generally agreed by scholars of 
all denominations that, in the New Testament, baptism 
was by immersion. It pictured death, burial, and resur- 
rection. When John the Baptist baptized Jesus, Jesus 
and John were picturing the “baptism” Jesus would 
endure on the cross when He would die as the sacrificial 
Lamb of God (Isa. 53:7; Luke 12:50). It would be 
through death, burial, and resurrection that the Lamb 
of God would “fulfill all righteousness” (Matt. 3:15). 

Perhaps John was mistaken. Perhaps John was not 
sure that Jesus of Nazareth was the Lamb of God or the 
Son of God. But the Father made it clear to John just 
who Jesus is by sending the Spirit like a dove to light 
on Him. What a beautiful picture of the Trinity! 


The Messiah (1:35-42) 

This is now the third day in the sequence. The seventh 
day included the wedding at Cana (John 2:1), and 
since Jewish weddings traditionally were on 
Wednesdays, it would make this third day the Sabbath 
day. But it was not a day of rest for either John the 
Baptist or Jesus, for John was preaching and Jesus was 
gathering disciples. 

The two disciples of John who followed Jesus were 
John, the writer of the gospel, and his friend Andrew. 
John the Baptist was happy when people left him to 
follow Jesus, because his ministry focused on Jesus. 
“He must increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:30). 

When Jesus asked them, “What are you seeking?” 
He was forcing them to define their purposes and 
goals. Were they looking for a revolutionary leader to 
overthrow Rome? Then they had better join the 
Zealots! Little did Andrew and John realize that day 
how their lives would be transformed by the Son of 
God. 

“Where are You dwelling?” may have suggested, “If 
You are too busy now, we can visit later.” But Jesus 
invited them to spend the day with Him (it was 10 
a.m.), and no doubt He told them something of His 
mission, revealed their own hearts to them, and 
answered their questions. They were both so impressed 
that they found their brothers and brought them to 
Jesus. Andrew found Simon and John brought James. 
Indeed, they were their brothers’ keepers (Gen. 4:9)! 
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Whenever you find Andrew in John’s gospel, he is 
bringing somebody to Jesus: his brother, the lad with 
the loaves and fishes (John 6:8), and the Greeks who 
wanted to see Jesus (John 12:20—21). No sermons from 
Andrew are recorded, but he certainly preached great 
sermons by his actions as a personal soul winner! 

“We have found the Messiah!” was the witness 
Andrew gave to Simon. Messiah is a Hebrew word that 
means “anointed,” and the Greek equivalent is 
“Christ.” To the Jews, it was the same as “Son of God” 
(see Matt. 26:63-64; Mark 14:61-62; Luke 
22:67-70). In the Old Testament, prophets, priests, 
and kings were anointed and thereby set apart for spe- 
cial service. Kings were especially called “God’s 
anointed” (1 Sam. 26:11; Ps. 89:20); so, when the Jews 
spoke about their Messiah, they were thinking of the 
king who would come to deliver them and establish the 
kingdom. 

There was some confusion among the Jewish teach- 
ers as to what the Messiah would do. Some saw Him as 
a suffering sacrifice (as in Isa. 53), while others saw a 
splendid king (as in Isa. 9 and 11). Jesus had to explain 
even to His own followers that the cross had to come 
before the crown, that He must suffer before He could 
enter into His glory (Luke 24:13-35). Whether or not 
Jesus was indeed the Messiah was a crucial problem 
that challenged the Jews in that day (John 7:26, 40—44; 
9:22; 10:24). 

Simons interview with Jesus changed his life. It also 
gave him a new name—Peter in the Greek, Cephas in 
the Aramaic that Jesus spoke—both of which mean “a 
rock.” It took a great deal of work for Jesus to trans- 
form weak Simon into a rock, but He did it! “Thou art 
... thou shalt be” is a great encouragement to all who 
trust Christ. Truly, He gives us the “power to become” 
(John 1:12). 

It is worth noting that Andrew and John trusted 
Christ through the faithful preaching of John the 
Baptist. Peter and James came to Christ because of the 
compassionate personal work of their brothers. Later 
on, Jesus would win Philip personally, and then Philip 
would witness to Nathanael and bring him to Jesus. 
Each man’s experience is different, because God uses 
various means to bring sinners to the Savior. The 
important thing is that we trust Christ and then seek to 
bring others to Him. 


The King of Israel (1:43-49) 

Jesus called Philip personally and Philip trusted Him 
and followed Him. We do not know what kind of heart 
preparation Philip experienced, for usually God pre- 
pares a person before He calls him. We do know that 
Philip proved his faith by seeking to share it with his 
friend Nathanael. 

John 21:2 suggests that at least seven of our Lord’s 
disciples were fishermen, including Nathanael. 
Fishermen are courageous and stick to the job, no mat- 
ter how difficult it may be. But Nathanael started out 
a doubter: he did not believe that anything worthwhile 
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could come out of Nazareth. Our Lord was born in 
Bethlehem, but He grew up in Nazareth and bore that 
stigma (Matt. 2:19-23). To be called “a Nazarene” 
(Acts 24:5) meant to be looked down on and rejected. 

When Nathanael hesitated and argued, Philip 
adopted our Lord’s own words: “Come and see” (John 
1:39). Later on, Jesus would invite, “Come ... and 
drink” (John 7:37) and, “Come and dine” (John 
21:12). “Come” is the great invitation of God’s grace. 

When Nathanael came to Jesus, he discovered that 
the Lord already knew all about him! What a shock! By 
calling him “an Israelite in whom is no guile,” Jesus was 
certainly referring to Jacob, the ancestor of the Jews, a 
man who used guile to trick his brother, his father, and 
his father-in-law. Jacob’s name was changed to “Israel, 
a prince with God.” The reference to “Jacob’s ladder” 
in John 1:51 confirms this. 

When Jesus revealed His knowledge of Nathanael, 
where he had been and what he had been doing, this 
was enough to convince the man that Jesus indeed was 
“the Son of God, the King of Israel.” His experience 
was like that of the Samaritan woman at the well. 
“When he [Messiah] is come, he will tell us all 
things.... Come, see a man who told me all things that 
ever I did” (John 4:25, 29). The revealing of the 
human heart should also take place in the ministry of 
local churches (1 Cor. 14:23-35). 

When Philip witnessed to Nathanael, the evidence 
he gave was Moses and the prophets (John 1:45). 
Perhaps Jesus gave Philip a “quick course” in the Old 
Testament messianic prophecies, as He did with the 
Emmaus disciples (Luke 24:13ff.). It is always good to 
tie our personal witness to the Word of God. 

“King of Israel” would be a title similar to 
“Messiah, anointed One,” for the kings were always 
God’s anointed (see Ps. 2, especially vv. 2, 6-7). At one 
point in His ministry, the crowds wanted to make Jesus 
king, but He refused them (John 6:15ff.). He did pres- 
ent Himself as King (John 12:10ff.), and He affirmed 
to Pilate that He was born a king (John 18:33-37). 

Some students believe that Nathanael and 
Bartholomew are the same person. John never men- 
tions Bartholomew in his gospel, but the other three 
writers name Bartholomew and not Nathanael. Philip 
is linked with Bartholomew in the lists of names (Matt. 
10:3; Mark 3:18; Luke 6:14), so it is possible that the 
two men were “paired off” and served together. It was 
not unusual in that day for one man to have two dif- 
ferent names. 


The Son of Man (1:50-51) 
“Son of man” was one of our Lord’s favorite titles for 
Himself; it is used eighty-three times in the Gospels 
and at least thirteen times in John. The title speaks of 
both the deity and humanity of Jesus. The vision in 
Daniel 7:13 presents the “Son of man” in a definite 
messianic setting, and Jesus used the title in the same 
way (Matt. 26:64). 

As Son of Man, Jesus is the “living link” between 
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heaven and earth. This explains His reference to 
“Jacob’s ladder” in Genesis 28. Jacob the fugitive 
thought he was alone, but God had sent the angels to 
guard and guide him. Christ is God’s “ladder” between 
heaven and earth. “No man cometh to the Father, but 
by me” (John 14:6). Often in this gospel, you will find 
Jesus reminding people that He came down from 
heaven. The Jewish people knew that “Son of man” was 
a name for their Messiah (John 12:34). 

At the close of that fourth day, Jesus had six believ- 
ing men who were His disciples. They did not 
immediately “forsake all and follow him’; that was to 
come later. But they had trusted Him and experienced 
His power. In the three years that lay ahead, they would 
grow in their faith, learn more about Jesus, and one day 
take His place on the earth so that the Word might be 
carried to all mankind. 

Jesus of Nazareth is God come in the flesh. When 
Philip called Him “the son of Joseph,” he was not 
denying Jesus’ virgin birth or divine nature. That was 
merely His legal identification, for a Jewish person was 
identified according to who his father was (John 6:42). 
The witness of this entire chapter is clear: Jesus of 
Nazareth is God come in the flesh! 

God is here! 


CHAPTER TWO 
John 2 


LEARNING ABOUT JESUS 


he six disciples who now trusted Jesus started on 
T their lifelong walk with Him and from the begin- 

ning began to learn more about Him. We who 
read the gospel record in its entirety are prone to take 
these events for granted, but to the disciples, each day 
and each new event brought marvels that were difficult 
to understand. In this chapter alone, John recorded 
three wonderful revelations of Jesus Christ. 


His Glory (2:1-12) 

“The third day” means three days after the call of 
Nathanael (John 1:45-51). Since that was the fourth 
day of the week recorded in John (John 1:19, 29, 35, 
43), the wedding took place on “the seventh day” of 
this “new creation week.” Throughout his gospel, John 
makes it clear that Jesus was on a divine schedule, 
obeying the will of the Father. 

Jewish tradition required that virgins be married 
on a Wednesday, while widows were married on a 
Thursday. Being the “seventh day” of John’s special 
week, Jesus would be expected to rest, just as God 
rested on the seventh day (Gen. 2:1-3). But sin had 
interrupted God’s Sabbath rest, and it was necessary 
for both the Father and the Son to work (John 5:17; 
9:4). In fact, John recorded two specific miracles that 
Jesus deliberately performed on Sabbath days (John 
5; 9). 


At this wedding, we see Jesus in three different 
roles: the Guest, the Son, and the Host. 

Jesus the Guest (vv. 1-2). Our Lord was not a 
recluse, as was John the Baptist (Matt. 11:16-19). He 
accepted invitations to social events, even though His 
enemies used this practice to accuse Him (Luke 
15:1-2). Our Lord entered into the normal experiences 
of life and sanctified them by His presence. Wise is that 
couple who invite Jesus to their wedding! 

He was accompanied by His mother and His six 
disciples. Perhaps it was the addition of seven more 
people that helped create the crisis, but it must have 
been a small wedding feast if this were the case. We 
have reason to believe that our Lord’s earthly family 
was not prosperous, and it is likely that their friends 
were not wealthy people. Perhaps the shortage of wine 
was related to a low-budget feast. 

Were Jesus and His disciples invited because of 
Mary, or because of Nathanael (John 21:2)? Our Lord 
was not yet well known; He had performed no miracles 
as yet. It was not likely that He was invited because the 
people knew who He was. It was probably His relation- 
ship with Mary that brought about the invitation. 

Jesus the Son (vv. 3-5). Since Jewish wedding 
feasts lasted a week, it was necessary for the groom to 
have adequate provisions. For one thing, it would be 
embarrassing to run out of either food or wine, and a 
family guilty of such gaucherie could actually be fined! 
So, to run out of wine could be costly both financially 
and socially. 

Why did Mary approach Jesus about the problem? 
Did she actually expect Him to do something special to 
meet the need? Certainly she knew who He was, even 
though she did not declare this wonderful truth to oth- 
ers. She must have been very close to either the bride or 
the bridegroom to have such a personal concern for the 
success of the festivities, or even to know that the sup- 
ply of wine was depleted. Perhaps Mary was assisting in 
the preparation and serving of the meal. 

Mary did not tell Jesus what to do; she simply 
reported the problem. (Compare the message of Mary 
and Martha to Jesus, when Lazarus was sick—John 
11:3.) Jesus’ reply seems a bit abrupt, and even harsh, 
but such is not the case. “Woman” was a polite way to 
address her (John 19:26; 20:13), and His statement 
merely means, “Why are you getting Me involved in 
this matter?” He was making it clear to His mother 
that He was no longer under her supervision (it is 
likely that Joseph was dead), but that from now on, 
He would be doing what the Father wanted Him to 
do. There had been a hint of this some years before 
(Luke 2:40-52). 

At this point, John introduced one of the key ele- 
ments of his record, the idea of “the hour.” Jesus lived 
on a “heavenly timetable,” marked out for Him by the 
Father. (See John 7:30; 8:20; 12:23; 13:1; 17:1; and 
note also the words of Jesus as recorded in John 
11:9-10.) As you study John’s gospel, you will observe 
how this concept of “the hour” is developed. 
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Mary’s words to the servants reveal that she was 
willing to let her Son do whatever He pleased, and that 
she trusted Him to do what was right. It would be wise 
for all of us to obey what she said! It is worth noting 
that it was Jesus, not Mary, who took command and 
solved the problem; and that Mary pointed, not to her- 
self, but to Jesus. 

Jesus the Host (vv. 6-12). Our Lord’s first miracle 
was not a spectacular event that everybody witnessed. 
Mary, the disciples, and the servants knew what had 
happened, but nobody else at the feast had any idea 
that a miracle had taken place. His first miracle was a 
quiet event at a wedding in contrast to His last miracle 
recorded by John (John 11), a public event after a 
funeral. 

Each of the six stone waterpots could contain about 
twenty gallons each. However, we are not told that all 
of the available water in the jars turned into wine. Only 
that which the servants drew out and served was trans- 
formed into wine. The quality of this new wine was so 
superior that the man in charge of the banquet highly 
praised it, and, of course, the groom’s family basked in 
the glory of the compliments. 

The fact that this was “the beginning of miracles” 
automatically declares as false the stories about the mir- 
acles performed by Jesus when He was an infant or a 
young child. They are nothing but superstitious fables 
and ought to be rejected by anyone who accepts the 
authority of the Bible. 

The miracle did something for His disciples. It 
revealed His glory (John 1:14) and gave them a 
stronger foundation for their faith. Though miracles 
alone are insufficient evidence for declaring Jesus to be 
the Son of God (2 Thess. 2:9-10), the cumulative 
effect of miracle after miracle should certainly convince 
them of His deity. The disciples had to begin some- 
where, and over the months, their faith deepened as 
they got to know Jesus better. 

But there is certainly more to this miracle than sim- 
ply meeting a human need and saving a family from 
social embarrassment. The gospel of John, unlike the 
other three Gospels, seeks to share the inner meaning— 
the spiritual significance—of our Lord’s works, so that 
each miracle is a “sermon in action.” We must be care- 
ful not to “spiritualize” these events so that they lose 
their historical moorings, but, at the same time, we 
must not be so shackled to history that we are blind to 
(as A.T. Pierson used to say) “His story.” 

To begin with, the word John used in his book is 
not dunamis, which emphasizes power, but simeion, 
which means “a sign.” What is a sign? Something that 
points beyond itself to something greater. It was not 
enough for people to believe in Jesus’ works; they had 
to believe in Him and in the Father who sent Him 
(John 5:14-24). This explains why Jesus often added a 
sermon to the miracle and in that sermon interpreted 
the sign. In John 5, the healing of the paralytic on the 
Sabbath opened the way for a message on His deity, 
“the Lord of the Sabbath.” The feeding of the five 
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thousand (John 6) led naturally into a sermon on the 
Bread of Life. 

If our Lord had preached a sermon after He turned 
the water into wine, what might He have said? For one 
thing, He likely would have told the people that the 
world’s joy always runs out and cannot be regained, but 
the joy He gives is ever new and ever satisfying. (In the 
Scriptures, wine is a symbol of joy. See Judg. 9:13; Ps. 
104:15.) The world offers the best at the first, and 
then, once you are “hooked,” things start to get worse. 
But Jesus continues to offer that which is best until we 
one day enjoy the finest blessings in the eternal king- 
dom (Luke 22:18). 

But our Lord would certainly have a special message 
here for His people, Israel. In the Old Testament, the 
nation is pictured as “married” to God and unfaithful to 
her marriage covenant (Isa. 54:5; Jer. 31:32; Hos. 
2:2ff.). The wine ran out, and all Israel had left were six 
empty waterpots! They held water for external washings, 
but they could provide nothing for internal cleaning 
and joy. In this miracle, our Lord brought fullness 
where there was emptiness, joy where there was disap- 
pointment, and something internal for that which was 
only external (water for ceremonial washings). 

When John mentioned “the third day” (John 2:1), 
he may have been giving us a hint of our Lord’s resur- 
rection. All of these blessings are possible because of 
His sacrifice on the cross and His resurrection from the 
dead (John 2:19). 

Interestingly Moses’ first miracle was a plague— 
turning water into blood (Ex. 7:19ff.), which speaks of 
judgment. Our Lord’s first miracle spoke of grace. 

This miracle also presents a practical lesson in serv- 
ice for God. The water turned into wine because the 
servants cooperated with Jesus and obeyed His com- 
mands. Several of the signs in John’s gospel involve the 
cooperation of man and God: the feeding of the five 
thousand (John 6), the healing of the man born blind 
(John 9), and the raising of Lazarus (John 11). 
Whether we pass out bread, wash away mud, or roll 
away the stone, we are assisting Him in performing a 
miracle. 

It is significant that the servants knew the source of 
this special wine (John 2:9). When Jesus healed the 
nobleman’s son (John 4:46-54), it was the servants 
who were in on the secret. We are not just His servants; 
we are also His friends, and we know what He is doing 
John 15:15). 

Wine was the normal drink of the people in that 
day, and we must not use this miracle as an argument 
for the use of alcoholic beverages today. A man given to 
drink once said to me, “After all, Jesus turned water 
into wine!” 

My reply was, “If you use Jesus as your example for 
drinking, why don’t you follow His example in every- 
thing else?” Then I read Luke 22:18 to him. This verse 
clearly states that, in heaven now, Jesus is a teetotaler! 

Sincere Christians of our day consider such verses as 
1 Corinthians 8:9; 10:23, 31 before concluding that 
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the use of alcoholic beverages is a wise thing today. I 
am reminded of the story of the drunken coal miner 
who was converted and became a vocal witness for 
Christ. One of his friends tried to trap him by asking, 
“Do you believe that Jesus turned water into wine?” 

“T certainly do!” the believer replied. “In my home, 
He has turned wine into furniture, decent clothes, and 
food for my children!” 

Finally, it is worth noting that the Jews always 
diluted the wine with water, usually to the proportion 
of three parts water to one part wine. While the Bible 
does not command total abstinence, it certainly mag- 
nifies it and definitely warns against drunkenness. 


His Zeal (2:12-22) 

Jesus, His family, and His disciples remained in 
Capernaum a few days, and then He went to Jerusalem 
for the Passover feast. Each Jewish man was required to 
attend three annual feasts at the Holy City: Passover, 
Pentecost, and Tabernacles (Deut. 16:16). The feasts 
mentioned in the gospel of John are Passover (John 
2:13; 6:4; 12:1), Tabernacles (John 7:2), and 
Dedication (John 10:22). The unnamed feast in John 
5:1 may have been Purim (Est. 9:26, 31). 

Though He deliberately violated the man-made 
religious traditions of the Pharisees, our Lord obeyed 
the statutes of the law and was faithful to uphold the 
law. In His life and death, He fulfilled the law so that, 
today, believers are not burdened by that “yoke of 
bondage” (Acts 15:10). 

Jesus revealed His zeal for God first of all by cleans- 
ing the temple (John 2:13-17). The priests had 
established a lucrative business of exchanging foreign 
money for Jewish currency, and also selling the animals 
needed for the sacrifices. No doubt, this “religious mar- 
ket” began as a convenience for the Jews who came 
long distances to worship in the temple, but in due 
time the “convenience” became a business, not a min- 
istry. The tragedy is that this business was carried on in 
the court of the Gentiles in the temple, the place where 
the Jews should have been meeting the Gentiles and 
telling them about the one true God. Any Gentile 
searching for truth would not likely find it among the 
religious merchants in the temple. 

Our Lord suddenly appeared in the temple and 
cleaned house! He was careful not to destroy anyone’s 
property (He did not release the doves, for example), 
but He made it clear that He was in command. The 
temple was His Father’s house, and He would not have 
the religious leaders pollute it with their money-mak- 
ing enterprises. 

The condition of the temple was a vivid indication 
of the spiritual condition of the nation. Their religion 
was a dull routine, presided over by worldly minded 
men whose main desire was to exercise authority and 
get rich. Not only had the wine run out at the wedding 
feast but the glory had departed from the temple. 

When they saw His courageous zeal, the disciples 
remembered Psalm 69:9 “The zeal of [for] thine house 


hath eaten me up.” Psalm 69 is definitely a messianic 
psalm that is quoted several times in the New 
Testament: Psalm 69:4 (John 15:25); Psalm 69:8 (John 
7:3-5); Psalm 69:9 (John 2:17; Rom. 15:3); Psalm 
69:21 (Matt. 27:34, 48); and Psalm 69:22 (Rom. 
11:9-10). 

There was still a godly remnant in Israel who loved 
God and revered His temple (Luke 1:5-22; 2:25-38), 
but most religious leaders were false shepherds who 
exploited the people. When Jesus cleansed the temple, 
He “declared war” on the hypocritical religious leaders 
(Matt. 23), and this ultimately led to His death. 
Indeed, His zeal for God’s house did eat Him up! 

He also revealed His zeal by giving His life John 
2:18-22). It was logical for the religious leaders to ask 
Him to show the source of His authority. After all, 
they were the guardians of the Jewish faith, and they 
had a right to test any new prophet who appeared. 
“The Jews require a sign” (1 Cor. 1:22). Often, during 
His ministry, the leaders asked Jesus to give them a 
sign, and He refused to do so, except for the sign of 
Jonah (Matt. 12:39ff.). The “sign of Jonah” is death, 
burial, and resurrection. 

Jesus used the image of the temple to convey this 
truth. “Destroy this temple [My body], and in three 
days I will raise it up” (John 2:19). Being spiritually 
blind, those who heard misunderstood what He was 
saying. Throughout the gospel of John, you will find 
people misunderstanding spiritual truth and interpret- 
ing in material or physical terms (John 3:4; 4:11; 
6:52). Herod’s temple was started in 20 BC and not 
completed until AD 64. How could one man “raise it 
up” in three days? 

This statement was, of course, a prediction of His 
own death and resurrection, and His disciples remem- 
bered it after He was raised from the dead. But His 
enemies also remembered it and used it at His trial 
(Matt. 26:59-61), and some of the people mocked 
Him with it when He was dying on the cross (Matt. 
27:40). 

In writing this gospel, John included a number of 
vivid pictures of the death of the Savior. The first is the 
slaying of the Lamb in John 1:29, indicating that His 
death would be that of a substitute for sinners. The 
destroying of the temple is the second picture (John 
2:19), suggesting a violent death that would end in vic- 
torious resurrection. 

The third picture is that of the serpent lifted up 
(John 3:14), a reference to Numbers 21:5-9. The 
Savior would be made sin for us (1 Peter 2:24). His 
death would be voluntary (John 10:11-18): the 
Shepherd would lay down His life for the sheep. 
Finally, the planting of the seed (John 12:20-25) 
teaches that His death would produce fruit to the glory 
of God. His death and burial would look like failure, 
but in the end, God would bring victory. 

The temple was an important element of the Jewish 
faith, for in it God was supposed to dwell. All of the 
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tered in the temple. When Jesus suggested that their 
precious building would be destroyed, their angry reac- 
tion was predictable. After all, if His body is the 
temple, then the Jewish temple would be needed no 
more. In this cryptic statement, our Lord actually pre- 
dicted the end of the Jewish religious system. 

But that was one of the purposes John had in mind 
when he wrote his gospel: the legal system has ended, 
and “grace and truth” have come through Jesus Christ. 
He is the new sacrifice (John 1:29) and the new temple 
(John 2:19). John will tell us later that the new worship 
will depend on inward integrity, not outward geogra- 


phy (John 4:19-24). 


His Knowledge (2:23-25) 

While in Jerusalem for the Passover, Jesus performed 
miracles that are not given in detail in any of the 
Gospels. It must have been these signs that especially 
attracted Nicodemus (John 3:2). Because of the mira- 
cles, many people professed to believe in Him, but 
Jesus did not accept their profession. No matter what 
the people themselves said, or others said about them. 
He did not accept human testimony. Why? Because, 
being God, He knew what was in each person's heart 
and mind. 

The words believed in John 2:23 and commit in 
John 2:24 are the same Greek word. These people 
believed in Jesus, but He did not believe in them! They 
were “unsaved believers”! It was one thing to respond to 
a miracle but quite something else to commit oneself to 
Jesus Christ and continue in His Word (John 
8:30-31). 

John was not discrediting the importance of our 
Lord’s signs, because he wrote his book to record these 
signs and to encourage his readers to trust Jesus Christ 
and receive eternal life (John 20:30-31). However, 
throughout the book, John makes it clear that it takes 
more than believing in miracles for a person to be 
saved. Seeing the signs and believing in them would be 
a great beginning; in fact, even the disciples started that 
way and had to grow in their faith (compare John 2:11 
and 22). 

Throughout the gospel of John, you see the Jewish 
people divided over the meaning of these miracles 
(John 9:16; 11:45-46). The same miracles that 
attracted Nicodemus to Jesus caused some of the other 
religious leaders to want to kill Him! They even 
asserted that His miracles were done in the power of 
Satan! Our Lord’s miracles were testimonies (John 
5:36), giving evidence of His divine sonship, but they 
were also tests, exposing the hearts of the people (John 
12:37ff.). The same events that opened some eyes only 
made other eyes that much more blind (John 
9:39-41). 

It is important to see that Jesus tied His miracles to 
the truth of His message. He knew that the human 
heart is attracted to the sensational. The five thousand 
that He fed wanted to make Him King—until He 
preached a sermon on the Bread of Life, and then they 


235 


John 2—3 


left Him in droves! “Grace and truth came by Jesus 
Christ” (John 1:17). In grace, Jesus fed the hungry; in 
truth, He taught the Word. The people wanted the 
physical food but not the spiritual truth, so they aban- 
doned Him. 

“He knew what was in man” is a statement that is 
proved several times in John’s gospel. Jesus knew the 
character of Simon (John 1:42). He knew what 
Nathanael was like (John 1:46ff.), and He told the 
Samaritan woman “all things” that she had ever done 
(John 4:29). He knew that the Jewish leaders did not 
have God’s love in their hearts (John 5:42), and that 
one of His disciples was not truly a believer (John 
6:64). He saw the repentance in the heart of the adul- 
teress (John 8:10-11) and the murder in the hearts of 
His enemies (John 8:40ff.). Several times in the Upper 
Room message, Jesus revealed to His disciples their 
own inner feelings and questions. 

As you follow our Lord’s ministry in John’s gospel, 
you see Him moving gradually out of the bright light 
of popularity and into the dark shadows of rejection. 
At the beginning, it was easy for people to follow the 
crowd and watch His miracles. But then, His words 
began to penetrate hearts, with conviction following, 
and conviction leads either to conversion or opposi- 
tion. It is impossible to be neutral. People had to 
decide, and most of them decided against Him. 

Yes, Jesus knows the human heart. “Except ye see 
signs and wonders, ye will not believe” (John 4:48). 
People who want His works but not His Word can 
never share His life. “Seeing is believing” is not the 
Christian approach (John 11:40; 20:29). First we 
believe; then we see. Miracles can only lead us to the 
Word (John 5:36-38), and the Word generates saving 
faith (Rom. 10:17). 

Our Lord’s accurate knowledge of the human heart 
is another evidence of His deity, for only God can see 
the inner person. This brief paragraph prepares us for 
the important interview with Nicodemus recorded in 
the next chapter. Note the repetition of the word man 
from John 2:25 to 3:1. Nicodemus wanted to learn 
more about Jesus, but he ended up learning more 
about himself! 


CHAPTER THREE 
John 3 


A MATTER OF LIFE AND DEATH 


ot only was Benjamin Franklin a great statesman 
N and inventor, but he was also a great correspon- 
dent and received letters from famous people 
from all over the world. One day he received what 
could well have been the most important letter ever to 
come to his desk. It was from the well-known British 
preacher George Whitefield. 
“I find that you grow more and more famous in the 
learned world,” Whitefield wrote. “As you have made 
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such progress in investigating the mysteries of electric- 
ity, I now humbly urge you to give diligent heed to the 
mystery of the new birth. It is a most important and 
interesting study and, when mastered, will richly repay 
you for your pains.” 

The new birth is one of the key topics in John 3. In 
addition, in this chapter we see Jesus Christ in three 
different roles: the Teacher (John 3:1-21), the 
Bridegroom (John 3:22-30), and the Witness (John 
3:31-36). 


Jesus Christ the Teacher (3:1-21) 

We have already noted the connection between John 
2:23-25 and 3:1. Nicodemus was initially attracted to 
Jesus because of the miracles He did. He wanted to 
know more about Jesus and the doctrines that He 
taught. Nicodemus himself was “the teacher of the 
Jews” (John 3:10, literal translation), and he had great 
respect for the Teacher from Galilee. 

Nicodemus was a Pharisee, which meant he lived by 
the strictest possible religious rules. Not all of the 
Pharisees were hypocrites (as one may infer from Jesus’ 
comments recorded in Matt. 23), and evidence indi- 
cates that Nicodemus was deeply sincere in his quest 
for truth. He came to Jesus by night, not because he 
was afraid of being seen, but most likely because he 
wanted to have a quiet uninterrupted conversation 
with the new Teacher “come from God.” The fact that 
Nicodemus used the plural pronoun “we,” and Jesus 
responded with the plural “ye” (John 3:7) may indicate 
that Nicodemus was representing the religious leaders. 
He was a man of high moral character, deep religious 
hunger, and yet profound spiritual blindness. 

In order to instruct Nicodemus in the basics of sal- 
vation, our Lord used four quite different illustrations. 

Birth (vv. 1-7). Our Lord began with that which 
was familiar, birth being a universal experience. The 
word translated “again” also means “from above.” 
Though all human beings have experienced natural 
birth on earth, if they expect to go to heaven, they 
must experience a supernatural spiritual birth from 
above. 

Once again, we meet with the blindness of sinners: 
this well-educated religious leader, Nicodemus, did not 
understand what the Savior was talking about! Jesus 
was speaking about a spiritual birth, but Nicodemus 
thought only of a physical birth. The situation is no 
different today. When you talk with people about 
being born again, they often begin to discuss their fam- 
ily’s religious heritage, their church membership, 
religious ceremonies, and so on. 

Being a patient teacher, our Lord picked up on 
Nicodemus’s words and further explained the new 
birth. To be “born of water” is to be born physically 
(“enter a second time into his mother’s womb”) but to 
be born again means to be born of the Spirit. Just as 
there are two parents for physical birth, so there are two 
“parents” for spiritual birth: the Spirit of God (John 
3:5) and the Word of God (James 1:18; 1 Peter 


1:23-25). The Spirit of God takes the Word of God 
and, when the sinner believes, imparts the life of God. 

Jesus was not teaching that the new birth comes 
through water baptism. In the New Testament, bap- 
tism is connected with death, not birth, and no amount 
of physical water can effect a spiritual change in a per- 
son. The emphasis in John 3:14-21 is on believing, 
because salvation comes through faith (Eph. 2:8-9). 
The evidence of salvation is the witness of the Spirit 
within (Rom. 8:9), and the Spirit enters your life when 
you believe (Acts 10:43-48; Eph. 1:13-14). 

Water baptism is certainly a part of our obedience 
to Christ and our witness for Christ (Matt. 28:18—20; 
Acts 2:41). But it must not be made an essential for sal- 
vation; otherwise, none of the Old Testament saints 
was ever saved, nor was the thief on the cross (Luke 
23:39-43). In every age, there has been but one way of 
salvation—faith in God’s promise—though the out- 
ward evidence of that faith has changed from age to age. 

Human birth involves travail (John 16:21), and so 
does the birth from above. Our Savior had to travail on 
the cross so that we might become members of the 
family of God (Isa. 53:11). Concerned believers have 
to travail in prayer and witness as they seek to lead sin- 
ners to Christ (1 Cor. 4:15; Gal. 4:19). 

The child inherits the nature of the parents, and so 
does the child of God. We become “partakers of the 
divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4). Nature determines 
appetite, which explains why the Christian has an 
appetite for the things of God (1 Peter 2:2-3). He has 
no desire to go back to the foul things of the world that 
once appealed to him (2 Peter 2:20-22). He feeds on 
the Word of God and grows into spiritual maturity 
(Heb. 5:11-14). 

Of course, birth involves life, and spiritual birth 
from above involves God’ life. John uses the word Jife 
thirty-six times in his gospel. The opposite of life is 
death, and the person who has not believed on Jesus 
Christ does not have God’s life, eternal life, abundant 
life. You do not manufacture Christians any more than 
you manufacture babies! The only way to enter God’s 
family is through the new birth (John 1:11-13). 

Birth involves a future, and we are “born again to a 
living hope” (1 Peter 1:3 NasB). A newborn baby can- 
not be arrested because he or she has no past! When 
you are born again into God’s family, your sins are for- 
given and forgotten, and your future is bright with a 
living hope. 

Nicodemus must have had a surprised and yet 
bewildered look on his face, for the Lord had to say, 
“You must not be surprised that I told you that all of 
you must be born again” (John 3:7 pH). But 
Nicodemus was born a Jew! He was a part of God’s 
covenant people (Rom. 9:4-5)! Certainly his birth was 
better than that of a Gentile or a Samaritan! And his 
life was exemplary, for he was a faithful Pharisee! He 
could well understand Jesus telling the Romans that 
they had to be born again, but certainly not the Jews! 

The wind (vv. 8-13). It is likely that the evening 
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wind was blowing just then as Nicodemus and Jesus sat 
on the housetop conversing. The word wind in both 
Hebrew and Greek can also be translated “spirit.” One 
of the symbols of the Spirit of God in the Bible is the 
wind or breath (Job 33:4; John 20:22; Acts 2:2). Like 
the wind, the Spirit is invisible but powerful, and you 
cannot explain or predict the movements of the wind. 

When Jesus used this symbol, Nicodemus should 
have readily remembered Ezekiel 37:1-14. The 
prophet saw a valley full of dead bones, but when he 
prophesied to the wind, the Spirit came and gave the 
bones life. Again, it was the combination of the Spirit 
of God and the Word of God that gave life. The nation 
of Israel (including Nicodemus and his fellow council 
members) was dead and hopeless, but in spite of the 
morality and religion of the people, they needed the life 
of the Spirit. 

The new birth from above is a necessity (“Ye must 
be born again”), but it is also a mystery. Everyone who 
is born of the Spirit is like the wind: you cannot fully 
explain or predict either the wind or the child of God! 
For that matter, human birth is still a mystery, in spite 
of all that we know about anatomy and physiology. 
Each new life is exciting and different. 

Nicodemus came “by night,” and he was still in the 
dark! He could not understand the new birth even after 
Jesus had explained it to him. Our Lord stated clearly 
that Nicodemus’ knowledge of the Old Testament 
should have given him the light he needed (John 3:10). 
Alas, “the teacher of the Jews” knew the facts recorded 
in the Scriptures, but he could not understand the 
truths. 

What was the problem? For one thing, the religious 
leaders would not submit to the authority of Christ’s 
witness (John 3:11). We will see this “authority con- 
flict” increase as we continue in our studies. The 
religious leaders claimed to believe Moses, yet they 
could not believe Jesus (John 5:37—47). The Pharisees 
were more concerned about the praise of men than the 
praise of God (John 12:37-50). 

“I have used earthly illustrations,” said Jesus, “and 
you cannot understand. If I began to share the deep 
spiritual truths, you still would not believe” (John 
3:12). 

The serpent on the pole (vv. 14-18). The story in 
Numbers 21:4-9 was certainly familiar to Nicodemus. 
It is a story of sin, for the nation rebelled against God 
and had to be punished. God sent fiery serpents that 
bit the people so that many died. It is also a story of 
grace, for Moses interceded for the people and God 
provided a remedy. He told Moses to make a brass ser- 
pent and lift it up on a pole for all to see. Any stricken 
person who looked at the serpent would immediately 
be healed. So, it is also a story of faith: when the peo- 
ple looked by faith, they were saved. 

The verb /ifted up has a dual meaning: to be cruci- 
fied (John 8:28; 12:32-34) and to be glorified and 
exalted. In his gospel, John points out that our Lord’s 
crucifixion was actually the means of His glorification 
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(John 12:23ff). The cross was not the end of His glory; 
it was the means of His glory (Acts 2:33). 

Much as the serpent was lifted up on that pole, so 
the Son of God would be lifted up on a cross. Why? 
To save us from sin and death. In the camp of Israel, 
the solution to the “serpent problem” was not in 
killing the serpents, making medicine, pretending they 
were not there, passing antiserpent laws, or climbing 
the pole. The answer was in looking by faith at the 
uplifted serpent. 

The whole world has been bitten by sin, and “the 
wages of sin is death’ (Rom. 6:23). God sent His Son 
to die, not only for Israel, but for a whole world. How 
is a person born from above? How is he or she saved 
from eternal perishing? By believing on Jesus Christ; by 
looking to Him in faith. 

On January 6, 1850, a snowstorm almost crippled 
the city of Colchester, England, and a teenage boy was 
unable to get to the church he usually attended. So he 
made his way to a nearby Primitive Methodist chapel, 
where an ill-prepared layman was substituting for the 
absent preacher. His text was Isaiah 45:22—“Look 
unto me, and be ye saved, all the ends of the earth.” For 
many months this young teenager had been miserable 
and under deep conviction, but though he had been 
reared in church (both his father and grandfather were 
preachers), he did not have the assurance of salvation. 

The unprepared substitute minister did not have 
much to say, so he kept repeating the text. “A man need 
not go to college to learn to look,” he shouted. 
“Anyone can look—a child can look!” About that time, 
he saw the visitor sitting to one side, and he pointed at 
him and said, “Young man, you look very miserable. 
Young man, look to Jesus Christ!” 

The young man did look by faith, and that was 
how the great preacher Charles Haddon Spurgeon 
was converted. 

The difference between perishing and living, and 
between condemnation and salvation, is faith in Jesus 
Christ. Jesus could well have come to this world as a 
judge and destroyed every rebellious sinner, but in love, 
He came to this world as our Savior, and He died for us 
on the cross! He became the “uplifted serpent.” The ser- 
pent in Moses’ day brought physical life to dying Jews, 
but Jesus Christ gives eternal life to anyone who trusts 
Him. He has salvation for a whole world! 

Light and darkness (vv. 19-21). This is one of the 
major images used in this gospel (John 1:4-13). Why 
will sinners not come into the “light of life”? Because 
they love the darkness! They want to persist in their evil 
deeds, and this keeps them from coming to the light, 
for the closer the sinner gets to the light, the more his 
sins are exposed. It is not “intellectual problems” that 
keep people from trusting Christ; it is the moral and 
spiritual blindness that keeps them loving the darkness 
and hating the light. 

Please note that Nicodemus finally did “come to 
the light.” He was in the “midnight of confusion” 
(John 3:1-21), but eventually he came out into the 
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“sunlight of confession” when he identified with Christ 
at Calvary (John 19:38-42). He realized that the 
uplifted Savior was indeed the Son of God. 


Jesus the Bridegroom (3:22-30) 

Until John the Baptist was arrested by Herod and put 
into prison, his ministry overlapped that of the Lord 
Jesus. John did not want anyone to follow him; his 
ministry was to point to the Lamb of God and urge 
people to trust Him. But when two popular preachers 
are involved in similar work, it is easy for both friends 
and enemies to get caught up in competition and 
comparison. 

It appears that some of John’s disciples started the 
argument. It began on doctrinal grounds—the matter 
of purifying—but soon moved to personal grounds. In 
John 3:25, some manuscripts read “a Jew” instead of 
“the Jews.” Could this unnamed Jew have possibly 
been Nicodemus? We cannot say, but it is a possibility. 

The matter of purifying was important to the Jews 
(Mark 7:1-23). Under the Old Testament law, it was 
necessary for them to keep themselves ceremonially 
clean if they were to serve God and please Him. 
Unfortunately, the Pharisees added so many extra tra- 
ditions to the law that the observing of it became a 
burden. 

Without realizing it, John’s disciples were putting 
him into a situation of competing against the Lord 
Jesus! “All men come to him!” (John 3:26) sounds like 
a wail of despair. It is interesting to note that four of 
the greatest men in the Bible faced this problem of 
comparison and competition: Moses (Num. 
11:26-30), John the Baptist (John 3:26-30), Jesus 
(Luke 9:46-50), and Paul (Phil. 1:15-18). A leader 
often suffers more from his zealous disciples than from 
his critics! 

How did John the Baptist handle this controversy? 
To begin with, he stated a conviction: all ministry and 
blessing come from God, so there can be no competi- 
tion (John 3:27). Paul would have agreed with this (1 
Cor. 3:1-9; 4:1-7). Our gifts and opportunities come 
from God, and He alone must get the glory. 

Then John used a beautiful illustration. He com- 
pared Jesus to the bridegroom and himself only to the 
best man (John 3:29). Once the bridegroom and bride 
had been brought together, the work of the best man 
was completed. What a foolish thing it would be for 
the best man to try to “upstage” the bridegroom and 
take his place. John’s joy was to hear the voice of the 
Bridegroom and know that He had claimed His bride. 

Even before his birth, John the Baptist rejoiced in 
the Lord (Luke 1:44). John was content to be the voice 
announcing Jesus to be the Word (John 1:23). Jesus 
was the Light, and John the Baptist was the witness 
pointing to the Light (John 1:6-8). 

Often press releases and book reviews cross my 
desk, along with conference folders, and at times I am 
perturbed by what I read. Very few speakers and writ- 
ers are ordinary people. They are “world travelers” or 


“noted lecturers” who have addressed “huge audi- 
ences.” They are always in “great demand,” and their 
ministries are described in such ways that they make 
the apostle Paul a midget by comparison. 

A Presbyterian pastor in Melbourne, Australia 
introduced J. Hudson Taylor by using many superla- 
tives, especially the word great. Taylor stepped to the 
pulpit and quietly said, “Dear friends, I am the little 
servant of an illustrious Master.” If John the Baptist in 
heaven heard that statement, he must have shouted 
“Hallelujah!” 

The image of the Bridegroom would have been sig- 
nificant to the Jewish people, for Jehovah had a 
“marriage covenant” with the nation (Isa. 54:5; 62:4ff.; 
Jer. 2:2; 3:20; Ezek. 16:8; Hos. 2:19ff.). Alas, Israel had 
been unfaithful to her vows, and God had to put her 
away temporarily. Today, God is calling out a people 
for His name, the church, the bride of Christ (2 Cor. 
11:1-3; Eph. 5:22-33). One day the Bridegroom will 
come to claim His bride and take her to her home in 
heaven (Rev. 19:6-9; 21:9ff.). 

The word must is used in three significant ways in 
this chapter. There is the “must” of the sinner (John 
3:7), the “must” of the Savior (John 3:14), and the 
“must” of the servant (John 3:30). 


Jesus the Witness (3:31-36) 

Bible scholars do not agree as to who is speaking in 
John 3:31-36, John the apostle or John the Baptist. 
For that matter, some students believe that John 
3:16-21 came from the apostle John and not the Lord 
Jesus. There were no quotation marks in early manu- 
scripts, but since all Scripture is inspired, it really 
makes little difference who said the words. 

The emphasis in this paragraph is on witness (“tes- 
timony”), one of the key subjects in John’s gospel. 
The Greek word translated “witness” or “testimony” is 
used forty-seven times. John bore witness to Jesus 
John 1:7; 5:33), but Jesus was also a witness to the 
truth. Why should we heed His witness? For several 
reasons. 

He came from heaven (v. 31). He was not simply 
called from heaven, or empowered by heaven; He came 
from heaven. It was this claim that the Jews disputed, 
because they knew it was His claim that He was God 
(John 6:38-42). John the Baptist certainly was not 
“from above,” nor did he claim to be. No earthly mes- 
senger of God came “from above.” Only Jesus Christ 
can make that claim and prove it to be true. 

Since Jesus came from heaven, He represents the 
Father; and to reject His witness is to reject the Father 
(John 5:23). We know that His witness is true because 
He is the true God. We can trust it and rely on it. 

It comes from Him firsthand (vv. 32-33). He 
shares what He has seen and heard from the Father 
John 8:38). Those who receive His witness and act on 
it know by personal experience that His witness is true 
(John 7:17). Our Lord’s teachings are not to be studied 
intellectually, separated from everyday life. It is when 
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we obey His Word and put it into practice that we see 
its truth and experience its power. 

The Father has authorized His Son (vv. 34—35). 
God sent Him (another key theme in John’s gospel); 
God gave Him the Word; God gave Him the Spirit; 
and God gave Him all things (John 13:3). What a 
commissioning! To reject the Son’s witness is to rebel 
against the highest authority in the universe. 

We usually think of God’s love for a lost world 
John 3:16), but John reminds us of the Father’s love 
for His Son. Jesus is the Father’s “beloved Son” (Matt. 
3:17; Mark 1:11; Luke 3:22). Because the Father loves 
the Son, He has given Him all things, and He shows 
Him all things (John 5:20). It is a love that can hold 
nothing back. 

Therefore, when we receive His witness, we share in 
His love and His wealth. To reject Christ’s witness is to 
sin against love and light. No wonder our Lord wept 
over the city of Jerusalem (Matt. 23:37-39). They had 
rejected His witness—both His messages and His mir- 
acles—and their rejection led to judgment. 

We might escape the wrath of God (v. 36). This 
is the only place in any of John’s epistles or his gospel 
that he uses the word wrath. (He uses it six times in the 
book of Revelation.) This verse parallels John 3:18 and 
makes it clear that there can be no neutrality when it 
comes to the witness of Jesus Christ: we either trust 
Him or we reject Him. 

“Everlasting life” does not simply mean eternity in 
heaven. The believer possesses that life right now! It is 
the life of God in the believer. The opposite of eternal 
life is eternal death, the wrath of God. A person does 
not have to die and go to hell to be under the wrath of 
God. “He that believeth not is condemned already” 
(John 3:18). The verdict has already been given, but 
the sentence has not yet been executed. Why? Because 
God is patient and long suffering, and continues to call 
sinners to repentance (2 Peter 3:9). 

As you review John 3, you can see that the apostle 
John is emphasizing a personal relationship with Jesus 
Christ. 

It is a Living relationship that begins with the new 
birth, the birth from above. When we receive Jesus 
Christ into our lives, we share His very life and become 
children in the family of God. 

It is also a loving relationship, for He is the 
Bridegroom and we are a part of the bride. Like John 
the Baptist, we desire that Jesus Christ increase as we 
decrease. He must receive all the honor and glory. 

It is a learning relationship, for He is the faithful 
Witness who shares God’s truth with us. What a 
delight it is to receive His Word, meditate on it, and 
make it part of our very lives. 

But we must never forget the cost of these blessings. 
For us to be born into God’s family, Jesus Christ had to 
die. For us to enter into the loving relationship of salva- 
tion, He had to endure the hatred and condemnation of 
men. He had to be lifted up on the cross so that we 
might experience forgiveness and eternal life. 
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May we never take this for granted! 
“He must increase, but I must decrease” (John 


3:30). 


CHAPTER FOUR 
John 4 


THE BAD SAMARITAN 


n John 4, our Lord ministers to a variety of people: 
the sinful Samaritan woman, His own disciples, the 
many Samaritans who trusted in Him, and finally, a 
nobleman and his household. What did these have in 
common? Faith in Jesus Christ. John was fulfilling the 
purpose of his gospel in showing his readers how vari- 
ous kinds and classes of people came to believe in Jesus 
as the Son of God. 

Let’s meet these various persons and discover how 
their faith began, how it grew, and what it did for 
them and for others. 


The Samaritan Woman (4:1-30) 

Because the Pharisees were trying to incite competition 
between Jesus and John the Baptist (John 3:25-30), 
Jesus left Judea and started north for Galilee. He could 
have taken one of three possible routes: along the coast, 
across the Jordan and up through Perea, or straight 
through Samaria. Orthodox Jews avoided Samaria 
because there was a longstanding, deep-seated hatred 
between them and the Samaritans. 

The Samaritans were a mixed race, part Jew and 
part Gentile, that grew out of the Assyrian captivity of 
the ten northern tribes in 727 BC. Rejected by the Jews 
because they could not prove their genealogy, the 
Samaritans established their own temple and religious 
services on Mount Gerizim. This only fanned the fires 
of prejudice. So intense was their dislike of the 
Samaritans that some of the Pharisees prayed that no 
Samaritan would be raised in the resurrection! When 
His enemies wanted to call Jesus an insulting name, 
they called Him a Samaritan (John 8:48). 

Because He was on a divinely appointed schedule, 
it was necessary that Jesus go through Samaria. Why? 
Because He would meet a woman there and lead her 
into saving faith, the kind of true faith that would 
affect an entire village. Our Lord was no respecter of 
persons. Earlier, He counseled a moral Jewish man 
John 3), and now He would witness to an immoral 
Samaritan woman! 

He arrived at Jacob’s well at six o'clock in the 
evening, the usual time for women to come for water. 
The disciples went to the nearby town for food while 
Jesus deliberately waited at the well. He was weary, 
hungry, and thirsty. John not only presents Jesus as the 
Son of God but also as true man. Our Lord entered 
into all the normal experiences of our lives and is able 
to identify with us in each of them. 

As you read our Lord’s interview with this woman, 
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notice how her knowledge of Jesus increases until she 
acknowledges that He is the Christ. There were four 
stages in this experience. 

He is “a Jew” (vv. 7-10). In that day, it was not 
considered proper for any man, especially a rabbi, to 
speak in public to a strange woman (John 4:27). But 
our Lord set social customs aside because a soul’s eter- 
nal salvation was at stake. It certainly surprised her 
when He asked for a drink of water. She surmised that 
He was a Jewish rabbi, and perhaps she tried to “read 
between the lines” to find another meaning to His 
request. What was He really seeking? 

The information in John’s parenthesis at the end of 
John 4:9 was for the benefit of his Gentile readers. 
Since the disciples had gone into the city to purchase 
food, it is obvious that the Jews did have some “deal- 
ings” with the Samaritans, so John was not trying to 
exaggerate. The phrase can be translated “ask no favors 
from the Samaritans” or “use no vessels in common 
with the Samaritans.” Why would Jesus, a Jew, want to 
use her “polluted” vessel to get a drink of water? 

Of course, our Lord’s request was simply a way to 
open the conversation and share with her the truth 
about “living water.” Whenever He witnessed to peo- 
ple, Jesus did not use a “sales talk” that He adapted to 
meet every situation. To Nicodemus, He spoke about 
new birth, but to this woman, He spoke about living 
water. 

Jesus pointed out to her that she was ignorant of 
three important facts: who He was, what He had to 
offer, and how she could receive it. Here was eternal 
God speaking to her, offering her eternal life! The 
Samaritans were as blind as the Jews (John 1:26). But 
our Lord’s words had aroused her interest, so she pur- 
sued the conversation. 

“Greater than Jacob” (vv. 11-15). Jesus was 
speaking about spiritual water, but she interpreted His 
words to mean literal water. Again, we see how easily 
people confuse the material and the spiritual. 
Furthermore, this woman was concerned about how 
He would obtain this water, instead of simply asking 
Him to give her a drink of it. 

Of course Jesus is greater than Jacob—and greater 
than the well itself! To paraphrase His reply: 
“Whosoever continues to drink of this material water 
(or anything the world has to offer) will thirst again. 
But whosoever takes one drink of the water I give will 
never thirst again” (see John 4:13-14). How true it is 
that the things of this world never completely satisfy. In 
hell today, people are crying, “I thirst!” 

We have noted before that Afè is one of John’s key 
concepts. He uses the word at least thirty-six times. 
Campbell Morgan has pointed out that mankind needs 
air, water, and food in order to have life. (We might 
also add that he needs light.) All of these are provided 
in Jesus Christ. He provides the “breath” (Spirit) of 
God (John 3:8; 20:22). He is the Bread of Life (John 
6:48) and the Light of Life (John 1:4-5), and He gives 


us the water of life. 


The womans immediate response was to ask for 
this gift, but she did not know what she was saying. 
The seed of the Word fell on shallow soil, and the 
shoots that sprang up had no root (Matt. 13:20-21). 
She had made progress, but she still had a long way to 
go, so Jesus patiently dealt with her. 

“A prophet” (vv. 16-24). The only way to prepare 
the soil of the heart for the seed is to plow it up with 
conviction. That was why Jesus told her to go get her 
husband: He forced her to admit her sin. There can be 
no conversion without conviction. There must first be 
conviction and repentance, and then there can be sav- 
ing faith. Jesus had aroused her mind and stirred her 
emotions, but He also had to touch her conscience, 
and that meant dealing with her sin. 

“I have no husband” was the shortest statement she 
made during the entire conversation! Why? Because 
now she was under conviction and her “mouth was 
stopped” (Rom. 3:19). But this was the best thing that 
could have happened to her! 

However, instead of listening to Jesus, she tried to 
get Him on a “detour” by discussing the differences 
between the Jewish and the Samaritan religions. It is 
much more comfortable to discuss religion than to face 
one’s sins! However, Jesus once again revealed her spir- 
itual ignorance: she did not know who to worship, 
where to worship, or how to worship! He made it clear 
that all religions are not equally acceptable before God, 
that some worshippers act in ignorance and unbelief. 

The only faith that God will accept is that which 
came through the Jews. The Bible is of Jewish origin, 
and our Savior was a Jew. The first Christians were 
Jews. A religious worker in an airport told me that the 
world’s deliverer came from Korea, but Jesus said, 
“Salvation is of the Jews.” Only those who have the 
indwelling Holy Spirit, and who obey the truth, can 
worship God acceptably. 

It was a devastating statement to say that worship 
would no longer be limited to the Jewish temple. This 
ties in with John 2:19-21 and also Stephen's statement 
in Acts 7:48-50. John’s gospel clearly reveals that there 
is a new sacrifice (John 1:29), a new temple (John 
2:19-21; 4:20-24), a new birth (John 3:1-7), and a 
new water (John 4:11). Jews reading this gospel should 
realize that God has established in Jesus Christ a whole 
new economy. The old covenant law has been fulfilled 
and set aside. 

“The Christ” (vv. 25-30). In spite of her igno- 
rance, there was one truth this woman did know: the 
Messiah was coming and would reveal the secrets of 
hearts. Where did she learn this truth? We do not 
know, but that seed had lain buried in her heart until 
that very hour, and now it was going to bear fruit. Our 
Lord’s response to her statement was, literally, “I that 
speak to thee, I am!” He dared to utter the holy name 
of God! 

At this point, the woman put her faith in Jesus Christ 
and was converted. Immediately she wanted to share her 
faith with others, so she went into the village and told 
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the men she had met the Christ. When you consider 
how little spiritual truth this woman knew, her zeal and 
witness put us to shame. But God used her simple testi- 
mony, and many of the people came out to the well to 
meet Jesus. The rabbis said, “It is better that the words 
of the law be burned than be delivered to a woman!” But 
Jesus did not agree with that narrow prejudice. 

Why did she leave her waterpot when she hurried 
into the city? For one thing, she had the living water 
within and was now satisfied. Also, she intended to 
come back, and perhaps in the interim, the disciples 
and Jesus could use the vessel to satisfy their thirst. 
Gone were the racial barriers and battles that had 
existed before! They were all one in faith and love! 

This woman did not come to faith in Christ imme- 
diately. Jesus was patient with her, and in this, He sets 
a good example for us in our own personal work. 
Certainly she was the least likely prospect for salvation, 
yet God used her to win almost an entire village! 


The Disciples (4:31-38) 

When the disciples returned from obtaining food, they 
were shocked that Jesus was conversing with a woman, 
and especially a Samaritan, but they did not interrupt. 
They were learning that their Master knew what He 
was doing and did not need their counsel. But, after 
the woman left, they urged Jesus to share the meal with 
them, because they knew that He was hungry. 

“I have food to eat that ye know not of” was His 
reply, and, as usual, they did not understand it. They 
thought He was speaking of literal food, and they won- 
dered where He got it. Then He explained that doing 
the Fathers will—in this case, leading the woman to 
salvation—was true nourishment for His soul. The dis- 
ciples were satisfied with bread, but He was satisfied 
with accomplishing the Father’s work. 

“Seek your life’s nourishment in your life’s work,” 
said Phillips Brooks. The will of God ought to be a 
source of strength and satisfaction to the child of God, 
just as if he sat down to a sumptuous feast. If what we 
are doing tears us down instead of builds us up, then 
we may well question whether it is the will of God for 
us. 

Our Lord did not look on the Father’s will as a 
heavy burden or a distasteful task. He viewed His work 
as the very nourishment of His soul. Doing the Father’s 
will fed Him and satisfied Him inwardly. “I delight to 
do thy will, O my God: yea, thy law is within my 
heart” (Ps. 40:8). The Samaritan woman was now 
doing the Father’s will and finding excitement and 
enrichment in it. 

Jesus then changed the image from that of food to 
that of the harvest, which is the source of the food. He 
quoted the familiar Jewish proverb about waiting for 
the harvest, and then pointed to the villagers even then 
coming out to the well to meet Him, thanks to the wit- 
ness of the woman. The disciples went into the village 
to get food for themselves, but they did no evangeliz- 
ing. The woman took their place! 
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The image of the harvest is a familiar one in the 
Bible and is often applied to the ministry of winning 
lost souls. Both the parable of the sower and the para- 
ble of the tares (Matt. 13:1-30) relate to this theme, 
and Paul used it in his letters (Rom. 1:13; 1 Cor. 3:6-9; 
Gal. 6:9). We plant the seed of God’s Word in the 
hearts of people who hear it, and we seek to cultivate 
that seed by our love and prayers. In due time, that 
seed may bear fruit to the glory of God. 

No doubt the disciples had said, as they approached 
the city of Sychar, “There can be no harvest here! These 
people despise us Jews and would have no use for our 
message.” But just the opposite was true: the harvest 
was ready and only needed faithful workers to claim it. 
For some reason, when it comes to witnessing for 
Christ, it is always the wrong time and the wrong place! 
It takes faith to sow the seed, and we must do it even 
when the circumstances look discouraging. Read 
Ecclesiastes 11:4 and take it to heart! 

There is no competition in the Lord’s harvest. Each 
of us has an assigned task and we are all a part of each 
other's labors (1 Cor. 3:6-9). One sows, one reaps, but 
each worker gets his honest reward for the work he has 
done. 

John 4:38 indicates that others had labored in 
Samaria and had prepared the way for this harvest. We 
do not know who these faithful workers were, nor do 
we need to know, for God will reward them. Perhaps 
some of these people had heard John the Baptist 
preach, or perhaps some of John’s followers had 
reached into this difficult field. Some archeologists 
have located “Aenon near Salim” where John baptized 
(John 3:23) near the biblical Shechem, which is close 
to Sychar and Jacob’s well. If this is the case, then John 
the Baptist prepared the soil and planted the seed, and 
Jesus and the disciples reaped the harvest. Of course, 
the woman herself planted some of the seed through 
her witness to the men. 

The disciples were learning a valuable lesson that 
would encourage them in the years to come. They were 
not alone in the work of the Lord, and they must never 
look on any opportunity for witness as wasted time and 
energy. It takes faith to plow the soil and plant the seed, 
but God has promised a harvest (Ps. 126:5-6; Gal. 
6:9). In a few years, Peter and John would participate 
in another harvest among the Samaritans (Acts 
8:5-25). Those who sow may not see the harvest, but 
those who reap will see it and give thanks for the faith- 
ful labors of the sowers. 

The Greek word translated “labor” in John 4:38 is 
translated “wearied” in John 4:6. Sowing, cultivating, 
and harvesting are difficult tasks, not only in the phys- 
ical realm, but also in the spiritual. There is no place in 
the harvest for lazy people. The work is too difficult 
and the laborers are too few. 


The Samaritans (4:39-42) 
Many of the Samaritans believed because of the testi- 
mony of the woman, and then many more believed 
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when they heard Jesus personally. So excited were they 
about Him that they begged Him to stay with them, 
and He stayed for two days. During that short time, 
His word produced fruit in their lives. 

It is important that new converts be grounded in 
the Word—the Bible. These Samaritans began their 
spiritual walk by trusting in what the woman said, 
but they soon learned to trust the Word taught by 
the Savior. Theirs was no “secondhand” salvation. 
They knew that they were saved because they had 
believed His message. “Now we know!” was their 
happy testimony. 

You would have thought that these Samaritans 
would have been narrow in their faith, seeing Jesus as 
the Savior of the Jews and the Samaritans. But they 
declared that He was “the Savior of the world” (John 
4:42). They had been converted only a few days, but 
they already had a missionary vision! In fact, their 
vision was wider than that of the apostles! 

It is interesting to trace our Lord’s movements that 
brought Him to Samaria. He was in Jerusalem (John 
2:23) and then came into Judea (John 3:22). From 
Judea He went into Samaria (John 4:4), and the 
Samaritans declared Him to be “the Savior of the 
world.” This is a perfect parallel to Acts 1:8—“And ye 
shall be witnesses unto me both in Jerusalem, and in all 
Judea, and in Samaria, and unto the uttermost part of 
the earth.” Our Lord has set the example. If we follow, 
He will give us the harvest. 

This unnamed Samaritan woman was a fruitful 
believer: she bore fruit (“many believed”), more fruit 
(“many more believed”), and today continues to bear 
“much fruit” to the glory of God (see John 15:1-5). 
Nobody knows how many lost sinners have come to 
the Savior because of the witness of this woman 


recorded in John 4. 


The Nobleman (4:43-54) 
Our Lord continued His journey to Galilee (John 4:3) 
and came again to Cana. Galilee was known as “Galil 
ha goyim—Galilee of the Gentiles.” Apparently Jesus 
had detected in Judea (His own country) the increasing 
hostility of the religious leaders, though the real oppo- 
sition would not yet appear for some months. Our 
Lord was really never identified with Judea even 
though He had been born in Bethlehem. He was 
known as the prophet from Galilee (Matt. 21:11; John 
7:52). Jesus knew that the public response to His min- 
istry in Jerusalem had been insincere and shallow (John 
2:23-25), and that it was not honoring to Him at all. 
Why did Jesus return to Cana? Perhaps He wanted 
to cultivate the “seed” He had planted there when He 
attended the wedding feast. Nathanael came from 
Cana, so perhaps there was a personal reason for this 
visit. Jesus was met at Cana by a nobleman from 
Capernaum, some twenty miles away. The man had 
heard about His miracles and came all that distance to 
intercede for his son, who was dying. The first miracle 
at Cana came at the request of His mother (John 


2:1-5), and this second miracle at Cana at the request 
of a father (John 4:47). 

Was this man a Jew or a Gentile? We do not know. 
Nor do we know his exact position in the government. 
He may have been a member of Herod’s court, but 
whatever his national or social standing, he was clearly 
at his wit’s end and desperately needed the help of the 
Savior. He “kept beseeching him” to travel to 
Capernaum to heal his son. 

John 4:48 was not a rebuke of this nobleman. 
Rather, it was our Lord’s lament at the spiritual condi- 
tion of the people in general, both in Judea and Galilee. 
“Seeing is believing” has always been the “pragmatic” 
philosophy of the lost world, even the religious world. 
The nobleman believed that Jesus could heal his son, 
but he made two mistakes in his thinking: that Jesus 
had to go to Capernaum to save the lad, and that if the 
boy died meanwhile, it was too late. 

We must admire this man’s faith. Jesus simply said, 
“Go thy way; thy son liveth” (John 4:50). And the man 
believed Jesus and started to return home! Both the 
Samaritan woman and this anonymous nobleman 
must have rejoiced the heart of Jesus as they believed 
the Word and acted on it. 

The boy was healed the instant Jesus spoke those 
words, so the man’s servants started out to find him so 
they could share the good news. (Again, it is the ser- 
vants who know what is going on. See John 2:9; 
15:15.) The boy had been healed at the seventh hour, 
which, in Roman time, would be seven o'clock in the 
evening. The father certainly would not have traveled 
at night, for that would have been dangerous; nor 
would the servants have taken that risk. The father’s 
faith was so strong that he was willing to delay going 
home, even though his heart yearned to see his beloved 
son. 

When the father and the servants met the next day, 
their report confirmed his faith. Note that the father 
thought the healing would be gradual (“began to 
improve”), but the servants reported a complete, 
instant recovery. 

This man began with crisis faith. He was about to 
lose his son and he had no other recourse but the Lord 
Jesus Christ. Many people came to Jesus with their 
crises, and He did not turn them away. The nobleman’s 
crisis faith became confident faith: he believed the Word 
and had peace in his heart. He was even able to delay 
his trip home, knowing that the boy was out of danger. 

His confident faith became confirmed faith. Indeed, 
the boy had been completely healed! And the healing 
took place at the very time when Jesus spoke the Word. 
It was this fact that made a believer out of the noble- 
man and his household. He believed that Jesus was the 
Christ, the Son of God, and he shared this faith with 
his family. He had contagious faith and shared his expe- 
rience with others. 

This is one of several miracles that Jesus performed 
“at a distance.” He healed the centurion’s servant from 
a distance (Matt. 8:5—13, and note that he too lived in 
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Capernaum), and He healed the daughter of the 
Canaanite woman in the same manner (Matt. 
15:21-28). These two were Gentiles and, spiritually 
speaking, were “at a distance” (Eph. 2:12-13). Perhaps 
this nobleman was also a Gentile. We do not know. 

John 4:54 does not state that this healing was the 
second miracle that Jesus ever performed, for that 
would contradict John 2:23 and 3:2. This was the sec- 
ond miracle He performed in Cana of Galilee (see 
John 2:1, 11). He certainly gave those people special 
privileges. 

But we must note that both miracles were “private” 
rather than public. Mary, the disciples, and the servants 
knew where the excellent wine had come from, but the 
guests did not. (Of course, it is possible that the ser- 
vants told the story to others.) The nobleman’s son was 
healed at Capernaum, not Cana, but news traveled rap- 
idly in those days and certainly the word got out. 

Jesus’ first miracle at the wedding revealed His 
power over time. The Father is always making water 
into wine, but He takes a season or two to finish the 
work. Jesus made the wine instantly. In this sense, our 
Lord’s miracles were only instantaneous copies of what 
the Father is always doing. “My Father worketh hith- 
erto, and I work” (John 5:17). The Father is constantly 
multiplying bread, season after season, but the Son 
multiplied it instantly. 

In the second recorded miracle, Jesus showed His 
power over space. He was not limited simply because 
He was in Cana and the sick boy was in Capernaum. 
The fact that the father believed the Word and did not 
know the results until the next day is evidence that he 
had confident faith. He trusted the word that Jesus 
spoke, and so should we. 


CHAPTER FIVE 
John 5 


THE MAN WHO WAS EQUAL WITH 
GOD 


ur Lord’s first two miracles recorded by John were 

somewhat private in nature. The servants and the 

disciples knew that He transformed the water into 
wine, and the servants and the nobleman’s family knew 
that He had healed the sick son. The miracle recorded 
in John 5 was not only public, but it was performed on 
the Sabbath day and incited the opposition of the reli- 
gious leaders. We see here the beginning of “official 
persecution” against the Savior. 

There are three exciting “acts” in this drama. 


The Cure (5:1-15) 

When you visit St. Anne’s Church in Jerusalem, they 
will show you the deep excavation that has revealed the 
ancient Pool of Bethesda. The Hebrew name Bethesda 
has been spelled various ways and given differing 
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meanings. Some say it means “house of mercy” or 
“house of grace,” but others say it means “place of the 
two outpourings.” There is historical and archeological 
evidence that two adjacent pools of water served this 
area in ancient times. 

The pool is situated near the northeast corner of the 
Old City, close to the Sheep Gate (Neh. 3:1; 12:39). 
Perhaps John saw some spiritual significance to this 
location, for he had already told his readers that Jesus 
Christ is “the Lamb of God” (John 1:29). 

We do not know which feast Jesus was observing 
when He went to Jerusalem, and it is not important 
that we know. His main purpose for going was not to 
maintain a religious tradition but to heal a man and use 
the miracle as the basis for a message to the people. The 
miracle illustrated what He said in John 5:24—the 
power of His Word and the gift of life. 

While it is true that some manuscripts omit the end 
of John 5:3 and all of verse 4, it is also true that the 
event (and the man’s words in John 5:7) would make 
little sense if these words are eliminated. Why would 
anybody, especially a man sick for so many years, 
remain in one place if nothing special were occurring? 
You would think that after thirty-eight years of nothing 
happening to anybody, the man would go elsewhere 
and stop hoping! It seems wisest for us to accept the 
fact that something extraordinary kept all these handi- 
capped people at this pool, hoping for a cure. 

John described these people as “impotent, blind, 
lame, paralyzed.” What havoc sin has wrought in this 
world! But the healing of these infirmities was one of 
the prophesied ministries of the Messiah (Isa. 35:3-6). 
Had the religious leaders known their own Scriptures, 
they would have recognized their Redeemer, but they 
were spiritually blind. 

No matter how you look at this miracle, it is an 
illustration of the grace of God. It was grace that 
brought Jesus to the Pool of Bethesda, for who would 
want to mingle with a crowd of helpless people! Jesus 
did not heal all of them; He singled out one man and 
healed him. The fact that Jesus came to the man, spoke 
to him, healed him, and then met him later in the tem- 
ple is proof of His wonderful grace and mercy. 

John noted that the man had been ill for thirty- 
eight years. Perhaps he saw in this a picture of his own 
Jewish nation that had wandered in the wilderness for 
thirty-eight years (Deut. 2:14). Spiritually speaking, 
Israel was a nation of impotent people, waiting hope- 
lessly for something to happen. 

Jesus knew about the man (see John 2:23—24) and 
asked him if he wanted to be healed. You would think 
that the man would have responded with an enthusias- 
tic, “Yes! I want to be healed!” But, instead, he began 
to give excuses! He had been in that sad condition for 
so long that his will was as paralyzed as his body. But if 
you compare John 5:6 with verse 40, you will see that 
Jesus had a spiritual lesson in mind as well. Indeed, this 
man did illustrate the tragic spiritual state of the 
nation. 
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The Lord healed him through the power of His 
spoken word. He commanded the man to do the very 
thing he was unable to do, but in His command was 
the power of fulfillment (see Mark 3:5; Heb. 4:12). 
The cure was immediate and certainly some of the 
many people at the pool must have witnessed it. Jesus 
did not pause to heal anyone else; instead, He “moved 
away” (John 5:13) so as not to create a problem. (The 
Greek word means “to dodge.”) 

The miracle would have caused no problem except 
that it occurred on the Sabbath day. Our Lord certainly 
could have come a day earlier, or even waited a day, but 
He wanted to get the attention of the religious leaders. 
Later, He would deliberately heal a blind man on the 
Sabbath (John 9:1-14). The scribes had listed thirty- 
nine tasks that were prohibited on the Sabbath, and 
carrying a burden was one of them. Instead of rejoicing 
at the wonderful deliverance of the man, the religious 
leaders condemned him for carrying his bed and 
thereby breaking the law. 

It is not easy to understand the relationship 
between this man and Jesus. There is no evidence that 
he believed on Christ and was converted, yet we can- 
not say that he was opposed to the Savior. In fact, he 
did not even know who it was that healed him until 
Jesus met him in the temple. No doubt the man went 
there to give thanks to God and to offer the appropri- 
ate sacrifices. It seems strange that the man did not 
actively seek a closer relationship with the One who 
healed him, but more than one person has gratefully 
accepted the gift and ignored the Giver. 

Did the man “inform” on Jesus because of fear? We 
do not know. The Jewish leaders at least turned from 
him and aimed their accusations at Jesus Christ, and, 
unlike the healed blind man in John 9, this man was 
not excommunicated. The Lord’s words (John 5:14) 
suggest that the man’s physical plight had been the 
result of sin, but Jesus did not say that the man’s sins 
had been forgiven as He did in dealing with the sick 
man lowered through the roof (see Mark 2:1-12). It is 
possible to experience an exciting miracle and still not 
be saved and go to heaven! 


The Controversy (5:16-18) 

The Jewish leaders did not prosecute the man who was 
healed, even though he had broken the law, but they 
did begin to persecute the Lord Jesus. As the guardians 
of the faith, the members of the Jewish Sanhedrin (the 
religious ruling council) had the responsibility of inves- 
tigating new preachers and teachers who appeared in 
the land, lest some false prophet come along and lead 
the people astray. They had looked into the ministry of 
John the Baptist (John 1:19ff.) and more recently had 
been scrutinizing the ministry of Jesus. 

Jesus had healed a demoniac on the Sabbath (Luke 
4:31-37), so the Sanhedrin was already suspicious. In 
the days following the miracle recorded in John 5, Jesus 
would defend His disciples for picking grain on the 
Sabbath (Matt. 12:1-8), and He would heal a man’s 


withered hand on the Sabbath (Matt. 12:9-14). He 
deliberately challenged the legalistic traditions of the 
scribes and Pharisees. They had taken the Sabbath— 
God’s gift to man—and had transformed it into a 
prison house of regulations and restrictions. 

When they confronted Jesus with His unlawful 
conduct, He simply replied that He was doing only 
what His Father was doing! God’s Sabbath rest had 
been broken by man’s sin (see Gen. 3), and ever since 
the fall of man, God has been seeking lost sinners and 
saving them. But when Jesus said “my Father” instead 
of the usual “our Father,” used by the Jews, He claimed 
to be equal with God. 

The Jewish leaders instantly understood His claim, 
and they changed their accusation from that of 
Sabbath-breaking to blasphemy, because Jesus claimed 
to be God. Liberal theologians who say that Jesus 
never claimed to be God have a difficult time with this 
passage. 

Of course, the penalty for such blasphemy was 
death. It is here that the “official persecution” of Jesus 
began, culminating in His crucifixion. In the days that 
followed, our Lord often confronted His enemies with 
their evil desire to kill Him (John 7:19, 25; 8:37, 59). 
They hated Him without a cause (John 15:18-25). 
They ignored the good deeds that He performed for 
the helpless and hopeless, and centered their attention 
on destroying Him. 

Jesus made Himself equal with God because He is 
God. This is the theme of John’s gospel. The Jewish 
leaders could not disprove His claims, so they tried to 
destroy Him and get Him out of the way. Both in His 
crucifixion and His resurrection, Jesus openly affirmed 
His deity and turned His enemies’ weapons against 
them. 

British writer George MacDonald pointed out that 
John 5:17 gives us a profound insight into our Lord’s 
miracles. Jesus did instantly what the Father is always 
doing slowly. For example, in nature, as mentioned ear- 
lier, the Father is slowly turning water into wine, but 
Jesus did it instantly. Through the powers in nature, 
the Father is healing broken bodies, but Jesus healed 
them immediately. Nature is repeatedly multiplying 
bread, from sowing to harvest, but Jesus multiplied it 
instantly in His own hands. 


The Claims (5:19-47) 
In response to their accusations, Jesus made three sig- 
nificant claims that proved His sonship. 

He claimed to be equal with God (vv. 19-23). 
Instead of denying their accusation, He endorsed it! If 
today a man made this kind of a claim, we would con- 
clude that he was joking or mentally disturbed. Jesus 
was certainly not insane, and there is every evidence 
that He was deadly serious when He spoke these words. 
Either He is what He claims to be, or He is a liar, and 
if He is a liar, how do you explain all the good He has 
done in the lives of needy people? Nobody wants to 
trust a liar; Jesus’ disciples were willing to die for Him. 
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Jesus claimed to be one with His Father in His 
works. If healing a man on the Sabbath was a sin, then 
the Father was to blame! Jesus did nothing “of himself” 
but only that which the Father was doing. The Father 
and the Son worked together, doing the same deeds in 
the same way. “I and the Father are one” (John 10:30). 

When our Lord came to earth as man, He submit- 
ted Himself to the Father in everything. “Lo, I come to 
do thy will, O God” (Heb. 10:9). He veiled His glory 
and laid aside the independent exercise of His divine 
attributes. In the wilderness, Satan tempted Him to use 
His divine powers for Himself, but He refused to act 
independently. He was totally dependent on the Father 
and the power of the Holy Spirit of God. 

Not only did the Father show the Son His works 
and enable Him to do them, but the Father also shared 
His love (John 5:20). The first three Gospels open with 
the Father calling Jesus “My beloved Son,” and John 
echoed this statement in John 3:35. We usually think 
of the Father’s love for the lost world, as in John 3:16, 
but we must also remember the Father’s love for His 
dear Son. 

Because the Father loves the Son, the Father shows 
Him His works. The blind religious leaders could not 
see what Jesus was doing, because they did not know 
the Father or the Son. In fact, even greater works were 
in the Father’s plan, works that would cause them to 
marvel. Perhaps He had in mind the healing of 
Lazarus, for in John 5:21, He mentioned the raising of 
the dead. 

For Jesus to claim to have power to raise the dead 
was a blasphemous thing in the eyes of the Jewish lead- 
ers; they gave that power to God alone. They said that 
Jehovah held the three great keys: the key to open the 
heavens and give rain (Deut. 28:12); the key to open 
the womb and give conception (Gen. 30:22); and the 
key to open the grave and raise the dead (Ezek. 37:13). 
As far as the gospel records are concerned, Jesus had 
not yet raised anyone from the dead, so to make this 
claim was to invite even more opposition. 

John 5:21 certainly can mean much more than the 
physical raising of people from the dead, for certainly 
Jesus was referring to His gift of spiritual life to the 
spiritually dead. He amplified this truth further as 
recorded in John 5:24-29. 

So, Jesus claimed to be equal with the Father in His 
works, but He also claimed to be equal with the Father 
in executing judgment (John 5:22). To the orthodox 
Jew, Jehovah God was “the Judge of all the earth” (Gen. 
18:25), and no one dared to apply that august title to 
himself. But Jesus did! By claiming to be the Judge, He 
claimed to be God. “Because he [God] hath appointed 
a day in the which he will judge the world in righteous- 
ness by that man whom he hath ordained” (Acts 
17:31). 

Our Lord claimed equality in another area, namely, 
equal honor with the Father (John 5:23). The fact that 
He is the appointed Judge should cause men to honor 
Him. What a tremendous claim: if you do not honor 
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the Son, you are not honoring the Father! The “reli- 
gious” people who say that they worship God, but who 
deny the deity of Christ, have neither the Father nor 
the Son! Apart from Jesus Christ, we cannot know the 
Father, worship the Father, or serve the Father. 

He claimed to have authority to raise the dead 
(vv. 24-29). For a second time, Jesus introduced His 
words with the solemn “verily, verily” (see John 5:19, 
24-25). More than twenty times in John’s gospel you 
will find Jesus using this solemn form of address. It is 
as though He was saying, “Pay attention to this! What 
I am about to say is important!” 

In this fascinating paragraph, Jesus spoke about 
four different resurrections. He described the resurrec- 
tion of lost sinners into eternal life (see John 5:24-25; 
Eph. 2:1-10). The lost sinner is as lifeless and helpless 
as a corpse. No matter how an undertaker may prepare 
a corpse, it is still dead, and no corpse is “deader” than 
any other corpse. If you are dead, you are dead! The 
lost sinner is helpless to save himself, and he certainly 
cannot give himself life. 

How are dead sinners raised from the dead? By 
hearing God’s Word and believing on God’s Son. Jesus 
healed the paralyzed man at the pool by His Word 
(John 5:8). Each time He raised somebody from the 
dead, He spoke the Word (Luke 7:11-17; 8:49-56; 
John 11:41-44). His Word is “living and powerful” 
(Heb. 4:12) and can raise sinners from spiritual death. 
“Everlasting life” means that they can never die spiritu- 
ally again, nor can they ever come into judgment 
(Rom. 8:1). To hear His Word and believe means sal- 
vation; to reject His Word means condemnation (John 
12:48). 

The second resurrection mentioned is the resurrec- 
tion of our Lord Himself (John 5:26). Our life is 
derived, but His life is original, “in himself.” “In him 
was life” (John 1:4). The grave could not hold Him 
because He is “the Prince of life” (Acts 2:24; 3:15). 
Jesus laid down His life and then took it up again John 
10:17-18). Because He has life in Himself, He can 
share that life with all who will trust Him. 

The third resurrection named is the future resurrec- 
tion of life, when believers are raised from the dead 
(John 5:28—29a). This wonderful truth is explained in 
1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 and 1 Corinthians 15. Keep 
in mind that resurrection is not reconstruction. It does 
not imply that God “puts the pieces back together 
again.” The resurrection body is a new body, a glorified 
body, suited to the new heavenly environment. Death 
is not the end for the believer, nor will he live in heaven 
as a disembodied spirit. God saves the whole person, 
and this includes the body (Rom. 8:23; Phil. 3:20-21). 
This resurrection of life will take place when Jesus 
Christ returns in the air and calls His people to 
Himself. 

The fourth resurrection He mentioned is the resur- 
rection of condemnation (John 5:29b). This 
resurrection involves only the lost, and it will take place 
just before Jesus Christ ushers in the new heaven and 
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the new earth (Rev. 20:11-15). What an awesome 
event that will be, when the dead “small and great” 
stand before Jesus Christ! The Father has committed all 
judgment to the Son (John 5:22) and has given Him 
the authority to execute judgment (John 5:27). Today 
Jesus Christ is the Savior, but one day He shall sit as the 
Judge. 

The title “Son of man” used in John 5:27 refers to 
Daniel 7:13-14 and is a definite messianic title. It is 
used twelve times in John’s gospel and over eighty times 
in all four gospels. The Jews would know this title from 
their reading of the book of Daniel, and they would 
know that by using it, Jesus was claiming to be the 
Messiah, and the Judge. 

Believers will be given resurrection bodies so that 
they might reign with Christ in glory. Unbelievers will 
be given resurrection bodies—but not glorified bod- 
ies—that they might be judged and then suffer 
punishment in those bodies. Bodies that were used for 
sin will suffer the consequences of that sin. 

The fact that Jesus has the authority to raise the 
dead is proof that He is equal with the Father, and 
therefore He is God. 

He claimed that there are valid witnesses who 
support His claim to deity (vv. 30-47). The word 
witness is a key word in John’s gospel; it is used forty- 
seven times. Jesus did bear witness to Himself, but He 
knew they would not accept it, so He called in three 
other witnesses. 

The first was John the Baptist (John 5:30-35), 
whom the religious leaders had interrogated carefully 
(John 1:15ff.). In fact, at the very end of His ministry, 
our Lord pointed the rulers back to the witness of John 
the Baptist (Matt. 21:23-27). John knew who Jesus 
was and faithfully declared what he knew to the people 
of Israel. John told the people that Jesus was the Lord 
(John 1:23), the Lamb of God (John 1:29, 36), and the 
Son of God (John 1:34). 

John was a “burning and a shining lamp” (Jesus is 
the Light, John 8:12), and the Jewish people were 
excited about his ministry. However, their enthusiasm 
cooled, and nobody lifted a finger to try to deliver John 
when he was arrested by Herod. The leaders looked on 
John as a “local celebrity” (Matt. 11:7-8), but they did 
not want to receive his message of repentance. The 
publicans and sinners accepted John’s message and 
were converted, but the religious leaders refused to sub- 
mit (Matt, 21:28-32). 

Whenever God raises up a spiritual leader who 
commands attention, there is always the danger of 
attracting people who want to bask in his popularity 
but not submit to his authority. A “mixed multitude” 
followed Moses and Israel out of Egypt, people who 
were impressed with the miracles but not yielded to the 
Lord. The prophets and apostles, as well as the great 
leaders in church history, all had to put up with shal- 
low people who followed the crowd but refused to obey 
the truth. We have them in churches today. 

Our Lord’s second witness was the witness of His 


miracles (John 5:36). You will remember that John 
selected seven of these “signs” to include in his gospel 
as proof that Jesus is the Son of God (John 20:30-31). 
Jesus made it clear that His works were the works of the 
Father (John 5:17—20; 14:10). Even Nicodemus had to 
admit that our Lord’s miracles identified Him as “sent 
from God” (John 3:2). 

But the Bible also records miracles performed by 
ordinary men, such as Moses, Elijah, and Paul. Do 
these miracles prove that they are also sent of God? Yes, 
they do (see Heb. 2:3-4), but none of these men ever 
claimed to be the very Son of God. No servant of God 
able to perform God’s mighty works would ever claim 
to be God Himself. The fact that Jesus made this claim, 
backed up by His mighty works and perfect life, is evi- 
dence that His claim is true. 

Jesus indicated that the Father gave Him a specific 
ministry to finish while He was here on earth. “I have 
finished the work which thou gavest me to do” (John 
17:4). He was not only on a divine timetable, but He 
followed a divine agenda. He had specific works to 
accomplish in the Father’s will. 

Since the Old Testament law required the testimony 
of two or three witnesses (Num. 35:30; Deut. 17:6), 
the Lord met that requirement by giving three trust- 
worthy witnesses. 

The third and final witness our Lord summoned 
was the Word of the Father (John 5:37-47). The Jewish 
people highly revered the written Word of God, partic- 
ularly the law that was given through Moses. Moses 
heard God’s voice and saw God’s glory, but we have 
that same voice and glory in the inspired Word of God 
(see 2 Peter 1:12-21). The Old Testament Scriptures 
bear witness to Jesus Christ, yet the people who 
received and preserved that Word were blind to their 
own Messiah. Why? 

For one thing, they did not permit that Word to 
generate faith in their hearts (John 5:38). John 5:39 is 
probably a statement of fact and not a command and 
could be rendered: “Ye search the scriptures, for in 
them ye think ye have eternal life.” The Jewish scribes 
sought to know the Word of God, but they did not 
know the God of the Word! They counted the very let- 
ters of the text, but they missed the spiritual truths that 
the text contained. 

Because of my radio ministry, I often receive letters 
from people who disagree with my interpretations or 
applications of Scripture, and sometimes these letters 
are quite angry. (I will not quote here the language I 
have seen in letters from professed Christians!) It is 
unfortunate when our “study” of the Bible makes us 
arrogant and militant instead of humble and anxious to 
serve others, even those who disagree with us. The 
mark of true Bible study is not knowledge that puffs 
up, but love that builds up (1 Cor. 8:1). 

So, there was something wrong with the minds of 
these Jewish leaders: they did not see Christ in their 
own Scriptures (see 2 Cor. 3:14-18; 4:3-6). But there 
was also something wrong with their wills: they would 
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not trust in the Savior. Because they did not have the 
Word in their hearts, they did not want Christ in their 
hearts. They were religious and self-righteous, but they 
were not saved. 

These leaders had a third problem, and this was the 
lack of love in their hearts. “Ye have not the love of 
God in you” (John 5:42). This means the experience 
of God’s love for them as well as their expression of 
love for God. They claimed to love God, but their atti- 
tude toward Jesus Christ proved that their love was 
counterfeit. 

Their attitude toward God’s Word hindered their 
faith, but so also did their attitude toward themselves 
and one another. The Pharisees enjoyed being honored 
by men (see Matt. 23:1-12), and they did not seek for 
the honor that comes from God alone. They did not 
honor the Son (John 5:23) because He did not honor 
them! Because they rejected the true Son of God who 
came in the Father’s name, they would one day accept 
a false messiah, the Antichrist, who would come in his 
own name (John 5:43; and see 2 Thess. 2; Rev. 13). If 
we reject that which is true, we will ultimately receive 
that which is false. 

Our Lord closed this penetrating sermon by warning 
the Jewish leaders that Moses, whom they honored, 
would be their judge, not their savior. The very 
Scriptures that they used to defend their religion would 
one day bear witness against them. The Jews knew what 
Moses wrote, but they did not really believe what he 
wrote. It is one thing to have the Word in our hands or 
our heads, but quite another thing to have it in our 
hearts. Jesus is the Word made flesh (John 1:14), and 
the written Word bears witness to the Incarnate Word. 
“And beginning at Moses and all the prophets, he 
expounded unto them in all the Scriptures the things 
concerning himself” (Luke 24:27). 

The witness of John the Baptist, the witness of the 
divine miracles, and the witness of the Word of God all 
unite to declare that Jesus Christ is indeed one with the 
Father and the very Son of God. 

Our Lord was not intimidated by the accusations of 
the religious leaders. If you check a harmony of the 
Gospels, you will see that after the events recorded in 
John 5, Jesus deliberately violated the Sabbath again! 
He permitted His disciples to pick grain on the 
Sabbath, and He healed a man with a withered hand 
(Matt. 12:1-14). These events probably took place in 
Galilee, but the news would certainly reach the leaders 
in Jerusalem and Judea. 

The healing of the man on the Sabbath would 
come up again (John 7:21-23). The leaders would per- 
sist in protecting tradition instead of understanding 
truth (see Mark 7:1-13). But before we judge them, 
perhaps we ought to examine our own lives and 
churches. Are we permitting religious tradition to blind 
us to the truth of God’s Word? Are we so involved in 
“Bible study” that we fail to see Jesus Christ in the 
Word? Does our knowledge of the Bible give us a “big 
head” or a “burning heart”? 
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CHAPTER SIX 
John 6 


JESUS LOSES HIS CROWD 


S ince John’s gospel is selective (John 20:30-31), he 
does not record events in the life of Jesus that do 
not help him fulfill his purpose. Between the heal- 
ing of the paralytic (John 5) and the feeding of the five 
thousand, you have many events taking place, some of 
which are mentioned in Luke 6:1—9:10 and Mark 
3:1—6:30. During this period our Lord preached “the 
Sermon on the Mount” (Matt. 5—7) and gave the 
parables of the kingdom (Matt. 13). 

The feeding of the five thousand was a miracle of 
such magnitude that it is recorded in all four gospels. A 
great multitude had been following Jesus for several 
days, listening to His teaching and beholding His mir- 
acles. Jesus had tried to “get away” to rest, but the needs 
of the crowd pressed on Him (Mark 6:31-34). Because 
of His compassion, He ministered to the multitude in 
three different ways. 


Jesus Feeds the Multitude (6:1-14) 

The problem, of course, was how to meet the needs 
of such a vast crowd of people. Four solutions were 
proposed. 

First, the disciples suggested that Jesus send the 
people away (Mark 6:35-36). Get rid of the problem 
(see Matt. 15:23). But Jesus knew that the hungry peo- 
ple would faint on the way if somebody did not feed 
them. It was evening (Matt. 14:15), and that was no 
time for travel. 

The second solution came from Philip in response 
to our Lord’s “test question” (John 6:5): raise enough 
money to buy food for the people. Philip “counted the 
cost” and decided they would need the equivalent of 
two hundred days’ wages! And even that would not 
provide bread enough to satisfy the hunger of all the 
men, women, and children (Matt. 14:21). Too often, 
we think that money is the answer to every need. Of 
course, Jesus was simply testing the strength of Philip’s 
faith. 

The third solution came from Andrew, but he was 
not quite sure how the problem would be solved. He 
found a little boy who had a small lunch: two little fish 
and five barley cakes. Once again, Andrew is busy 
bringing somebody to Jesus (see John 1:40-42; 
12:20-22). We do not know how Andrew met this lad, 
but we are glad he did! Though Andrew does not have 
a prominent place in the Gospels, he was apparently a 
“people person” who helped solve problems. 

The fourth solution came from our Lord, and it 
was the true solution. He took the little boy’s lunch, 
blessed it, broke it, handed it out to His disciples, and 
they fed the whole crowd! The miracle took place in 
the hands of the Savior, not in the hands of the disci- 
ples. He multiplied the food; they only had the joyful 
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privilege of passing it out. Not only were the people 
fed and satisfied, but the disciples salvaged twelve bas- 
kets of fragments for future use. The Lord wasted 
nothing. 

The practical lesson is clear: whenever there is a 
need, give all that you have to Jesus and let Him do the 
rest. Begin with what you have, but be sure you give it 
all to Him. That little lad is to be commended for shar- 
ing his lunch with Christ, and his mother is to be 
commended for giving him something to give to Jesus. 
The gift of that little snack meant as much to Jesus as 
the pouring out of the expensive ointment (John 
12:1ff.). 

But did Jesus really perform a miracle? Perhaps the 
generosity of the boy only embarrassed the other peo- 
ple so that they brought out their hidden lunches and 
shared them all around. Nonsense! Jesus knows the 
hearts of men (John 2:24; 6:61, 64, 70) and He 
declared that the people were hungry. Surely He 
would have known of the existence of hidden food! 
Furthermore, the people themselves declared that this 
was a miracle and even wanted to crown Him King 
(John 6:14-16)! Had this event been only the result 
of mass psychology, the crowd would not have 
responded that way. John would never have selected 
this as one of the “signs” if it were not an authentic 
miracle. 

It is significant that twice John mentioned the fact 
that Jesus gave thanks (John 6:11, 23). Matthew, 
Mark, and Luke all state that Jesus looked up to heaven 
when He gave thanks. By that act, He reminded the 
hungry people that God is the source of all good and 
needful gifts. This is a good lesson for us: instead of 
complaining about what we do not have, we should 
give thanks to God for what we do have, and He will 
make it go further. 


Jesus Leaves the Multitude (6:15-21) 

Jesus compelled the disciples to get into the boat (Matt. 
14:22; Mark 6:45) because He knew they were in dan- 
ger. The crowd was now aroused, and there was a 
movement to make Him King. Of course, some of the 
disciples would have rejoiced at the opportunity to 
become famous and powerful! Judas would have 
become treasurer of the kingdom, and perhaps Peter 
would have been named prime minister! But this was 
not in the plan of God, and Jesus broke up the meet- 
ing immediately. Certainly the Roman government 
would have stepped in had a movement begun. 

Did Jesus know that a storm was coming? Of 
course. Then why did He deliberately send His friends 
into danger? Quite the opposite is true: He was rescu- 
ing them from greater danger, the danger of being 
swept along by a fanatical crowd. But there was another 
reason for that storm: the Lord has to balance our lives, 
otherwise we will become proud and then fall. The dis- 
ciples had experienced great joy in being part of a 
thrilling miracle. Now they had to face a storm and 
learn to trust the Lord more. The feeding of the five 


thousand was the lesson, but the storm was the exami- 
nation after the lesson. 

Sometimes we are caught in a storm because we 
have disobeyed the Lord. Jonah is a good example. But 
sometimes the storm comes because we have obeyed the 
Lord. When that happens, we can be sure that our 
Savior will pray for us, come to us, and deliver us. In 
writing the account of this event years later, perhaps 
John saw in it a picture of Christ and His church. 
Christ is in heaven interceding for us, but we are in the 
midst of the storms of life, trying to reach the shore. 
One day, He will come for us and we shall reach the 
port safely, the storms all past. 

Actually, there were several miracles involved in this 
event. Jesus walked on the water, and so did Peter 
(Matt. 14:28-32). Jesus stilled the storm, and instantly 
the boat was on the other shore. Of course, all of this 
happened at night so that only Jesus and His disciples 
knew what had occurred. Jesus had led His people into 
the green pastures (John 6:10), and now He brought 
them into the still waters (Ps. 23:2). What a wonderful 
Shepherd He is! 

As you read the gospel records, note that our Lord 
was never impressed by the great crowds. He knew that 
their motives were not pure and that most of them fol- 
lowed Him in order to watch His miracles of healing. 
“Bread and circuses” was Rome’s formula for keeping 
the people happy, and people today are satisfied with 
that kind of diet. Give them food and entertainment 
and they are happy. Rome set aside ninety-three days 
each year for public games at government expense. It 
was cheaper to entertain the crowds than to fight them 
or jail them. 

We must never be deceived by the “popularity” of 
Jesus Christ among certain kinds of people today. Very 
few want Him as Savior and Lord. Many want Him 
only as Healer or Provider, or the One who rescues 
them from problems they have made for themselves. 
“And ye will not come to me, that ye might have life” 
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Jesus Teaches the Multitude (6:22-71) 

The purpose of the sign was that He might preach the 
sermon. Again, it was a ministry of “grace and truth” 
(John 1:17). In grace, our Lord fed the hungry peo- 
ple, but in truth, He gave them the Word of God. 
They wanted the food but they did not want the 
truth, and, in the end, most of them abandoned Jesus 
and refused to walk with Him. He lost His crowd 
with one sermon! 

The next day began with a mystery: how did Jesus 
get to Capernaum? The crowd saw the disciples 
embark to go across the Sea of Galilee to Capernaum, 
and then the men were lost in the storm. The crowd 
also saw Jesus leave the place and go by Himself to a 
mountain. But the next morning, here were Jesus and 
His disciples together in Capernaum! Certainly He had 
not walked around the lake, and there was no evidence 
that He had taken another boat. Other boats had 
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arrived, no doubt driven in by the storm, but Jesus had 
not been in any of them. 

No doubt some of the people who had been fed 
simply went away to their homes, while others stayed 
to see what Jesus would do next. Our Lord’s sermon 
probably began outdoors, and then the discussion 
moved into the synagogue (John 6:59). It would be 
impossible for a huge crowd to participate in the syna- 
gogue service, though the overflow could remain 
outside and hear what was being said. 

This sermon on “the bread of life” is actually a dia- 
logue between Christ and the people, especially the 
religious leaders (“the Jews”). We see four responses of 
the crowd to the Lord Jesus in John 6: seeking (vv. 
22-40), murmuring (wv. 41-51), striving (vv. 52-59), 
and departing (vv. 60-71). 

Seeking (vv. 22—40). The disciples may have been 
impressed that so many people stayed through a storm 
in order to seek their Master, but Jesus was not 
impressed. He knows the human heart. He knew that 
the people originally followed Him because of His mir- 
acles (John 6:2), but now their motive was to get fed! 
Even if they were attracted only by the miracles, at least 
there was still a possibility they might be saved. After 
all, that is where Nicodemus started (John 3:1—2). But 
now their interest had degenerated to the level of food. 

Jesus pointed out that there are two kinds of food: 
food for the body, which is necessary but not the most 
important, and food for the inner man, the spirit, 
which is essential. What the people needed was not 
food but /fe, and life is a gift. Food only sustains life, 
but Jesus gives eternal life. The words of Isaiah come to 
mind: “Why do you spend money for what is not 
bread, and your wages for what does not satisfy?” (Isa. 
55:2 NASB). 

The people picked up the word /abor and misinter- 
preted it to mean they had to work for salvation. They 
completely missed the word give. Steeped in legalistic 
religion, they thought they had to “do something” to 
merit eternal life. Jesus made it clear that only one 
“work” was necessary—to believe on the Savior. When 
a person believes on Christ, he is not performing a 
good work that earns him salvation. There is certainly 
no credit in believing, for it is what God does in 
response to our faith that is important (see Eph. 2:8-10). 

The crowd began by seeking Christ, but then 
started to seek a sign from Him. “For the Jews require 
a sign” (1 Cor. 1:22). The rabbis taught that, when 
Messiah came, He would duplicate the miracle of the 
manna (see Ex. 16). If Jesus was truly sent by God (see 
John 6:29, 38, 57), then let Him prove it by causing 
manna to fall from heaven. They wanted to “see and 
believe.” But faith that is based on signs alone, and not 
on the truth of the Word, can lead a person astray, for 
even Satan is able to perform “lying wonders” (2 Thess. 
2:8-10). Note also John 2:18-25; 4:48. 

The quotation in John 6:31 is from Psalm 78:24, a 
psalm that records the unbelief and rebellion of the 
nation of Israel. 
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In His reply, our Lord sought to deepen the people's 
understanding of the truth. It was God, not Moses, 
who gave the manna, so they must take their eyes off 
Moses and focus them on God. Also, God gave the 
manna in the past, but the Father is now giving the true 
bread in the person of Jesus Christ. The past event is 
finished, but the present spiritual experience goes on! 

Then Jesus clearly identified what the bread is: He 
is the true Living Bread that came down from heaven. 
But He came, not only for Israel but for the whole 
world. And He came, not just to sustain life, but to give 
life! Seven times in this sermon, our Lord referred to 
His “coming down from heaven” (John 6:33, 38, 
41-42, 50-51, 58), a statement that declared Him to 
be God. The Old Testament manna was but a type of 
the “true bread,” the Lord Jesus Christ. 

This dialogue began with the crowd seeking Christ 
and then seeking a sign, but listeners soon began to 
seek the “true bread” that Jesus talked about. However, 
like the woman of Samaria, they were not ready for sal- 
vation (see John 4:15). She wanted the living water so 
she would not have to keep going to the well. The 
crowd wanted the bread so they would not have to toil 
to maintain life. People today still want Jesus Christ 
only for the benefits He is able to give. 

In His reply to their impetuous request, Jesus used 
two key words that often appear in this sermon: come 
and believe. To come to Jesus means to believe on Him, 
and to believe on Him means to come to Him. 
Believing is not merely an intellectual thing, giving 
mental assent to some doctrine. It means to come to 
Christ and yield yourself to Him. At the close of His 
sermon, Jesus illustrated coming and believing by speak- 
ing about eating and drinking. To come to Christ and 
believe on Him means to receive Him within, just as 
you receive food and drink. 

John 6:35 contains the first of seven great “I am” 
statements recorded by John, statements that are found 
nowhere else in the Gospels. (For the other six, see 
John 8:12; 10:7-9, 11-14; 11:25-26; 14:6; 15:1, 5.) 
God revealed Himself to Moses by the name I AM 
(Jehovah) (Ex. 3:14). God is the self-existent One who 
“is, and ... was, and ... is to come” (Rev. 1:8). When 
Jesus used the name “I am,” He was definitely claiming 
to be God. 

John 6:37-40 contains Jesus’ explanation of the 
process of personal salvation. These are among the 
most profound words He ever spoke, and we cannot 
hope to plumb their depths completely. He explained 
that salvation involves both divine sovereignty and 
human responsibility. The Father gives men and 
women to the Son (John 6:37, 39; 17:2, 6, 9, 11-12, 
24), but these men and women must come to Him, that 
is, believe on Him. He assured them that nobody who 
came to Him would ever be lost but would be raised at 
the last day. Even death cannot rob us of salvation! (In 
regard to the “last day,” see John 6:40, 44, 54. Jesus was 
referring to His return and the final events that climax 
God’s program for mankind.) 
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From our human and limited perspective, we can- 
not see how divine sovereignty and human 
responsibility can work together, but from God’s per- 
spective, there is no conflict. When a church member 
asked Charles Spurgeon how he reconciled these two, 
he replied, “I never try to reconcile friends.” It is the 
Father’s will that sinners be saved (1 Tim. 2:4; 2 Peter 
3:9) and that those who trust Christ be secure in their 
salvation. Believers receive eternal life, and Jesus can 
never lose them. 

Murmuring (vv. 41-51). Our Lord’s statement 
“For I came down from heaven” (John 6:38) disturbed 
the religious leaders, for they knew it was a claim of 
deity. They thought they knew Jesus, who He was and 
where He came from (see Matt. 13:53-58; John 
7:40-43). Jesus, of course, was the /egal son of Joseph 
but not his natural son, for He was born of a virgin 
(Luke 1:34-38). The leaders identified Jesus with 
Nazareth in Galilee, not Bethlehem in Judea, and they 
thought that Joseph was His natural father. Had they 
investigated the matter, they would have learned who 
Jesus really is. 

Even in the days of Moses, the Jews were known for 
their murmuring (Ex. 15:24; 17:3; Num. 14:2). 
Perhaps the leaders and some of the crowd had now 
moved into the synagogue to continue the discussion. 
The main issue was, “Where did He come from?” Five 
times Jesus used the phrase “came down from heaven,” 
but they would not accept it. 

Jesus further explained how the sinner can come to 
God: it is through the truth of the Word (John 
6:44-45). The Father draws the sinner by His Word. 
Jesus quoted Isaiah 54:13 (or perhaps Jer. 31:33-34) to 
prove His point: “And they shall all be taught of God.” 
It is through the teaching of the Word that God draws 
people to the Savior. (Note John 5:24 and its emphasis 
on hearing the Word.) The sinner hears, learns, and 
comes as the Father draws him. A mystery? Yes! A 
blessed reality? Yes! 

This was basically the same message He gave after 
He had healed the paralytic (see John 5:37-40). The 
crowd wanted to see something, but their real need was 
to learn something. It is by the Word that we “see” God 
and receive the faith to come to Christ and trust Him 
(Rom. 10:17). 

When Jesus called Himself “the Living Bread,” He 
was not claiming to be exactly like the manna. He was 
claiming to be even greater! The manna only sustained 
life for the Jews, but Jesus gives life to the whole world. 
The Jews ate the daily manna and eventually died, but 
when you receive Jesus Christ within, you live forever. 
When God gave the manna, He gave only a gift, but 
when Jesus came, He gave Himself. There was no cost 
to God in sending the manna each day, but He gave 
His Son at great cost. The Jews had to eat the manna 
every day, but the sinner who trusts Christ once is given 
eternal life. 

It is not difficult to see in the manna a picture of 
our Lord Jesus Christ. The manna was a mysterious 


thing to the Jews; in fact, the word manna means 
“What is it?” (see Ex. 16:15). Jesus was a mystery to 
those who saw Him. The manna came at night from 
heaven, and Jesus came to this earth when sinners were 
in moral and spiritual darkness. The manna was small 
(His humility), round (His eternality), and white (His 
purity). It was sweet to the taste (Ps. 34:8), and it met 
the needs of the people adequately. 

The manna was given to a rebellious people; it was 
the gracious gift of God. All they had to do was stoop 
and pick it up. If they failed to pick it up, they walked 
on it. The Lord is not far from any sinner. All the sin- 
ner has to do is humble himself and take the gift that 
God offers. 

Jesus closed this part of His message by referring to 
His flesh, a word that will be used six more times 
before the dialogue is concluded. John 6:51 is a decla- 
ration that the Son of God will give Himself as a 
sacrifice “for the life of the world.” The substitution- 
ary death of Jesus Christ is a key doctrine in John’s 
gospel. Jesus would die for the world (John 3:16; 
6:51), for His sheep (John 10:11, 15), for the nation 
(John 11:50-52), and for His friends (John 15:12). 
Paul made it personal, and so should we: “who loved 
me, and gave himself for me” (Gal. 2:20). We must 
not limit the work of Christ on the cross. He is the 
sacrifice not for our sins only, but also for the sins of 
the whole world (1 John 2:2). 

Striving (vv. 52-59). The word striving means “to 
fight and quarrel.” Being orthodox Jews, the listeners 
knew the divine prohibition against eating human flesh 
or any kind of blood (Gen. 9:3-4; Lev. 17:10-16; 
19:26). Here we have another example in John’s gospel 
of the people misunderstanding a spiritual truth by 
treating it literally (see John 2:19-21; 3:4; 4:11). All 
Jesus said was, “Just as you take food and drink within 
your body and it becomes a part of you, so you must 
receive Me within your innermost being so that I can 
give you life.” 

Some interpreters tell us that Jesus was speaking 
about the Lord’s Supper, and that we eat His flesh and 
drink His blood when we partake of the elements at the 
table, the bread and the cup. I do not believe that Jesus 
had the Communion (or Eucharist) in mind when He 
spoke these words. 

For one thing, why would He discuss the Lord’s 
Supper with a group of disagreeable unbelievers? He 
had not even shared that truth with His own disciples! 
Why would He cast this precious pearl before the 
swine? 

Second, He made it clear that He was not speaking 
in literal terms (John 6:63). He was using a human 
analogy to convey a spiritual truth, just as He did with 
Nicodemus and the Samaritan woman. 

Third, Jesus made it plain that this eating and 
drinking were absolutely essential for eternal life. He 
made no exceptions. If, then, He was speaking about a 
church ordinance (or sacrament), then everybody who 
has never shared in that experience is spiritually dead 
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and is going to hell. This would include all the Old 
Testament saints, the thief on the cross, and a host of 
people who have trusted Christ in emergency situa- 
tions (hospitals, accidents, foxholes, etc.). I personally 
cannot believe that our gracious God has excluded 
from salvation all who cannot participate in a church 
ceremony. 

Another factor is the tense of the Greek verbs in 
John 6:50-51 and 53. It is the aorist tense, which 
signifies a once-for-all action. The Communion serv- 
ice is a repeated thing; in fact, it is likely that the 
early church observed the Lord’s Supper daily (Acts 
2:46). 

It is significant that the word flesh is never used in 
any of the reports of the Lord’s Supper, either in the 
Gospels or in 1 Corinthians 11:23-34. The word used 
is body. 

Ifa person holds that our Lord was speaking about 
the Communion service, then he must believe that 
somehow the two elements, the bread and the fruit of 
the vine, turn into the very body and blood of Christ, 
for He said, “So he that eateth me, even he shall live by 
me” (John 6:57, italics mine). How does this “miracle” 
take place? What is the secret of accomplishing it? Why 
is it not apparent? 

Our Lord’s messages recorded in the gospel of John 
are filled with symbolism and imagery. To take them 
literally is to make the same mistake the people made 
who first heard them. 

Departing (vv. 60-71). Our Lord’s teaching was 
not hard to understand but hard to accept once you 
understood it. The Jewish religious leaders both mis- 
understood His words and rejected them. They were 
“offended” by what He taught. (The Greek word is 
“scandalized.”) They stumbled over the fact that He 
claimed to come down from heaven. They also stum- 
bled over the idea that they had to eat His flesh and 
drink His blood in order to be saved. But if they 
stumbled over these two matters, what would they do 
if they saw Him ascend back into heaven (John 
6:62)? 

Jesus explained that His language was figurative and 
spiritual, not literal. There is no salvation in “flesh.” In 
fact, the New Testament has nothing good to say about 
“the flesh.” There is nothing good in it (Rom. 7:18), 
and we must not have confidence in it (Phil. 3:3). 

How, then, do we “eat His flesh and drink His 
blood”? Through the Word. “The words that I speak 
unto you, they are spirit and they are life” (John 6:63). 
“And the Word was made flesh” (John 1:14). Our Lord 
said the same thing: “He that heareth my word and 
believeth on him that sent me, hath everlasting life” 
(John 5:24). The scribes who knew Jeremiah 31:31—34 
would have understood the concept of receiving God’s 
Word into one’s inner being. 

The result of this message was the loss of most of 
our Lord’s disciples. They went back to the old life, the 
old religion, and the old hopeless situation. Jesus 
Christ is “the way” (John 14:6), but they would not 
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walk with Him. This was no surprise to the Lord, 
because He knows the hearts of all people. 

When Jesus asked His twelve apostles if they 
planned to desert Him too, it was Peter who spoke up 
and declared their faith. Where else could they go? 
“Thou hast the words of eternal life.” Peter got the 
message! He knew that Jesus was speaking about the 
Word and not about literal flesh and blood. 

Peter was one of several people who declared their 
belief that Jesus is the Son of God (see John 1:34, 49; 
3:18; 5:25; 9:35; 10:36; 11:4, 27; 19:7; 20:31). The 
only mistake he made was to bear witness for the 
entire group. Peter was sure that a// of the apostles 
were believers, which shows how convincing Judas 
was. Even Peter did not know that Judas was an 
unbeliever! 

The preaching of the Word of God always leads to 
a sifting of the hearts of the listeners. God draws sin- 
ners to the Savior through the power of truth, His 
Word. Those who reject the Word will reject the Savior. 
Those who receive the Word will receive the Savior and 
experience the new birth, eternal life. 

Do you feel your need because there is a spiritual 
hunger within? Are you willing to admit that need and 
come to the Savior? If you will, He will save you and 
satisfy you forever! 


CHAPTER SEVEN 
John 7 


FEAST FIGHT 


he Feast of Tabernacles looked back to Israel’s jour- 
T ney through the wilderness, and looked forward to 

the promised kingdom of Messiah. The Jews lived 
in booths made of branches to remind them of God’s 
providential care of the nation for nearly forty years 
(Lev. 23:33-44). 

Following the Feast of Trumpets and the solemn 
day of Atonement, Tabernacles was a festive time for 
the people. The temple area was illumined by large 
candlesticks that reminded the people of the guiding 
pillar of fire, and each day the priests would carry water 
from the Pool of Siloam and pour it out from a golden 
vessel, reminding the Jews of the miraculous provision 
of water from the rock. 

The feast may have been a jubilant time for the 
people, but it was a difficult time for Jesus, for it 
marked the beginning of open and militant opposition 
to Him and His ministry. Ever since He had healed 
the paralytic on the Sabbath day, Jesus had been tar- 
geted by the Jewish leaders who wanted to kill Him 
(John 7:1, 19-20, 25, 30, 32, 44; and note 8:37, 40). 
He remained in Galilee, where He would be safer, but 
He could not remain in Galilee and also observe the 
feast. 

John 7 has three time divisions: before the feast (wv. 
1-10), in the midst of the feast (vv. 11-36), and on the 
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last day of the feast (vv. 37-52). The responses during 
each of those periods can be characterized by three 
words: disbelief, debate, and division. 


Before the Feast: Disbelief (7:1-10) 

Mary bore other children, with Joseph as their natural 
father (Matt. 13:55-56; Mark 6:1-6), so Jesus would 
have been their half-brother. It seems incredible that 
His brothers could have lived with Him all those years 
and not realized the uniqueness of His person. 
Certainly they knew about His miracles (see John 
7:3-4) since everybody else did. Having been in the 
closest contact with Him, they had the best opportu- 
nity to watch Him and test Him, yet they were still 
unbelievers. 

Here were men going up to a religious feast, yet 
rejecting their own Messiah! How easy it is to follow 
tradition and miss eternal truth. The publicans and sin- 
ners were rejoicing at His message, but His own 
half-brothers were making fun of Him. 

These men certainly had the world’s point of 
view: if you want to get a following, use your oppor- 
tunities to do something spectacular. Jerusalem 
would be crowded with pilgrims, and this would give 
Jesus the ideal “platform” to present Himself and win 
disciples. No doubt the brothers knew that the mul- 
titude of disciples had deserted Jesus (John 6:66). 
This was His opportunity to recoup His losses. Satan 
had offered a similar suggestion three years before 
(Matt. 4:1ff.). 

Jesus had already turned down the crowd’s offer to 
make Him king (John 6:15), and He was not about to 
yield to them in any way. Celebrities might ride to suc- 
cess on the applause of the crowd, but God’s servants 
know better. By doing miracles during the feast, at the 
“official city,” Jesus could muster a crowd, reveal 
Himself as Messiah, and overcome the enemy. The sug- 
gestion, of course, came from hearts and minds blinded 
by unbelief. This unbelief had been prophesied in 
Psalm 69:8—“I am become a stranger unto my 
brethren, and an alien unto my mother’s children.” 
(Since Jesus was not Joseph’s natural son, He could not 
say “My father’s children.”) 

It was not the right time for Jesus to show Himself 
to the world (John 14:22ff.). One day He shall return, 
and “every eye shall see him” (Rev. 1:7). We have 
noticed that our Lord lived on a “divine timetable” that 
was marked out by the Father (John 2:4; 7:6, 8, 30; 
8:20; 12:23; 13:1; 17:1). 

Jesus was exercising caution because He knew that 
the Jewish leaders wanted to kill Him. Though they 
were “religious” leaders, they were a part of “the world” 
that hated Jesus because He exposed their evil works. 
By His character and His ministry, He revealed the 
shallowness and emptiness of their futile religious sys- 
tem; He called the people back to the reality of life in 
God. History reveals that the “religious system” often 
persecutes the very prophets of God who are sent to 
save it! 


Some manuscripts do not have the word yet in John 
7:8, but its absence does not alter the thrust of the 
statement. Jesus was certainly not lying or being eva- 
sive; rather, He was exercising sensible caution. 
Suppose He told His brothers His plans, and they told 
somebody else? Could the information possibly get to 
the leaders? “I am going to the feast when the right 
time comes,” is what He said. After His family had 
gone, Jesus went to Jerusalem “under cover,” so as not 
to call attention to Himself. 

In our Lord’s actions, we see a beautiful illustration 
of divine sovereignty and human responsibility. The 
Father had a plan for His Son, and nothing could spoil 
that plan. Jesus did not tempt the Father by rushing to 
the feast, nor did He lag behind when the proper time 
had come for Him to attend the feast. It requires spir- 
itual discernment to know God’s timing. 


In the Midst of the Feast: Debate (7:11-36) 

Note that this public debate about the Lord Jesus 
involved three different groups of people. First, of 
course, were the Jewish leaders (“the Jews”) who lived 
in Jerusalem and were attached to the temple ministry. 
This would include the Pharisees and the chief priests 
(most of whom were Sadducees) as well as the scribes. 
These men differed theologically, but they agreed on 
one thing: their opposition to Jesus Christ and their 
determination to get rid of Him. The exceptions would 
be Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea (John 
19:38—42). 

The second group would be “the people” (John 
7:12, 20, 31-32). This would be the festival crowd that 
had come to Jerusalem to worship. Many of them 
would not be influenced by the attitude of the religious 
leaders at Jerusalem. You will note in John 7:20 that 
“the people” were amazed that anybody would want to 
kill Jesus! They were not up to date on all the gossip in 
the city and had to learn the hard way that Jesus was 
considered a lawbreaker by the officials. 

The third group was composed of the Jews who 
resided in Jerusalem (John 7:25). They, of course, 
would have likely sided with the religious leaders. 

The debate began before Jesus even arrived at the 
city, and it centered on His character (John 7:11-13). 
The religious leaders “kept seeking” Jesus, while the 
crowd kept arguing whether He was a good man or a 
deceiver. He would have to be one or the other, because 
a truly good man would not deceive anybody. Yes, Jesus 
is either what He claims to be, or He is a liar. 

But when Jesus began to teach openly in the tem- 
ple, the debate shifted to His doctrine (John 7:14-19). 
Character and doctrine go together, of course. It would 
be foolish to trust the teachings of a liar! The Jews were 
amazed at what He taught because He did not have any 
credentials from their approved rabbinical schools. But 
since He lacked this “proper accreditation,” His ene- 
mies said that His teachings were nothing but private 
opinions and not worth much. It has often been said 
that Jesus taught with authority, while the scribes and 
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Pharisees taught from authorities, quoting all the 
famous rabbis. 

Jesus explained that His doctrine came from the 
Father. He had already made it clear that He and 
the Father were one in the works that He performed 
(John 5:17) and in the judgment that He executed 
(John 5:30). Now He claimed that His teachings also 
came from the Father, and He would make that 
astounding claim again (John 8:26, 38). When I teach 
the Word of God, I can claim authority for the Bible 
but not for all of my interpretations of the Bible. Jesus 
rightly could claim absolute authority for everything 
that He taught! 

But does not every religious teacher make a similar 
claim? How, then, can we know that Jesus is teaching 
us the truth? By obeying what He tells us to do. God's 
Word proves itself true to those who will sincerely do 
it. The British preacher EW. Robertson said that “obe- 
dience is the organ of spiritual knowledge.” John 7:17 
literally reads, “If any man is willing to do His [God’s] 
will, he shall know.” This explains why the Jewish lead- 
ers did not understand Jesus’ teachings: they had 
stubborn wills and would not submit to Him (John 
5:40). 

Is our Lord suggesting here a “pragmatic test” for 
divine truth? Is He saying, “Try it! If it works, it must 
be true!” and thus suggesting that if it does not work it 
must be false? This kind of a test would lead to confu- 
sion, for almost any cultist could say, “I tried what the 
cult teaches, and it works!” 

No, our Lord’s statement goes much deeper. He was 
not suggesting a shallow “taste test” but rather the deep 
personal commitment of the person to truth. The Jews 
depended on education and authorities and received 
their doctrine secondhand, but Jesus insisted that we 
experience the authority of truth personally. The Jewish 
leaders were attempting to kill Jesus, yet at the same 
time they claimed to understand God’s truth and obey 
it. This proves that an enlightened and educated mind 
is no guarantee of a pure heart or a sanctified will. 
Some of the world’s worst criminals have been highly 
intelligent and well-educated people. 

Satan offered Adam and Eve knowledge, but it was 
knowledge based on disobedience (Gen. 3:5). Jesus 
offered knowledge as the result of obedience: first the 
yoke of responsibility, then the joy of knowing God’s 
truth. Dr. G. Campbell Morgan said it perfectly: 
“When men are wholly, completely consecrated to the 
will of God and want to do that above everything else, 
then they find out that Christ’s teaching is divine, that 
it is the teaching of God.” 

If we really seek God’s will, then we will not worry 
over who gets the glory. All truth is God’s truth, and 
God alone deserves the glory for what He has taught 
us. No teacher or preacher can take the credit for 
what only can come from God. If he does go after the 
glory, then it is proof that his teaching is self-gener- 
ated and not received from God. This is the origin of 
many cults and church splits: somebody “invents” a 


253 


John 7 


doctrine, takes credit for it, and uses it to divide God’s 
people. 

The first “debate” was with the Jews: but the visi- 
tors to the city entered into the discussion (John 7:20). 
Jesus had boldly announced that the leaders wanted to 
kill Him because He had violated the Sabbath and then 
claimed to be God (see John 5:10-18). The orthodox 
Jews broke the Sabbath laws when they had their sons 
circumcised on the Sabbath, so why could He not heal 
a man on the Sabbath? “Why go ye about to kill me?” 

The visitors, of course, did not know that their leaders 
were out to kill Jesus, so they challenged His statement. 
But their reply contained a serious accusation—that 
Jesus had a demon. This was not a new accusation, for 
the leaders had said it before (Matt. 9:32ff.; 10:25; 
11:18-19; 12:24ff). “You must be crazy to think that 
anybody wants to kill You!” 

Our Lord used the very law of Moses to refute the 
enemy's argument, but He knew that they would not 
give in. Why? Because their standard of judgment was 
not honest. They evaluated things on the basis of 
superficial examination of the facts. They judged on 
the basis of “seems” and not “is.” Unfortunately, too 
many people make that same mistake today. John 7:24 
is the opposite of verse 17, where Jesus called for sin- 
cere devotion to truth. 

The residents of Jerusalem entered the conversation 
(Jobn 7:25). They knew that the rulers wanted to kill 
Jesus, and they were amazed that He was teaching 
openly and getting away with it! Perhaps the rulers had 
been convinced that indeed He is the Messiah, sent 
from God! Then why were they not worshipping Him 
and leading others to worship Him? 

Their question (John 7:25) suggested a negative 
answer: “No, the rulers do not believe that He is the 
Christ, do they?” They were able to defend their con- 
clusion with logic: 

1. Nobody knows where the Christ comes from. 

2. We know where Jesus of Nazareth came from. 

3. Conclusion: Jesus cannot be the Messiah. 

Once again, the people could not see the truth 
because they were blinded by what they thought were 
dependable facts. Jesus had met this same kind of 
resistance in the synagogue in Capernaum (John 
6:42ff.). Even the learned teachers—the “expert 
builders’—would not be able to identify the Chief 
Cornerstone, even though they had studied the God- 
given “blueprints” for centuries (Acts 4:11)! 

At this point, our Lord raised His voice so that 
everybody could hear (note also John 7:37). He was 
probably speaking in a tone revealing irony: “Yes, you 
think you know Me and where I came from! But really, 
you do not!” Then He explained why they did not 
know Him: they did not know the Father! This was a 
serious accusation to make against an orthodox Jew, for 
the Jews prided themselves in knowing the true God, 
the God of Israel. 

But Jesus went even further He boldly asserted that 
He not only knew the Father, but was sent by Him! He 
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was once again claiming to be God! He was not simply 
born into this world like any other human; He was sent 
to earth by the Father. This means that He existed 
before He was born on the earth. 

This was certainly a crisis hour in His ministry, and 
some of the leaders tried to have Him arrested, but “his 
hour was not yet come.” Many of the pilgrims put their 
faith in Him. It was a faith based on miracles, but at 
least it was a beginning (see John 2:23; 6:2, 26). 
Nicodemus first became interested in Jesus because of 
His miracles (John 3:1-2), and eventually he openly 
professed faith in Christ. 

The Pharisees and chief priests, who presided over 
the Jewish religious establishment, resented the fact 
that the people were trusting in Jesus. Apparently these 
“believers” were not afraid to tell what they had done 
(John 7:13, 32). This time, the rulers sent members of 
the temple guard to arrest Jesus, but it was Jesus who 
“arrested” them! He warned them that they had but “a 
little while” to hear the truth, believe, and be saved (see 
John 12:35ff.). It was not Jesus who was in danger, but 
those who wanted to arrest Him! 

As in previous messages, the people misunderstood 
what Jesus was saying. Within six months, Jesus would 
go back to the Father in heaven, and the unsaved Jews 
would not be able to follow Him. What a contrast 
between “where I am, there ye cannot come” (John 
7:34) and “that where I am, there ye may be also” (John 
14:3)! 

Had these men been willing to do God’s will, they 
would have known the truth. Soon it would be too 
late. 


The End of the Feast: Division (7:37-52) 

The last day of the feast would be the seventh day, a 
very special day on which the priests would march 
seven times around the altar, chanting Psalm 118:25. It 
would be the last time they would draw the water and 
pour it out. No doubt just as they were pouring out the 
water, symbolic of the water Moses drew from the rock, 
Jesus stood and shouted His great invitation to thirsty 
sinners. 

It has been pointed out that this “great day,” the 
twenty-first of the seventh month, is the same date on 
which the prophet Haggai made a special prediction 
about the temple (Hag. 2:1-9). While the ultimate ful- 
fillment must await the return of Christ to this earth, 
certainly there was a partial fulfillment when Jesus 
came to the temple. Haggai 2:6-7 is quoted in 
Hebrews 12:26-29 as applying to the return of the 
Lord. 

Jesus was referring to the experience of Israel 
recorded in Exodus 17:1-7. That water was but a pic- 
ture of the Spirit of God. Believers would not only 
drink the living water, but they would become chan- 
nels of living water to bless a thirsty world! The 
“artesian well” that He promised in John 4:14 has now 
become a flowing river! While there are no specific 
prophetic Scriptures that indicate “rivers of water” 


flowing from the believer, there are a number of verses 
that parallel this thought: Isaiah 12:3; 15; 32:2; 44:3; 
and 58:11; and Zechariah 14:8. Note that Zechariah 
14:16ff. speaks about the future Feast of Tabernacles, 
when the Lord is King. 

Water for drinking is one of the symbols of the 
Holy Spirit in the Bible. (Water for washing is a sym- 
bol of the Word of God; see John 15:3; Eph. 5:26.) Just 
as water satisfies thirst and produces fruitfulness, so the 
Spirit of God satisfies the inner person and enables us 
to bear fruit. At the feast, the Jews were reenacting a 
tradition that could never satisfy the heart. Jesus 
offered them living water and eternal satisfaction! 

What was the result of this declaration and invita- 
tion? The people were divided: some defended Him 
and some wanted to arrest Him. Is He a “good man” or 
“a deceiver” (John 7:12)? Is He “the Christ” (John 
7:31)? Is He the promised “Prophet” (John 7:40; Deut. 
18:15)? If only they had honestly examined the evi- 
dence, they would have discovered that, indeed, He 
was the Christ, the Son of God. They identified Jesus 
with Galilee (John 1:45—46; 7:52) when in reality He 
was born in Bethlehem (see John 6:42 for similar rea- 
soning). 

The temple officers returned to the Jewish council 
meeting empty-handed. It certainly should have been 
relatively easy for them to arrest Jesus, yet they failed to 
do so. What stopped them? “Never man spake like this 
man!” was their defense. In other words, “This Jesus is 
more than a man! No mere man speaks as He does!” 
They were “arrested” by the Word of God, spoken by 
the Son of God. 

Again, the leaders refused to face facts honestly but 
passed judgment on the basis of their prejudices and 
their superficial examination of the facts. It is much 
easier to label people (and /ibe/ people!) than to listen 
to the facts they present. “So some of the people have 
believed on Jesus! So what? These common people 
know nothing about the law anyway! Have any impor- 
tant people—like ourselves—believed on Him? Of 
course not!” They would use a similar argument to try 
to discredit the witness of the blind man that Jesus 
healed (John 9:34). 

We should not be surprised when “the intelli- 
gentsia” refuses to trust Jesus Christ, or when religious 
leaders reject Him. God has hidden His truth from 
“the wise and prudent” and revealed it to “spiritual 
babes,” the humble people who will yield to Him 
(Matt. 11:25-27). Paul was a very intelligent rabbi 
when God saved him, yet he had to be “knocked 
down” before he would acknowledge that Jesus Christ 
was the resurrected Son of God. Read 1 Corinthians 
1:26-31 to learn Paul’s explanation for the difficulty of 
winning “smart religious people” to the Savior. 

No doubt the rulers would have sent the guard out 
again, but Nicodemus spoke up. This man is found 
three times in John’s gospel, and each time he is iden- 
tified as the one “who came to Jesus by night” (see John 


3:1-2; 19:39). No doubt Nicodemus had been doing a 
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great deal of thinking and studying since that first 
interview with Jesus, and he was not afraid to take his 
stand for truth. 

Nicodemus was sure that the council was not giving 
Jesus an honest hearing. The rulers had already passed 
judgment and were trying to arrest Him before He had 
even been given a fair and lawful trial! Perhaps 
Nicodemus had in mind such Old Testament 
Scriptures as Exodus 23:1 and Deuteronomy 1:16-17; 
19:15-21. 

What did Nicodemus want them to consider about 
Jesus? His word and His works. It was Jesus the Teacher 
and the miracle worker who had attracted Nicodemus’s 
interest in the first place (John 3:2). In fact, Jesus had 
pointed to His works as proof of His deity (John 5:32), 
and He repeatedly urged the people to pay attention to 
His words. The two go together, for the miracles point 
to the messages, and the messages interpret the spiri- 
tual meaning of the miracles. 

You can hear the sarcasm and disdain in the reply of 
the rulers: “Are you a lowly and despised Galilean too?” 
They refused to admit that Nicodemus was right in 
asking for a fair trial, but the only way they could 
answer him was by means of ridicule. This is an ancient 
debate trick: when you cannot answer the argument, 
attack the speaker. 

They challenged Nicodemus to search the prophe- 
cies to see if he could find any statement that a prophet 
would come out of Galilee. Of course, Jonah was from 
Galilee, and Jesus said that Jonah was a picture of 
Himself in death, burial, and resurrection (Matt. 
12:38-41). Perhaps Nicodemus read Isaiah 9:1-2 (see 
Matt. 4:12—16) and began to trace the great messianic 
prophecies in the Old Testament. If he did, then he 
became convinced that Jesus of Nazareth was the very 
Son of God. 

You cannot help but feel sorry for the people 
described in this chapter, people who responded to 
Jesus in the wrong ways. His half-brothers responded 
with disbelief, various people responded with debate, 
and the result was division. Had they willingly received 
the truth, and had they acted with sincere obedience, 
they would have ended up at the feet of Jesus, confess- 
ing Him as Messiah and Son of God. 

But people today commit the same blunder and 
permit their prejudices and superficial evaluations to 
blind them to the truth. 

Dont let it happen to you! 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
John 8 


CONTRASTS AND CONFLICTS 


s the story of the woman taken in adultery a part of 
| Scripture? If it is, where does it belong in the gospel 
record? John 7:53—8:11 is not found in some of the 
ancient manuscripts; where it is found, it is not always 
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in this location in John’s gospel. Most scholars seem to 
agree that the passage is a part of inspired Scripture (“a 
fragment of authentic gospel material,” says Dr. F. FE 
Bruce) regardless of where it is placed. 

To many of us, the story fits right here! In fact, the 
development of the entire chapter can easily be seen to 
grow out of this striking event in the temple. Our 
Lord’s declaration on His being the Light of the World 
(John 8:12) certainly fits, and so do His words about 
true and false judgment (John 8:15-16, 26). The 
repeated phrase “die in your sins” (John 8:21, 24) 
would clearly relate to the judgment of the woman, 
and the fact that the chapter ends with an attempt to 
stone Jesus shows a perfect parallel to the opening 
story. The transition from John 7:52 to 8:12 would be 
too abrupt without a transitional section. 

Our Lord found Himself again in conflict with the 
Jewish religious leaders, but this time, they set a trap, 
hoping to get enough evidence to arrest Jesus and get 
Him out of the way. However, their plot failed, but a 
controversy followed. In this chapter we see a series of 
contrasts that reveal the graciousness of Christ and the 
wickedness of man. 


Grace and Law (8:11) 

The Feast of Tabernacles had ended, but Jesus took 
advantage of the opportunity to minister to the pil- 
grims in the temple. During the feast, word had 
quickly spread that Jesus was not only attending but 
openly teaching in the temple (see Luke 21:37). He 
taught in the court of the women at the place where the 
treasury was situated (John 8:20). The scribes and 
Pharisees knew where He would be, so they hatched 
their plot together. 

They would not be likely to catch a couple in the 
“very act” of adultery, so we wonder if the man (who 
never was indicted!) was part of the scheme. The law 
required that both guilty parties be stoned (Lev. 20:10; 
Deut. 22:22) and not just the woman. It does seem 
suspicious that the man went free. The scribes and 
Pharisees handled the matter in a brutal fashion, even 
in the way they interrupted the Lord’s teaching and 
pushed the woman into the midst of the crowd. 

The Jewish leaders, of course, were trying to pin 
Jesus on the horns of a dilemma. If He said, “Yes, the 
woman must be stoned!” then what would happen to 
His reputation as the “friend of publicans and sinners”? 
The common people would no doubt have abandoned 
Him and would never have accepted His gracious mes- 
sage of forgiveness. 

But, if He said, “No, the woman should not be 
stoned!” then He was openly breaking the law and sub- 
ject to arrest. On more than one occasion, the religious 
leaders had tried to pit Jesus against Moses, and now 
they seemed to have the perfect challenge (see John 
5:39-47; 6:32ff.; 7:40ff.). 

Instead of passing judgment on the woman, Jesus 
passed judgment on the judges! No doubt He was 
indignant at the way they treated the woman. He was 
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also concerned that such hypocrites should condemn 
another person and not judge themselves. We do not 
know what He wrote on the dirt floor of the temple. 
Was He simply reminding them that the Ten 
Commandments had been originally written “by the 
finger of God” (Ex. 31:18), and that He is God? Or 
was He perhaps reminding them of the warning in 
Jeremiah 17:13? 

It was required by Jewish law that the accusers cast 
the first stones (Deut. 17:7). Jesus was not asking that 
sinless men judge the woman, for He was the only sin- 
less Person present. If our judges today had to be 
perfect, judicial benches would be empty. He was refer- 
ring to the particular sin of the woman, a sin that can be 
committed in the heart as well as with the body (Matt. 
5:27-30). Convicted by their own consciences, the 
accusers quietly left the scene, and Jesus was left alone 
with the woman. He forgave her and warned her to sin 
no more (John 5:14). 

We must not misinterpret this event to mean that 
Jesus was “easy on sin” or that He contradicted the law. 
For Jesus to forgive this woman meant that He had to 
one day die for her sins. Forgiveness is free but it is not 
cheap. Furthermore, Jesus perfectly fulfilled the law so 
that no one could justly accuse Him of opposing its 
teachings or weakening its power. By applying the law 
to the woman and not to themselves, the Jewish leaders 
were violating both the letter and the spirit of the 
law—and they thought they were defending Moses! 

The law was given to reveal sin (Rom. 3:20), and 
we must be condemned by the law before we can be 
cleansed by God’s grace. Law and grace do not compete 
with each other; they complement each other. Nobody 
was ever saved by keeping the law, but nobody was ever 
saved by grace who was not first indicted by the law. 
There must be conviction before there can be conver- 
sion. 

Nor is Christ’s gracious forgiveness an excuse to sin. 
“Go, and sin no more!” was our Lord’s counsel. “But 
there is forgiveness with thee, that thou mayest be 
feared” (Ps. 130:4). Certainly the experience of gra- 
cious forgiveness would motivate the penitent sinner to 
live a holy and obedient life to the glory of God. 


Light and Darkness (8:12-20) 
This second great “I am” statement certainly fits into 
the context of the first eleven verses of John 8. Perhaps 
the sun was then appearing (John 8:2) so that Jesus was 
comparing Himself to the rising sun. But this would 
mean He was once again claiming to be God, for to the 
Jew, the sun was a symbol of Jehovah God (Ps. 84:11; 
Mal. 4:2). There is, for our galaxy, only one sun, and it 
is the center and the source of life. So there is but one 
God who is the center of all and the source of all life 
(John 1:4). “God is light” (1 John 1:5), and wherever 
the light shines, it reveals man’s wickedness (Eph. 
5:8-14). 

Our Lord’s “I am” statement was also related to the 
Feast of Tabernacles, during which the huge candelabra 


were lighted in the temple at night to remind the people 
of the pillar of fire that had guided Israel in their wilder- 
ness journey. In fact, John has combined three 
“wilderness images”: the manna (John 6), the water from 
the rock (John 7), and the pillar of fire John 8). 

To “follow” the Lord Jesus means to believe on 
Him, to trust Him, and the results are /ife and light for 
the believer. The unsaved are walking in darkness 
because they love darkness (John 3:17ff.). One of the 
major messages in this gospel is that the spiritual light 
is now shining, but people cannot comprehend it— 
and they try to put it out (John 1:4-5). 

Not all of the Jewish leaders had left the group, and 
others had no doubt come along after the woman left. 
As usual, they debated with Jesus. This time, they 
accused Him of bearing witness to Himself by claiming 
to be the Light of the world, and Jewish courts would 
not permit a person to bear witness to himself. 

But light Aas to bear witness to itself! The only peo- 
ple who cannot see the light are blind people! 

I recall the first time I flew at night. I was fascinated 
by the changing textures of colored lights in the cities 
below me. When our plane left the New York area and 
headed out into the night, I was amazed that I could 
see pinpoints of light miles away. Then I understood 
why it was necessary to have blackouts during the war, 
for the enemy pilots could see the smallest evidence of 
light and thus find the target. Light bears witness to 
itself; it tells you it is there. 

Perhaps the Pharisees were quoting our Lord’s own 
words (see John 5:31ff.), but He quickly refuted their 
argument. One of the key words in this section is wit- 
ness; it is used seven times. Jesus made it clear that their 
witness was not dependable because their judgment 
was faulty. They judged on the basis of externals, mere 
human judgment, but He judged on the basis of spiri- 
tual knowledge. The way they judged the woman taken 
in adultery proved that they neither understood the law 
nor their own sinful hearts. 

Since they wanted to use the law to condemn the 
woman and trap the Savior, Jesus also used the law to 
answer them. He quoted a principle found in 
Deuteronomy 17:6 and 19:15, as well as Numbers 
35:30, that the testimony of two men was required to 
validate a judgment. Jesus had those two testimonies: 
He gave witness and so did His Father. We have seen 
from John 5:37-47 that the witness of the Father is 
found in the Word of God. 

How tragic that these experts in the law did not 
even know their own Messiah as He stood before them! 
They claimed to know the law of God, but they did 
not know the God of the law. They did not have His 
Word abiding in their hearts (John 5:38), nor did they 
experience His love (John 5:42). They did not know 
the Father, and therefore did not know the Son. 

Jesus never really answered their question, “Where 
is thy Father?” The word father is used twenty-one 
times in this chapter, so Jesus did not avoid the issue 
but faced it honestly. He knew that their “father” was 
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not God—but the devil! These men were religious, and 
yet they were the children of the devil! 

Their further attempts to arrest Jesus were again 
thwarted by the Father, for it was not yet our Lord’s 
hour when He should give His life. When the servant 
of God is in the will of God, he can have courage and 


peace as he does his duty. 
Life and Death (8:21-30) 


Jesus had already mentioned His leaving them (John 
7:34), but the Jews had misunderstood what He said. 
Once again, He warned them: He would leave them, 
they would not be able to follow Him, and they would 
die in their sins! They were wasting their God-given 
opportunities by arguing with Him instead of trusting 
Him, and one day soon, their opportunities would 
end. 

Once again, the people misunderstood His teach- 
ing. They thought He was planning to kill Himself! 
Suicide was an abhorrent thing to a Jew, for the Jews 
were taught to honor all life. If Jesus committed sui- 
cide, then He would go to a place of judgment, and 
this, they reasoned, was why they could not follow 
Him. 

Actually, just the opposite was true: it was they who 
were going to the place of judgment! Jesus was return- 
ing to His Father in heaven, and nobody can go there 
who has not trusted the Savior. The reason Jesus and 
the Jewish leaders were going to different destinations 
was because they had different origins: Jesus came from 
heaven, but they belonged to the earth. Jesus was im the 
world, but He did not belong to the world (see John 
17:14-16). 

The true believer has his citizenship in heaven 
(Luke 10:20; Phil. 3:20-21). His affection and atten- 
tion are fixed heavenward. But the unsaved belong to 
this world; in fact, Jesus called them “the children of 
this world” (Luke 16:8). Since they have not trusted 
Christ and had their sins forgiven, their destiny is to 
die in their sins. The Christian dies “in the Lord” 
because he lives “in the Lord” (Rev. 14:13), but the 
unbeliever dies in his sins because he lives in his sins. 

It seems incredible that these religious “experts” 
should ask, “Who are You?” He had given them every 
evidence that He is the Son of God, yet they had delib- 
erately rejected the evidence. Our Lord’s reply may be 
expressed, “I am exactly what I said!” In other words, 
“Why should I teach you new things, or give you new 
proof, when you have not honestly considered the wit- 
ness I have already given?” 

Jesus boldly made several claims to deity (John 
8:26). He said He would judge, and judgment (to the 
Jews) belonged only to God. He claimed to be sent by 
God, and He claimed to have heard from God the 
things that He taught. How did the religious leaders 
respond to these clear affirmations of deity? They did 
not understand! God reveals His truth to the “babes” 
and not to the “wise and prudent” (Luke 10:21). 

Now Jesus spoke about His own death, when He 
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would be “lifted up” on the cross (John 3:14; 12:32). 
The word translated “lifted up” has a dual meaning: 
“lifted up in crucifixion,” and “lifted up in exaltation 
and glorification.” Jesus often combined the two, for 
He saw His crucifixion in terms of glory and not just 
suffering (John 12:23; 13:30-31; 17:1). This same 
combination of “suffering and glory” is repeated in 
Peter’s first letter. 

It would be in His death, burial, resurrection, and 
ascension that Jesus would be revealed to the Jewish 
nation. This was the message Peter preached at 
Pentecost (Acts 2), not only the death of Jesus but also 
His resurrection and exaltation to glory. Even a Roman 
soldier, beholding the events at Golgotha would con- 
fess, “Truly this man was the Son of God” (Mark 
15:39). The early church, following the example of 
their Lord (Luke 24:25-27), would show from the Old 
Testament prophecies both the sufferings and the glory 
of the Messiah. 

Jesus made two more stupendous claims: not only 
was He sent by the Father, but the Father was with 
Him because He always did what pleased the Father 
(John 8:29). No doubt, His enemies reacted violently 
to these words: but some of the listeners put their faith 
in Him. Whether this was true saving faith or not (see 
John 2:23-25), we cannot tell, but our Lord’s words to 
them would indicate that they knew what they were 
doing. 

Salvation is a matter of life or death. People who 
live in their sins and reject the Savior must die in their 
sins. There is no alternative. We either receive salvation 
by grace or experience condemnation under God’s law. 
We either walk in the light and have eternal life, or 
walk in the darkness and experience eternal death. 
There is a fourth contrast. 


Freedom and Bondage (8:31-47) 

What listeners are represented by the pronoun they in 
John 8:33? In the previous verses, Jesus addressed the 
“believers” mentioned in John 8:30, and He warned 
them that continuance in the Word—discipleship— 
was proof of true salvation. When we obey His Word, 
we grow in spiritual knowledge, and as we grow in spir- 
itual knowledge, we grow in freedom from sin. Life 
leads to learning, and learning leads to liberty. 

It is not likely that the pronoun they refers to these 
new believers, for they would probably not argue with 
their Savior! If John 8:37 is any guide, “they” probably 
refers to the same unbelieving Jewish leaders who had 
opposed Jesus throughout this conversation (John 
8:13, 19, 22, 25). As before, they did not understand 
His message. Jesus was speaking about true spiritual 
freedom, freedom from sin, but they were thinking 
about political freedom. 

Their claim that Abraham's descendants had never 
been in bondage was certainly a false one that was 
refuted by the very record in the Old Testament 
Scriptures. The Jews had been enslaved by seven 
mighty nations, as recorded in the book of Judges. The 
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ten northern tribes had been carried away captive by 
Assyria, and the two southern tribes had gone into sev- 
enty years of captivity in Babylon. And at that very 
hour, the Jews were under the iron heel of Rome! How 
difficult it is for proud religious people to admit their 
failings and their needs! 

Jesus explained that the difference between spiritual 
freedom and bondage is a matter of whether one is a 
son or a servant. The servant may live in the house, but 
he is not a part of the family, and he cannot be guaran- 
teed a future. (Jesus may have had Isaac and Ishmael in 
mind here; see Gen. 21.) “Whosoever keeps on practic- 
ing sin [literal translation] is the servant of sin.” These 
religious leaders would not only de in their sins John 
8:21, 24), but they were right then /ving in bondage to 
sin! 

How can slaves of sin be set free? Only by the Son. 
How does He do it? Through the power of His Word. 
Note the emphasis on the Word in John 8:38—47, and 
He had already told them, “The truth shall make you 
free” (John 8:32). They would not “make room” for 
His Word in their hearts. 

In the rest of this section, you see the debate cen- 
tering around the word father. Jesus identified Himself 
with the Father in heaven, but He identified them 
with the father from hell, Satan. Of course, the Jews 
claimed Abraham as their father (Luke 3:8ff.), but 
Jesus made a careful distinction between “Abraham’s 
seed” (physical descendants) and “Abrahams children” 
(spiritual descendants because of personal faith; Gal. 
3:6-14). 

These Jewish leaders, who claimed to belong to 
Abraham, were very unlike Abraham. For one thing, 
they wanted to kill Jesus; Abraham was the “friend of 
God” and fellowshipped with Him in love (Isa. 41:8). 
Abraham listened to God’s truth and obeyed it, but 
these religious leaders rejected the truth. 

Nature is determined by birth, and birth is deter- 
mined by paternity. If God is your Father, then you 
share God’s nature (2 Peter 1:14), but if Satan is your 
father, then you share in his evil nature. Our Lord did 
not say that every lost sinner is a “child of the devil,” 
though every lost sinner is certainly a child of wrath 
and disobedience (Eph. 2:1-3). Both here and in the 
parable of the tares (Matt. 13:24-32, 36-43), Jesus 
said that the Pharisees and other “counterfeit” believers 
were the children of the devil. Satan is an imitator (2 
Cor. 11:13-15), and he gives his children a false righ- 
teousness that can never gain them entrance into 
heaven (Rom. 10:1-—4). 

What were the characteristics of these religious 
leaders who belonged to the devil? For one thing, they 
rejected the truth (John 8:40) and tried to kill Jesus 
because He spoke the truth. They did not love God 
(John 8:42), nor could they understand what Jesus 
taught (John 8:43, 47). Satan’s children may be well 
versed in their religious traditions, but they have no 
understanding of the Word of God. 


Satan is a liar and a murderer. He lied to our first 


parents (“Yea, hath God said?”) and engineered their 
deaths. Cain was a child of the devil (1 John 3:12), for 
he was both a liar and a murderer. He killed his brother 
Abel and then lied about it (Gen. 4). Is it any wonder 
that these religious leaders lied about Jesus, hired false 
witnesses, and then had Him killed? 

The worst bondage is the kind that the prisoner 
himself does not recognize. He thinks he is free, yet he 
is really a slave. The Pharisees and other religious lead- 
ers thought that they were free, but they were actually 
enslaved in terrible spiritual bondage to sin and Satan. 
They would not face the truth, and yet it was the truth 
alone that could set them free. 


Honor and Dishonor (8:48-59) 

The leaders could not refute our Lord’s statements, so 
they attacked His person. Some students think that the 
leaders’ statement in John 8:41—“We are not born of 
fornication” —was a slur on our Lord’s own birth and 
character. After all, Mary was with child before she and 
Joseph were married. But the personal attacks in John 
8:48 are quite obvious. For a Jew to be called a 
Samaritan was the grossest of insults, and then to be 
called a demon-possessed person only added further 
insult. 

Note that Jesus did not even dignify the racial slur 
with an answer. (No doubt there was also in this the 
suggestion that, like the Samaritans, Jesus was a heretic.) 
They were dishonoring Him, but He was honoring the 
Father. You will recall that He made it clear that it was 
impossible to honor the Father without honoring the 
Son (John 5:23). They were seeking their own glory 
(see John 5:41-44), but He was seeking the glory that 
belongs to God alone. Tradition-centered religion, 
without Christ, is often a “mutual admiration society” 
for people who want the praise of men. 

Jesus had warned them that they would die in their 
sins because of their unbelief, and now He invited 
them to trust His Word and “never see death” (John 
8:51). He had said this before in His synagogue sermon 
(John 6:39-40, 44, 54). Once again, the leaders lacked 
the spiritual insight to understand what He was saying. 
Abraham was dead, yet he was a godly man, and the 
faithful prophets were also dead. This kind of talk only 
convinced them the more that He had a demon (John 
7:20)! 

By claiming to be the Lord of death, He was claim- 
ing to be God (John 5:21-29). This was not an honor 
He made for Himself; the Father gave it to Him. In 
fact, Abraham (whom they claimed as their father) saw 
His day and rejoiced! Instead of rejoicing, they were 
revolting and trying to kill Him. 

How did Abraham “see” our Lord’s day, that is, His 
life and ministry on earth? The same way he saw the 
future city: by faith (Heb. 11:10, 13-16). God did not 
give Abraham some special vision of our Lord’s life and 
ministry, but He did give him the spiritual perception 
to “see” these future events. Certainly Abraham saw the 
birth of the Messiah in the miraculous birth of his own 
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son, Isaac. He certainly saw Calvary when he offered 
Isaac to God (Gen. 22). In the priestly ministry of 
Melchizedek (Gen. 14:17—24), Abraham could see the 
heavenly priesthood of the Lord. In the marriage of 
Isaac, Abraham could see a picture of the marriage of 
the Lamb (Gen. 24). 

His statement found in John 8:58 can be translated, 
“Before Abraham came into being, I Am.” Again, this 
was another affirmation of His divine sonship, and the 
Jewish leaders received it as such. He had once again 
made Himself equal with God (John 5:18), and this 
was the sin of blasphemy, worthy of death (Lev. 24:16). 
Jesus was divinely protected and simply walked away. 
His hour had not yet come. We cannot help but admire 
His courage as He presented the truth and invited 
blind religious men to trust Him and be set free. 

The most difficult people to win to the Savior are 
those who do not realize that they have a need. They 
are under the condemnation of God, yet they trust 
their religion to save them. They are walking in the 
darkness and not following the light of life. They are 
sharing a “living death” because of their bondage to sin, 
and, in spite of their religious deeds, they are dishonor- 
ing the Father and the Son. These are the people who 
crucified Jesus Christ, and Jesus called them the chil- 
dren of the devil. 

Whose child are you? Is God your Father because 
you have received Jesus Christ into your life (John 
1:12-13)? Or is Satan your father because you are 
depending on a counterfeit righteousness, a “works 
righteousness,” not the righteousness that comes 
through faith in Jesus Christ? 

If God is your Father, then heaven is your home. If 
He is not your Father, then hell is your destiny. 

It is truly a matter of life or death! 


CHAPTER NINE 
John 9 


THE BLIND MAN CALLS THEIR BLUFF 


0 ur Lord performed miracles in order to meet 
human needs. But He also used those miracles as 
a “launching pad” for a message conveying spiri- 
tual truth. Finally, His miracles were His “credentials” 
to prove that He was indeed the Messiah. “The blind 
receive their sight” was one such messianic miracle 
(Matt. 11:5), and we see it demonstrated in this chap- 
ter. Jesus used this miracle as the basis for a short 
sermon on spiritual blindness (John 9:39-41) and a 
longer sermon on true and false shepherds (John 
10:1-18). 

I am told that in the United States somebody goes 
blind every twenty minutes. The man we meet in this 
chapter was born blind; he had never seen the beauty of 
God’s creation or the faces of his loved ones. When 
Jesus arrived on the scene, everything changed, and the 
man was made to see. However, the greatest miracle 
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was not the opening of his eyes but the opening of his 
heart to the Savior. It cost him everything to confess 
Jesus as the Son of God, but he was willing to do it. 

The easiest way to grasp the message of this chapter 
is to note the stages in this man’s growing understand- 
ing of who Jesus is. 


“A Man Called” (9:1-12) 

About the only thing a blind man could do in that day 
was beg, and that is what this man was doing when 
Jesus passed by (John 9:8). No doubt there were many 
blind people who would have rejoiced to be healed, but 
Jesus selected this man (see Luke 4:25-27). Apparently 
the man and his parents were well known in the com- 
munity. It was on the Sabbath when Jesus healed the 
man (John 9:14), so that once again He was upsetting 
and deliberately challenging the religious leaders (John 
5:9ff.). 

The disciples did not look at the man as an object 
of mercy but rather as a subject for a theological discus- 
sion. It is much easier to discuss an abstract subject like 
“sin” than it is to minister to a concrete need in the life 
of a person. The disciples were sure that the man’s con- 
genital blindness was caused by sin, either his own or 
his parents’, but Jesus disagreed with them. 

In the final analysis, a// physical problems are the 
result of our fall in Adam, for his disobedience brought 
sin and death into the world (Rom. 5:12ff.). But after- 
ward, to blame a specific disability on a specific sin 
committed by specific persons is certainly beyond any 
man’s ability or authority. Only God knows why babies 
are born with handicaps, and only God can turn those 
handicaps into something that will bring good to the 
people and glory to His name. 

Certainly both the man and his parents had at some 
time committed sin, but Jesus did not see their sin as 
the cause of the man’s blindness. Nor did He suggest 
that God deliberately made the man blind so that, 
years later, Jesus could perform a miracle. Since there is 
no punctuation in the original manuscripts, we are free 
to read John 9:3-4 this way: Neither has this man 
sinned nor his parents. But that the works of God 
should be made manifest in him, I must work the 
works of Him that sent Me, while it is day. 

Our Lord’s method of healing was unique: He put 
clay on the man’s eyes and told him to go wash. Once 
Jesus healed two blind men by merely touching their 
eyes (Matt. 9:27-31), and He healed another blind 
man by putting spittle on his eyes (Mark 8:22-26). 
Though the healing power was the same, our Lord var- 
ied His methods lest people focus on the manner of 
healing and miss the message in the healing. 

There were at least two reasons for our Lord’s use 
of the clay. For one thing, it was a picture of the incar- 
nation. God made the first man out of the dust, and 
God sent His Son as a real Man. Note the emphasis on 
the meaning of “Siloam’—“sent.” And relate this to 
John 9:4: “The works of him that sent me” (see also 
John 3:17, 34; 5:36; 7:29; 8:18, 42). Jesus gave a little 
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illustration of His own coming to earth, sent by the 
Father. 

The second reason for the clay was irritation; it 
encouraged the man to believe and obey! If you have 
ever had an irritation in your eyes, you know how 
quickly you seek irrigation to cleanse it out! You might 
compare this “irritation” to the convicting work of the 
Holy Spirit as He uses God’s law to bring the lost sin- 
ner under judgment. 

But the illumination now led to a problem in iden- 
tification: was this really the blind beggar, and who 
caused him to see? Throughout the rest of John 9, a 
growing conflict takes place around these two ques- 
tions. The religious leaders did not want to face the fact 
that Jesus had healed the man, or even that the man 
had been healed! 

Four times in this chapter people asked, “How were 
you healed?” (John 9:10, 15, 19, 26). First the neigh- 
bors asked the man, and then the Pharisees asked him. 
Not satisfied with his reply, the Pharisees then asked 
the man’s parents and then gave the son one final inter- 
rogation. All of this looked very official and efficient, 
but it was really a most evasive maneuver on the part of 
both the people and the leaders. The Pharisees wanted 
to get rid of the evidence, and the people were afraid to 
speak the truth! 

They were all asking the wrong question! They 
should not have asked “How?” but “Who?” (Simply 
rearrange the letters!) But we are so prone to ask 
“How?” We want to understand the mechanics of a 
miracle instead of simply trusting the Savior, who alone 
can perform the miracle. Nicodemus wanted to know 
how he could reenter his mother’s womb (John 3:4, 9). 
“How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” (John 
6:52). Understanding the process, even if we could, is 
no guarantee that we have experienced the miracle. 

When asked to describe his experience, the man 
simply told what had happened. All he knew about the 
person who had done the miracle was that He was “a 
man called Jesus.” He had not seen our Lord, of course, 
but he had heard His voice. Not only was the beggar 
ignorant of Jesus’ identity, but he did not know where 
Jesus had gone. At this point, the man has been healed, 
but he has not been saved. The light had dawned, but 
it would grow brighter until he saw the face of the Lord 
and worshipped Him (see Prov. 4:18). 

At least twelve times in the gospel of John, Jesus is 
called “a man” (see John 4:29; 5:12; 8:40; 9:11, 24; 
10:33; 11:47, 50; 18:14, 17, 29; 19:5). John’s empha- 
sis is that Jesus Christ is God, but the apostle balances 
it beautifully by reminding us that Jesus is also true 
man. The incarnation was not an illusion (1 John 


1:14). 


“A Prophet” (9:13-23) 

Since the Pharisees were the custodians of the faith, it 
was right that the healed man be brought to them for 
investigation. The fact that they studied this miracle in 
such detail is only further proof that Jesus did indeed 


heal the man. Since the man was born blind, the mira- 
cle was even greater, for blindness caused by sickness or 
injury might suddenly go away. Our Lord’s miracles 
can bear careful scrutiny by His enemies. 

But Jesus’ act of deliberately healing the man on the 
Sabbath day caused the Pharisees great concern. It was 
illegal to work on the Sabbath, and by making the clay, 
applying the clay, and healing the man, Jesus had per- 
formed three unlawful “works.” The Pharisees should 
have been praising God for a miracle; instead, they 
sought evidence to prosecute Jesus. 

When people refuse to face evidence honestly, but 
in fear evade the issue (see John 9:22), then it is impos- 
sible to come to a united conclusion. Once again, Jesus 
was the cause of division (John 9:16; see also 7:12, 43). 
The religious leaders were judging on the basis of one 
thing: nobody who breaks the Sabbath could possibly 
be a true prophet of God. They were “one-issue” 
thinkers, not unlike some religious people today. The 
Pharisees did not realize that Jesus was offering the 
people something greater than the Sabbath—the true 
spiritual rest that comes from God (Matt. 11:28-30). 

But the beggar was not intimidated by the threats 
of the Pharisees. When asked who he thought Jesus 
was, the man boldly said, “He is a prophet!” (Note 
John 4:19 for a parallel.) Some of the Old Testament 
prophets, such as Moses, Elijah, and Elisha, did per- 
form miracles. The Jewish people would look on their 
prophets as men of God who could do wonderful 
things by the power of God. 

But the religious leaders did not want to see Jesus 
given that kind of high designation. “This man is not 
of God” (John 9:16). Perhaps they could discredit the 
miracle. If so, then they could convince the people that 
Jesus had plotted the whole thing and was really 
deceiving the people. He had craftily “switched” beg- 
gars so that the sighted man was not the man who had 
been known as the blind beggar. 

The best way to get that kind of evidence would be 
to interrogate the parents of the beggar, so they called 
them in and asked them two questions: (1) “Is this 
your son?” And (2) “If he is, how does he now see?” In 
they refused to answer either question, they were in 
trouble, or if they answered with replies contrary to 
what the leaders wanted, they were in trouble. What a 
dilemma! 

They answered the first question honestly: he was 
their son and he had been born blind. They answered 
the second question evasively: they did not know how 
he was healed or who healed him. They then used the 
old-fashioned tactic called “passing the buck” by sug- 
gesting that the Pharisees ask the man himself. After 
all, he was of age! 

What lay behind all of this questioning and these 
furtive replies? The fear of people. We met it at the Feast 
of Tabernacles (John 7:13), and we shall meet it again 
at our Lord’s last Passover (John 12:42). These people 
were seeking the honor of men and not the honor that 
comes from God (John 5:44). To be sure, it was a seri- 


John 9 


ous thing to be excommunicated from the synagogue, 
but it was far more serious to reject the truth and be 
lost forever. “The fear of man brings a snare” (Prov. 
29:25 NasB). The Pharisees were trying to trap Jesus, 
and the parents were trying to avoid a trap, but all of 
them were only ensnaring themselves! The parents 
should have heeded the counsel of Isaiah 51:7 and 12. 
The Pharisees could present a “good case” for their 
position. After all, they did have the law of Moses as 
well as centuries of Jewish tradition. What they failed 
to understand was that Jesus Christ had fulfilled all of 
this ceremonial law and was now bringing in some- 
thing new. In Moses, you have preparation, but in Jesus 
Christ, you have consummation (see John 1:17). 


“A Man of God” (9:24-34) 

Anxious to settle the case, the Pharisees did call the 
man in, and this time, they put him under oath. “Give 
God the praise” is a form of Jewish “swearing in” at 
court (see Josh. 7:19). 

But the “judges” prejudiced everybody from the 
start! “We know that this man is a sinner!” They were 
warning the witness that he had better cooperate with 
the court, or he might be excommunicated. But the 
beggar was made of sturdier stuff than to be intimi- 
dated. He had experienced a miracle, and he was not 
afraid to tell them what had happened. 

He did not debate the character of Jesus Christ, 
because that was beyond his knowledge and experi- 
ence. But one thing he did know: now he could see. 
His testimony (John 9:25) reminds me of Psalm 27. 
Read that psalm in the light of this chapter, from the 
viewpoint of the healed beggar, and see how meaning- 
ful it becomes. 

For the fourth time, the question is asked, “How 
did He open your eyes?” (see John 9:10, 15, 19, and 
26). I can imagine the man getting quite impatient at 
this point. After all, he had been blind all his life, and 
there was so much now to see. He certainly did not 
want to spend much longer in a synagogue court, look- 
ing at angry faces and answering the same questions! 

We admire the boldness of the man in asking those 
irate Pharisees if they wanted to follow Jesus! The man 
expected a negative answer, but he was courageous even 
to ask it. Unable to refute the evidence, the judges 
began to revile the witness, and once again Moses is 
brought into the picture (John 5:46). The Pharisees 
were cautious men who would consider themselves 
conservatives, when in reality they were “preservatives.” 
A true conservative takes the best of the past and uses 
it, but he is also aware of the new things that God is 
doing. The new grows out of the old (Matt. 13:52). A 
“preservative” simply embalms the past and preserves 
it. He is against change and resists the new things that 
God is doing. Had the Pharisees really understood 
Moses, they would have known who Jesus was and 
what He was doing. 

The leaders were sure about Moses, but they were 
not sure about Jesus. They did not know where He 
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came from. He had already told them that He had 
come from heaven, sent by the Father (John 6:33, 38, 
41-42, 50-51). They were sure that He was the natu- 
ral son of Mary and Joseph, and that He was from the 
city of Nazareth (John 6:42; 7:41-42). They were 
judging “after the flesh” (John 8:15) and not exercising 
spiritual discernment. 

It seemed incredible to the healed man that the 
Pharisees would not know this Man who had opened 
his eyes!) How many people were going around 
Jerusalem, opening the eyes of blind people? Instead of 
investigating the miracle, these religious leaders should 
have been investigating the One who did the miracle 
and learning from Him. The “experts” were rejecting 
the Stone that was sent to them (Acts 4:11). 

The beggar then gave the “experts” a lesson in prac- 
tical theology. Perhaps he had Psalm 66:18 in mind: “If 
I regard iniquity in my heart, the Lord will not hear 
me.” The leaders called Jesus a sinner (John 9:24), yet 
Jesus was used of God to open the blind man’s eyes. 

He added another telling argument: Jesus healed a 
man born blind. Never, to their knowledge, had this 
occurred before. So, God not only heard Jesus, but He 
enabled Him to give the man sight. How, then, could 
Jesus be a sinner? 

Religious bigots do not want to face either evidence 
or logic. Their minds are made up. Had the Pharisees 
honestly considered the facts, they would have seen 
that Jesus is the Son of God, and they could have 
trusted Him and been saved. 

Again, the leaders reviled the man and told him he 
was born in sin. However, he would not die in his sins 
(see John 8:21, 24); because before this chapter ends, 
the beggar will come to faith in Jesus Christ. All of us 
are born in sin (Ps. 51:5), but we need not live in sin 
(Col. 3:6-7) or die in our sins. Faith in Jesus Christ 
redeems us from sin and gives us a life of joyful liberty. 

The religious leaders officially excommunicated 
this man from the local synagogue. This meant that the 
man was cut off from friends and family and looked on 
by the Jews as a “publican and sinner.” But Jesus came 
for the “outcasts” and never let them down. 


“The Son of God” (9:35-41) 

The Good Shepherd always cares for His sheep. Jesus 
knew that the man had been excommunicated, so He 
found him and revealed Himself to him. Remember, 
the man knew our Lord’s voice, but he had never seen 
His face. 

The man now reached the climax of his knowledge 
of Jesus Christ and his faith in Him. It is not enough 
to believe that He is “a man called Jesus,” or even “a 
prophet” or “a man of God.” “Whosoever believeth 
that Jesus is the Christ is born of God” (1 John 5:1). 
John wrote his gospel to prove that Jesus is the Son of 
God, and to present to his readers the testimonies of 
people who met Jesus and affirmed that He is God’s 
Son. This beggar is one such witness. 

Jesus identified Himself as the Son of God (see 


262 


John 9:35; also 5:25), and the beggar believed and was 
saved (John 9:38). “My sheep hear my voice” (John 
10:27). He did not “see and believe”; he heard and 
believed. Not only did he trust the Savior, but he wor- 
shipped Him. If Jesus Christ is not God, then why did 
He accept worship? Peter, Paul, and Barnabas certainly 
didn’t accept worship (see Acts 10:25-26; 14:11-15). 

John the Baptist affirmed that Jesus is the Son of 
God (John 1:34) and so did Nathanael (John 1:49). 
Jesus stated that He is the Son of God (John 5:25; 
9:35), and Peter also affirmed it (John 6:69). Now the 
healed blind beggar has joined this group of witnesses. 

Wherever Jesus went, some of the Pharisees tried to 
be present so they could catch Him in something He 
said or did. Seeing them, Jesus closed this episode by 
preaching a brief but penetrating sermon on spiritual 
blindness. 

John 9:39 does not contradict John 3:16-17. The 
reason for our Lord’s coming was salvation, but the 
result of His coming was condemnation of those who 
would not believe. The same sun that brings beauty out 
of the seeds also exposes the vermin hiding under the 
rocks. The religious leaders were blind and would not 
admit it; therefore, the light of truth only made them 
blinder. The beggar admitted his need, and he received 
both physical and spiritual sight. No one is so blind as 
he who will not see, the one who thinks he has “all 
truth” and there is nothing more for him to learn (John 
9:28, 34). 

The listening Pharisees heard what Jesus said and it 
disturbed them. “Are we blind also?” they asked, 
expecting a negative answer. Jesus had already called 
them “blind leaders of the blind” (Matt. 15:14), so 
they had their answer. They were blinded by their 
pride, their self-righteousness, their tradition, and their 
false interpretation of the Word of God. 

Our Lord’s reply was a paradox. “If you were blind, 
you would be better off. But you claim to see. 
Therefore, you are guilty!” Blindness would at least be 
an excuse for not knowing what was going on. But they 
did know what was going on. Jesus had performed 
many miracles, and the religious leaders ignored the 
evidence to make a right decision. 

Jesus is the Light of the World (John 8:12; 9:5). 
The only people who cannot see the light are blind 
people and those who refuse to look, those who make 
themselves blind. The beggar was physically blind and 
spiritually blind, yet both his eyes and his heart were 
opened. Why? Because he listened to the Word, 
believed it, obeyed, and experienced the grace of God. 
The Pharisees had good physical vision, but they were 
blind spiritually. Had they listened to the Word and 
sincerely considered the evidence, they too would 
have believed on Jesus Christ and been born again. 

In what sense did the Pharisees “see”? They saw the 
change in the blind beggar and could not deny that he 
had been healed. They saw the mighty works that Jesus 
performed. Even Nicodemus, one of their number, was 
impressed with the Lord’s miracles (John 3:2). If they 


had examined the evidence with honesty, they would 
have seen the truth clearly. “If any man wills to do His 
[God’s] will, he shall know of the doctrine” (John 7:17, 
literal translation). “And ye will not come to me, that 
ye might have life” (John 5:40). 

John 10 is actually a continuation of our Lord’s 
ministry to the Pharisees. The healing of the blind beg- 
gar is the background (John 10:21). In fact, the word 
translated “cast out” in John 9:35 is translated “puts 
forth” in John 10:4. The beggar was cast out of the syn- 
agogue but taken by the Good Shepherd and added to 
His flock! The emphasis in John 10 is on Jesus Christ, 
the Good and True Shepherd, as opposed to the 
Pharisees, who were false shepherds. 

We never meet this healed beggar again, but surely 
the man followed Jesus closely and was among those 
who witnessed for Him. We hope that he was able to 
win his fearful parents to the Lord. While being 
excommunicated from the synagogue was certainly a 
painful experience for him, he certainly found in his 
fellowship with Jesus Christ much more spiritual help 
and encouragement than he could ever have found in 
the Jewish traditions. 

Even today, there are people who must choose 
between Christ and family, or Christ and their tradi- 
tional religion. 

This blind beggar made the right choice, even 
though the cost was great. 

“The path of the just is as the shining light, that 
shineth more and more unto the perfect day” (Prov. 


4:18). 


CHAPTER TEN 
John 10 


THE GOOD SHEPHERD AND HIS 
SHEEP 


ethaps you remember the episode of Candid 
D Camera that took place at an exclusive prep school 

where all of the students were well above average. 
The Candid Camera people posed as career consultants 
who were going to advise these brilliant young men 
concerning the careers that would be best suited to 
them, on the basis of “tests” and “interviews” that 
seemed (to the students) quite authentic. 

One young man eagerly awaited the “counselor’s” 
verdict. Surely the adviser would tell the boy to be a 
college president or a bank president, or perhaps a 
research scientist. But, no, the “counselor” had other 
ideas. You should have seen the look on the boy’s face 
when the “counselor” said: “Son, after evaluating your 
tests and interview, I’ve decided that the best job for 
you is—a shepherd.” 

The student did not know whether to laugh or cry. 
After all, who in his right mind would want to be a 


shepherd? Why devote your life to “stupid sheep” who 
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do not seem to have sense enough to find their way 
home? 

John 10 focuses on the image of sheep, sheepfolds, 
and shepherds. It is a rural and Eastern image, to be 
sure, but it is an image that can say a great deal to us 
today, even in our urban industrialized world. Paul 
used this image when admonishing the spiritual leaders 
in the church at Ephesus (Acts 20:28ff.). The truths 
that cluster around the image of the shepherd and the 
sheep are found throughout the Bible, and they are 
important to us today. The symbols that Jesus used 
help us understand who He is and what He wants to 
do for us. 

Perhaps the easiest way to approach this somewhat 
complex chapter of John’s gospel is to note the three 
declarations that Jesus made about Himself. 


“I Am the Door” (10:1-10) 

This sermon grew out of our Lord’s confrontation with 
Jewish leaders, following the excommunication of the 
beggar (John 9). He had briefly spoken to them about 
light and darkness, but now He changed the image to 
that of the shepherd and the sheep. Why? Because to 
the Jewish mind, a “shepherd” was any kind of leader, 
spiritual or political. People looked on the king and 
prophets as shepherds. Israel was privileged to be “the 
flock of the Lord” (Ps. 100:3). For background, read 
Isaiah 56:9-12; Jeremiah 23:1-4; 25:32-38; Ezekiel 
34; and Zechariah 11. 

Jesus opened His sermon with a familiar illustration 
(John 10:1-6), one that every listener would under- 
stand. The sheepfold was usually an enclosure made of 
rocks, with an opening for the door. The shepherd (or 
a porter) would guard the flock, or flocks, at night by 
lying across the opening. It was not unusual for several 
flocks to be sheltered together in the same fold. In the 
morning, the shepherds would come, call their sheep, 
and assemble their own flocks. Each sheep recognized 
his own master’s voice. 

The true shepherd comes in through the door, and 
the porter recognizes him. The thieves and robbers 
could never enter through the door, so they have to 
climb over the wall and enter the fold through decep- 
tion. But even if they did get in, they would never get 
the sheep to follow them, for the sheep follow only the 
voice of their own shepherd. The false shepherds can 
never lead the sheep, so they must steal them away. 

It is clear that the listeners did not understand what 
Jesus said or why He said it. (The word translated 
“parable” means “a dark saying, a proverb.” Our Lord’s 
teaching in John 10 is not like the parables recorded in 
the other Gospels.) The occasion for this lesson was the 
excommunication of the beggar from the synagogue 
(John 9:34). The false shepherds did not care for this 
man; instead, they mistreated him and threw him out. 
But Jesus, the Shepherd, came to him and took him in 
(John 9:35-38). 

It is unfortunate that John 10:1 is often used to 
teach that the sheepfold is heaven, and that those who 
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try to get in by any way other than Christ are destined 
to fail. While the teaching is true (Acts 4:12), it is not 
based on this verse. Jesus made it clear that the fold is 
the nation of Israel (John 10:16). The Gentiles are the 
“other sheep” not of the fold of Israel. 

When Jesus came to the nation of Israel, He came 
the appointed way, just as the Scriptures promised. 
Every true shepherd must be called of God and sent by 
God. If he truly speaks God’s Word, the sheep will 
“hear his voice” and not be afraid to follow him. The 
true shepherd will love the sheep and care for them. 

Since the people did not understand His symbolic 
language, Jesus followed the illustration with an appli- 
cation (John 10:7-10). Twice He said, “I am the door.” 
He is the Door of the sheepfold and makes it possible 
for the sheep to eave the fold (the religion of Judaism) 
and to enter His flock. The Pharisees threw the beggar 
out of the synagogue, but Jesus /ed him out of Judaism 
and into the flock of God! 

But the Shepherd does not stop with leading the 
sheep out; He also leads them in. They become a part 
of the “one flock” (not “fold”), which is His church. He 
is the Door of salvation (John 10:9). Those who trust 
Him enter into the Lord’s flock and fold, and they have 
the wonderful privilege of going “in and out” and find- 
ing pasture. When you keep in mind that the shepherd 
actually was the “door” of the fold, this image becomes 
very real. 

As the Door, Jesus delivers sinners from bondage 
and leads them into freedom. They have salvation! This 
word saved means “delivered safe and sound.” It was 
used to say that a person had recovered from severe ill- 
ness, come through a bad storm, survived a war, or was 
acquitted at court. Some modern preachers want to do 
away with an “old-fashioned” word like “saved,” but 
Jesus used it! 

Jesus was referring primarily to the religious leaders 
of that day (John 10:8). He was not condemning every 
prophet or servant of God who ever ministered before 
He came to earth. The statement “are thieves and rob- 
bers” (not “were”) makes it clear that He had the present 
religious leaders in mind. They were not true shepherds 
nor did they have the approval of God on their ministry. 
They did not love the sheep, but instead exploited them 
and abused them. The beggar was a good example of 
what the “thieves and robbers” could do. 

It is clear in the gospel record that the religious 
rulers of Israel were interested only in providing for 
themselves and protecting themselves. The Pharisees 
were coveteous (Luke 16:14) and even took advantage 
of the poor widows (Mark 12:40). They turned God’s 
temple into a den of thieves (Matt. 21:13), and they 
plotted to kill Jesus so that Rome would not take away 
their privileges (John 11:49-53). 

The True Shepherd came to save the sheep, but the 
false shepherds take advantage of the sheep and exploit 
them. Behind these false shepherds is “the thief” (John 
10:10), probably a reference to Satan. The thief wants 
to steal the sheep from the fold, slaughter them, and 
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destroy them. We shall see later that the sheep are safe 
in the hands of the Shepherd and the Father (John 
10:27-29). 

When you go through “the Door,” you receive life 
and you are saved. As you go “in and out,” you enjoy 
abundant life in the rich pastures of the Lord. His 
sheep enjoy fullness and freedom. Jesus not only gave 
His life for us, but He gives His life zo us right now! 

The emphasis in this first section is on “the door.” 
Our Lord then shifted the emphasis to “the shepherd” 


and made a second declaration. 


“| Am the Good Shepherd” (10:11-21) 

This is the fourth of our Lord’s “I am” statements in 
John’s gospel (John 6:35; 8:12; 10:9). Certainly in mak- 
ing this statement. He is contrasting Himself to the false 
shepherds who were in charge of the Jewish religion of 
that day. He had already called them “thieves and rob- 
bers,” and now He would describe them as “hirelings.” 

The word translated “good” means “intrinsically 
good, beautiful, fair.” It describes that which is the 
ideal, the model that others may safely imitate. Our 
Lord’s goodness was inherent in His nature. To call 
Him “good” is the same as calling Him “God” (Mark 
10:17-18). 

Some of the greatest people named in the Bible 
were shepherds by occupation: Abel, the patriarchs, 
Moses, and David, to name a few. Even today in the 
Holy Land, you may see shepherds leading flocks and 
revealing how intimately they know each sheep, its 
individual traits, and its special needs. Keep in mind 
that Jewish shepherds did not tend the sheep in order 
to slaughter them, unless they were used for sacrifice. 
Shepherds tended them that the sheep might give 
wool, milk, and lambs. 

Jesus pointed out four special ministries that He 
performs as the Good Shepherd. 

He dies for the sheep (vv. 11-13). Under the old 
dispensation, the sheep died for the shepherd, but now 
the Good Shepherd dies for the sheep! Five times in 
this sermon, Jesus clearly affirmed the sacrificial nature 
of His death (John 10:11, 15, 17—18). He did not die 
as a martyr, killed by men; He died as a substitute, will- 
ingly laying down His life for us. 

The fact that Jesus said that He died “for the sheep” 
must not be isolated from the rest of biblical teaching 
about the cross. He also died for the nation Israel (John 
11:50-52) and for the world (John 6:51). While the 
blood of Jesus Christ is sufficient for the salvation of the 
world, it is efficient only for those who will believe. 

Jesus contrasted Himself to the hireling who 
watches over the sheep only because he is paid to do so. 
But when there is danger, the hireling runs away, while 
the true shepherd stays and cares for the flock. The key 
phrase is “whose own the sheep are not.” The Good 
Shepherd purchases the sheep, and they are His because 
He died for them. They belong to Him, and He cares 
for them. By nature, sheep are stupid and prone to get 
into danger, and they need a shepherd to care for them. 


Throughout the Bible, God’s people are compared 
to sheep, and the comparison is a good one. Sheep are 
clean animals, unlike pigs and dogs (2 Peter 2:20-22). 
They are defenseless and need the care of the shepherd 
(Ps. 23). They are, to use Wesley’s phrase, “prone to 
wander,” and must often be searched for and brought 
back to the fold (Luke 15:3-7). Sheep are peaceful ani- 
mals, useful to the shepherd. In these, and other ways, 
they picture those who have trusted Jesus Christ and 
are a part of God’s flock. 

The Pharisees, in contrast to good shepherds, had 
no loving concern for the beggar, so they put him out 
of the synagogue. Jesus found him and cared for him. 

He knows His sheep (vv. 14-15). In the gospel of 
John, the word know means much more than intellec- 
tual awareness. It speaks of an intimate relationship 
between God and His people (see John 17:3). The 
Eastern shepherd knows his sheep personally and 
therefore knows best how to minister to them. 

To begin with, our Lord knows our names (see John 
10:3). He knew Simon (John 1:42) and even gave him 
a new name. He called Zaccheus by name (Luke 19:5), 
and when He spoke Mary’s name in the garden, she 
recognized her Shepherd (John 20:16). If you have ever 
had your identity “lost” in a maze of computer opera- 
tions, then you can appreciate the comforting fact that 
the Good Shepherd knows each of His sheep by name. 

He also knows our natures. While all sheep are alike 
in their essential nature, each sheep has its own distinc- 
tive characteristics, and the loving shepherd recognizes 
these traits. One sheep may be afraid of high places, 
another of dark shadows. A faithful shepherd will con- 
sider these special needs as he tends the flock. 

Have you ever noticed how different the twelve 
apostles were from one another? Peter was impulsive 
and outspoken, while Thomas was hesitant and doubt- 
ing. Andrew was a “people person” who was always 
bringing somebody to Jesus, while Judas wanted to 
“use” people in order to get their money for himself. 
Jesus knew each of the men personally, and He knew 
exactly how to deal with them. 

Because He knows our natures, He also knows our 
needs. Often, we do not even know our own needs! 
Psalm 23 is a beautiful poetic description of how the 
Good Shepherd cares for His sheep. In the pastures, by 
the waters, and even through the valleys, the sheep 
need not fear, because the shepherd is caring for them 
and meeting their needs. If you connect Psalm 23:1 
and 6, you get the main theme of the poem: “I shall 
not want ... all the days of my life.” 

As the shepherd cares for the sheep, the sheep get to 
know their shepherd better. The Good Shepherd 
knows His sheep and His sheep know Him. They get 
to know Him better by listening to His voice (the 
Word) and experiencing His daily care. As the sheep 
follow the Shepherd, they learn to love and to trust 
Him. He loves “his own” (John 13:1) and He shows 
that love in the way He cares for them. 


The Good Shepherd brings other sheep into the 
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flock (v. 16). The “fold” is Judaism (John 10:1), but 
there is another fold—the Gentiles who are outside the 
covenants of Israel (Eph. 2:11ff). In our Lord’s early 
ministry, He concentrated on the “lost sheep of the 
house of Israel” (Matt. 10:5—6; 15:24-27). The people 
converted at Pentecost were Jews and Jewish proselytes 
(Acts 2:5, 14), but the church was not to remain a 
“Jewish flock.” Peter took the gospel to the Gentiles 
(Acts 10—11), and Paul carried the message to the 
Gentiles in the far reaches of the Roman Empire (Acts 
13: 1ff.). 

The phrase “one fold” should read “one flock.” 
There is but one flock, the people of God who belong 
to the Good Shepherd. God has His people all over this 
world (see Acts 18:1-11), and He will call them and 
gather them together. 

The missionary message of the gospel of John is 
obvious: “For God so loved the world” (John 3:16). 
Jesus Himself defied custom and witnessed to a 
Samaritan woman. He refused to defend the exclusivist 
approach of the Jewish religious leaders. He died for a 
lost world, and His desire is that His people reach a lost 
world with the message of eternal life. 

The Good Shepherd takes up His life again (vv. 
17-21). His voluntary death was followed by His vic- 
torious resurrection. From the human point of view, it 
appeared that Jesus was executed; but from the divine 
point of view, He laid down His life willingly. When 
Jesus cried on the cross, “It is finished,” He then volun- 
tarily yielded up His spirit to the Father (John 19:30). 
Three days later, He voluntarily took up His life again 
and arose from the dead. The Father gave Him this 
authority in love. 

Sometimes the Scriptures teach that it was the Father 
who raised the Son (Acts 2:32; Rom. 6:4; Heb. 13:20). 
Here, the Son stated that He had authority to take up 
His life again. Both are true, for the Father and the Son 
worked together in perfect harmony (John 5:17, 19). In 
a previous sermon, Jesus had hinted that He had power 
to raise Himself from the dead (John 5:26). Of course, 
this was a claim that the Jews would protest; because it 
was tantamount to saying “I am God!” 

How did the listeners respond to this message? 
“There was a division therefore again among the Jews” 
(John 10:19). Note that word again (John 7:43; 9:16). 
The old accusation that Jesus was a demoniac was 
hurled at Him again (John 7:20; 8:48, 52). People will 
do almost anything to avoid facing the truth! 

Since Jesus Christ is “the Door,” we would expect a 
division, because a door shuts some people in and oth- 
ers out! He is the Good Shepherd, and the shepherd 
must separate the sheep from the goats. It is impossible 
to be neutral about Jesus Christ, for what we believe 
about Him is a matter of life or death (John 8:24). 

His third declaration was the most startling of all. 


“I Am the Son of God” (10:22-42) 


The events in this section occurred about two and a 
half months after those described in John 10:1-21. 
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John put them together because in both messages, Jesus 
used the imagery of the shepherd and the sheep. 

The encounter (vv. 22-24). The “Feast of the 
Dedication” (Hanukkah, “the feast of lights”) takes 
place in December, near the time of the Christian 
Christmas celebration. The feast commemorates the 
rededication of the temple by Judas Maccabeus in 164 
BC, after it had been desecrated by the Romans. This 
historical fact may bear a relationship to the words of 
Jesus in John 10:36, for He had been set apart (dedi- 
cated) by the Father and sent into the world. The 
Jewish leaders were celebrating a great event in history 
yet passing by a great opportunity right in their own 
temple! 

The leaders surrounded Jesus in the temple so that 
He had to stop and listen to them. They had decided 
that it was time for a “showdown,” and they did not 
want Him to evade the issue any longer. “How long are 
You going to hold us in suspense?” they kept saying to 
Him. “Tell us plainly—are You the Messiah?” 

The explanation (vv. 25-42). Jesus reminded 
them of what He had already taught them. He empha- 
sized the witness of His words (“I told you”) and His 
works (see John 5:17ff., and 7:14ff. for similar replies). 

But our Lord went much deeper in His explanation 
this time, for He revealed to the Jewish leaders why 
they did not understand His words or grasp the signif- 
icance of His works: they were not His sheep. From the 
human standpoint, we become His sheep by believing, 
but from the divine standpoint, we believe because we 
are His sheep. There is a mystery here that we cannot 
fathom or explain, but we can accept it and rejoice 
(Rom. 11:33-36). God has His sheep and He knows 
who they are. They will hear His voice and respond. 

The lost sinner who hears God’s Word knows noth- 
ing about divine election. He hears only that Christ 
died for the sins of the world, and that he may receive 
the gift of eternal life by trusting the Savior. When he 
trusts the Savior, he becomes a member of God’s fam- 
ily and a sheep in the flock. Then he learns that he was 
“chosen ... in him [Christ] before the foundation of 
the world” (Eph. 1:4). He also learns that each saved 
sinner is the Father's “love gift” to His Son (see John 
10:29; 17:2, 6, 9, 11-12, 24). 

In the Bible, divine election and human responsi- 
bility are perfectly balanced, and what God has joined 
together, we must not put asunder. 

Jesus went on to explain that His sheep are secure 
in His hand and in the Father’s hand. “They shall never 
perish” is His promise (John 3:16; 6:39; 17:12; 18:9). 
The false shepherds bring destruction (John 10:10, 
same Greek word), but the Good Shepherd sees to it 
that His sheep shall never perish. 

The security of God’s sheep is assured here in sev- 
eral ways. First, by definition—we have “eternal life,” 
and that cannot be conditional and still be eternal. 
Second, this life is a gift, not something that we earn or 
merit. If we were not saved by our own good works, 
but by His grace, then we cannot be lost by our “bad 
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works” (Rom. 11:6). But most important, Jesus gave us 
His promise that His sheep do not perish and that His 
promise cannot be broken. 

It is important to keep in mind that Jesus was talk- 
ing about sheep—true believers—and not counterfeits. 
The dog and the pig will go back into sin (2 Peter 
2:20-22), but the sheep, being a clean animal, will fol- 
low the Shepherd into the green pastures. The false 
professor will talk about his faith and even his works, 
but he will never make it into heaven (Matt. 7:13—29). 
Most of us know people who professed to be saved and 
then went back into sin, but their doing so only proved 
that they never really trusted Christ to begin with. 
Jesus did not promise security to anyone but His true 
sheep. 

As you review our Lord’s teaching about His min- 
istry as the Good Shepherd, you note that He has a 
threefold relationship to His sheep. He has a loving 
relationship because He died for the sheep, as well as a 
living relationship because He cares for the sheep. It is 
also a /asting relationship, for He keeps His sheep and 
not a one is lost. 

Our Lord made a statement that He knew would 
startle His enemies and give them more reason to 
oppose Him (John 10:30). It was the “plain answer” 
that the religious leaders had asked for. “I and my 
Father are one” is as clear a statement of His deity as 
you will find anywhere in Scripture. This was even 
stronger than His statement that He had come down 
from heaven (John 6) or that He existed before 
Abraham ever lived (John 8:58). 

The word one does not suggest that the Father and 
the Son are identical persons. Rather, it means that 
they are one in essence: the Father is God and the Son 
is God, but the Father is not the Son and the Son is not 
the Father. He is speaking about unity, not identity. 
(See John 17:21-24 for similar language.) 

The Jewish leaders understood clearly what He was 
saying! Some modern liberal theologians would water 
down our Lord’s statement, but the people who heard 
it knew exactly what He was saying: “I am God!” (Note 
John 10:33.) To speak this way, of course, was blas- 
phemy, and according to Jewish belief, blasphemy had 
to be punished by being put to death (see Lev. 24:16; 
Num. 15:30ff.; Deut. 21:22). 

Our Lord used Psalm 82:6 to refute their accusa- 
tion and halt their actions. The picture in Psalm 82 is 
that of a court, where God has assembled the judges of 
the earth, to warn them that they too will one day be 
judged. The Hebrew word elohim can be translated as 
“god” or as “judges,” as in Exodus 21:6 and 22:8-9. It 
is also one of the Old Testament names for God. The 
Jewish rulers certainly knew their own language and 
they knew that Jesus was speaking the truth. If God 
called human judges “gods,” then why should they 
stone Him for applying the same title to Himself? 

John 10:36 is crucial because it gives a double affir- 
mation of the deity of Christ. First, the Father 
sanctified (set apart) the Son and sent Him into the 


world, and second, Jesus stated boldly, “I am the Son 
of God” (see John 5:25). He gave them the “plain 
answer” they asked for, but they would not believe it! 

Could they have believed? Jesus invited them, urged 
them, to believe, if only on the basis of His miracles 
(John 10:37-38). If they would believe the miracles, 
then they would know the Father, and that would open 
the way for them to know the Son and believe on Him. 
It was simply a matter of examining the evidence hon- 
estly and being willing to accept the truth. 

Once again, they tried to arrest Him (see John 7:44; 
8:59), but He escaped and left the area completely. He 
did not return to Jerusalem until “Palm Sunday,” when 
He presented Himself as Israel’s King. 

John the Baptist had ministered at Bethabara (John 
1:28), but we are not sure where this was. It was on the 
other side of the Jordan River, perhaps eighteen to 
twenty miles from Jerusalem. Some maps put it almost 
directly across from Jerusalem, just east of Jericho. 

Why did Jesus go there? For one thing, it was a safe 
retreat; the Jewish religious leaders were not likely to 
follow Him there. Also, it was a good place to prepare 
for His final week of public ministry when He would 
lay down His life for the sheep. As He remembered His 
own baptism by John, and all that He had experienced 
at that time (Matt. 3:13-17; John 1:20-34), it must 
have fortified Him for the suffering that He knew He 
must endure. 

The common people continued to seek Jesus, and 
He continued to minister to them. It is worth noting 
that John the Baptist’s witness was still bearing fruit 
long after he was dead! His witness to Jesus Christ led 
many to trust the Savior. John was not a miracle 
worker, but he was a faithful witness who pointed to 
Jesus Christ. “He must increase, but I must decrease” 
John 3:30). 

Have you responded personally to our Lord’s three 
great declarations recorded in this chapter? 

He is the Door. Have you “entered in” by faith so 
that you are saved? 

He is the Good Shepherd. Have you heard His 
voice and trusted Him? After all, He laid down His life 
for you! 

He is the Son of God. Do you believe that? Have 
you given yourself to Him and received eternal life? 

Remember His stern warning: “If ye believe not 
that I am he, ye shall die in your sins” (John 8:24). 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 
John 11 


THE LAST MIRACLE—THE LAST 
ENEMY 


he raising of Lazarus from the dead was not our 
Lord’s last miracle before the cross, but it was cer- 
tainly His greatest and the one that aroused the 
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most response both from His friends and His enemies. 
John selected this miracle as the seventh in the series 
recorded in his book because it was really the climactic 
miracle of our Lord’s earthly ministry. He had raised 
others from the dead, but Lazarus had been in the 
grave four days. It was a miracle that could not be 
denied or avoided by the Jewish leaders. 

If Jesus Christ can do nothing about death, then 
whatever else He can do amounts to nothing. “If in this 
life only we have hope in Christ, we are of all men most 
miserable” (1 Cor. 15:19). Death is man’s last enemy (1 
Cor. 15:26), but Jesus Christ has defeated this horrible 
enemy totally and permanently. 

The emphasis in John 11 is on faith; you find some 
form of the word believe at least eight times in this 
account. Another theme is “the glory of God” (John 
11:4, 40). In what Jesus said and did, He sought to 
strengthen the faith of three groups of people. 


The Disciples (11:1-16) 
We sometimes think of the disciples as “supersaints,” 
but such was not the case. They often failed their Lord, 
and He was constantly seeking to increase their faith. 
After all, one day He would leave them and they would 
have the responsibility of carrying on the ministry. If 
their faith was weak, their work could never be strong. 

Jesus was at Bethabara, about twenty miles from 
Bethany (John 1:28; 10:40). One day, a messenger 
arrived with the sad news that our Lord’s dear friend 
Lazarus was sick. If the man had traveled quickly, with- 
out any delay, he could have made the trip in one day. 
Jesus sent him back the next day with the encouraging 
message recorded in John 11:4. Then Jesus waited two 
more days before He left for Bethany, and by the time 
He and His disciples arrived, Lazarus had been dead for 
four days. This means that Lazarus had died the very 
day the messenger left to contact Jesus! 

The schedule of events would look something like 
this, allowing one day for travel: 


Day 1—The messenger comes to Jesus (Lazarus 
dies). 

Day 2—The messenger returns to Bethany. 

Day 3—Jesus waits another day, then departs. 

Day 4—Jesus arrives in Bethany. 


When the messenger arrived back home, he would 
find Lazarus already dead. What would his message 
convey to the grieving sisters now that their brother 
was already dead and buried? Jesus was urging them to 
believe His word no matter how discouraging the cir- 
cumstances might appear. 

No doubt the disciples were perplexed about several 
matters. First of all, if Jesus loved Lazarus so much, 
why did He permit him to get sick? Even more, why 
did He delay to go to the sisters? For that matter, could 
He not have healed Lazarus at a distance, as He did the 
nobleman’s son (John 4:43-54)? The record makes it 


clear that there was a strong love relationship between 
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Jesus and this family (John 11:3, 5, 36), and yet our 
Lord’s behavior seems to contradict this love. 

God’s love for His own is not a pampering love; it 
is a perfecting love. The fact that He loves us and we 
love Him is no guarantee that we will be sheltered from 
the problems and pains of life. After all, the Father 
loves His Son: and yet the Father permitted His 
beloved Son to drink the cup of sorrow and experience 
the shame and pain of the cross. We must never think 
that love and suffering are incompatible. Certainly they 
unite in Jesus Christ. 

Jesus could have prevented Lazarus’ sickness or even 
healed it from where He was, but He chose not to. He 
saw in this sickness an opportunity to glorify the 
Father. It is not important that we Christians are com- 
fortable, but it is important that we glorify God in all 
that we do. 

In their “prayer” to Jesus, the two sisters did not tell 
Him what to do. They simply informed Him that there 
was a need, and they reminded Him of His love for 
Lazarus. They knew that it was dangerous for Jesus to 
return to Judea because the Jewish leaders were out to 
destroy Him. Perhaps they hoped that He would 
“speak the word” and their brother would be restored 
to health. 

Our Lord’s message to the sisters did not say that 
their brother would not die. It promised only that 
death would not be the ultimate result, for the ultimate 
result would be the glory of God. (Note that once 
again, Jesus called Himself “the Son of God.”) He 
wanted them to lay hold of this promise; in fact, He 
reminded Martha of this message when she balked at 
having the tomb opened (John 11:40). 

When we find ourselves confronted by disease, dis- 
appointment, delay, and even death, our only 
encouragement is the Word of God. We must live by 
faith and not by sight. Their situation seemed hopeless, 
yet the sisters knew that Jesus was the Master of every 
situation. The promise in Psalm 50:15 finds a parallel 
here: “And call upon me in the day of trouble: I will 
deliver thee, and thou shalt glorify me.” 

What about our Lord’s delay? He was not waiting 
for Lazarus to die, for he was already dead. Jesus lived 
on a divine timetable John 11:9), and He was waiting 
for the Father to tell Him when to go to Bethany. The 
fact that the man had been dead four days gave greater 
authenticity to the miracle and greater opportunity for 
people to believe, including His own disciples (see John 
11:15). 

When our Lord announced that He was returning 
to Judea, His disciples were alarmed, because they 
knew how dangerous it would be. (Bethany is only 
about two miles from Jerusalem.) But Jesus was willing 
to lay down His life for His friends (John 15:13). He 
knew that His return to Judea and the miracle of rais- 
ing Lazarus would precipitate His own arrest and 
death. 

The Lord calmed their fears by reminding them 
that He was on the Father’s schedule, and that nothing 
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could harm them. As we have seen, this is an important 
theme in the gospel of John (John 2:4; 7:6, 8, 30; 8:20; 
12:23; 13:1; 17:1). But the disciples not only misun- 
derstood the schedule, they also misunderstood the 
reason for the visit. They thought that, if Lazarus was 
sleeping, he was getting better! It was another example 
of their inability to grasp spiritual truth. “If he is sleep- 
ing, he must be improving—so let’s not bother to go to 
Bethany!” 

Then He told them openly that Lazarus was dead. 
(Death for the believer is compared to sleep. See Acts 
7:60; 1 Cor. 15:51; 1 Thess. 4:13-18.) He did not say 
He was glad that His friend died, but that He was glad 
He had not been there, for now He could reveal to His 
disciples His mighty power. The result would be glory 
to God and the strengthening of their faith. 

If Thomas’s attitude was any indication, the faith of 
the disciples certainly needed strengthening! The name 
Thomas means “twin” in the Aramaic language; the 
Greek equivalent is Didymus. We do not know whose 
twin he was, but there are times when all of us seem to 
be his twin when we consider our unbelief and 
depressed feelings! It was Thomas who demanded evi- 
dence before he would accept the truth of our Lord’s 
resurrection (John 20:24-28). 

Thomas was a doubting man, but we must confess 
that he was a devoted man: he was willing to go with 
Jesus into danger and risk his own life. We may not 
admire his faith, but we can certainly applaud his loy- 
alty and courage. 


The Sisters (11:17-40) 

Jesus was concerned not only about the faith of His 
own disciples, but also about the faith of Mary and 
Martha (John 11:26, 40). Each experience of suffering 
and trial ought to increase our faith, but this kind of 
spiritual growth is not automatic. We must respond 
positively to the ministry of the Word and the Spirit of 
God. Jesus had sent a promise to the two sisters (John 
11:4), and now He would discover how they had 
received it. 

The event recorded in Luke 10:38-42 makes it 
clear that Mary and Martha were quite different in 
their personalities. Martha was the worker, the active 
one, while Mary was the contemplative one who sat at 
the feet of Jesus and listened to His words. Jesus did 
not condemn Martha's service, but He did rebuke her 
for being “torn apart” by so many things. She needed 
to have priorities and center her activities on the things 
that God would approve. As an old Wesley hymn puts 
it, we need to have a balanced life: 


Faithful to my Lord’s commands, 

I still would choose the better part: 
Serve with careful Marthas hands 
And loving Mary’s heart. 


We would expect Martha to rush out to meet Jesus 
while Mary sat in the house, weeping with her friends. 


Since Mary later echoed Marthas words of greeting 
John 11:32), it is likely that the sisters often said these 
words to each other as they waited for Jesus to arrive. 
While there may have been a tinge of disappointment 
in the statement, there was also evidence of faith, for 
nobody ever died in the presence of Jesus Christ. “If” 
is such a big word! How futile it is to imagine what 
might have been, if—! 

Martha was quick to affirm her faith in Jesus Christ 
(John 11:22), and Jesus responded to that faith by 
promising her that her brother would rise again. He 
was thinking of the immediate situation, but she inter- 
preted His words to mean the future resurrection in the 
last day (Dan. 12:2-3; John 5:28-29). Here is another 
instance in John’s gospel of people lacking spiritual per- 
ception and being unable to understand the words of 
Jesus. 

Our Lord’s reply is the fifth of the “I am” state- 
ments. It is important to note that Jesus did not deny 
what Martha said about the future resurrection. The 
resurrection of the human body is a cardinal doctrine 
in the orthodox Jewish faith. But in His great “I am” 
statement, our Lord completely transformed the doc- 
trine of the resurrection and, in so doing, brought great 
comfort to Martha’s heart. 

To begin with, He brought the doctrine of the 
resurrection out of the shadows and into the light. 
The Old Testament revelation about death and resur- 
rection is not clear or complete; it is, as it were, “in 
the shadows.” In fact, there are some passages in 
Psalms and Ecclesiastes that almost make one believe 
that death is the end and there is no hope beyond the 
grave. False teachers like to use these passages to sup- 
port their heretical teachings, but they ignore (or 
misinterpret) the clear teachings found in the New 
Testament. After all, it was not David or Solomon 
who “brought life and immortality to light through 
the gospel” (2 Tim. 1:10), but Jesus Christ! 

By His teaching, His miracles, and His own resur- 
rection, Jesus clearly taught the resurrection of the 
human body. He has declared once for all that death is 
real, that there is life after death, and that the body will 
one day be raised by the power of God. 

He transformed this doctrine in a second way: He 
took it out of a book and put it into a person, Himself. 
“I am the resurrection and the life’ (John 11:25)! 
While we thank God for what the Bible teaches (and 
all Martha had was the Old Testament), we realize that 
we are saved by the Redeemer, Jesus Christ, and not by 
a doctrine written in a book. When we know Him by 
faith, we need not fear the shadow of death. 

When you are sick, you want a doctor and not a 
medical book or a formula. When you are being sued, 
you want a lawyer and not a law book. Likewise, when 
you face your last enemy, death, you want the Savior 
and not a doctrine written in a book. In Jesus Christ, 
every doctrine is made personal (1 Cor. 1:30). When 
you belong to Him, you have all that you ever will need 
in life, death, time, or eternity! 
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But perhaps the greatest transformation Jesus per- 
formed was to move the doctrine of the resurrection 
out of the future and into the present. Martha was 
looking to the future, knowing that Lazarus would rise 
again and she would see him. Her friends were looking 
to the past and saying, “He could have prevented 
Lazarus from dying” (John 11:37)! But Jesus tried to 
center their attention on the present: wherever He is, 
God’s resurrection power is available now (Rom. 6:4; 
Gal. 2:20; Phil. 3:10). 

Jesus affirmed that believers would one day be 
raised from the dead (John 11:25). Then He immedi- 
ately revealed the added truth that some believers 
would never die (and it is a double negative, “never 
never die!”) (John 11:26). How is this possible? The 
answer is found in 1 Thessalonians 4:13, 18. When 
Jesus Christ returns in the air to take His people home, 
those who are alive at His coming shall never die. They 
shall be changed and caught up to meet Him in the air! 

Martha did not hesitate to affirm her faith. She 
used three different titles for Jesus: Lord, Christ 
(Messiah), and Son of God. The words “I believe” are 
in the perfect tense, indicating a fixed and settled faith. 
“I have believed and I will continue to believe!” 

Our Lord dealt with Martha's faith; now He had to 
help Mary. Why did Martha call Mary “secretly”? 
Possibly because of the danger involved: they knew that 
the Jewish leaders were out to arrest Jesus. When Mary 
arose to go to meet Jesus, her friends misunderstood 
her actions and thought she was going to the tomb to 
weep. They wanted to weep with her, so they followed 
along. Imagine their surprise when they met Jesus! 

Mary is found three times in the gospel record, and 
each time she is at the feet of Jesus (Luke 10:39; John 
11:32; 12:3). She sat at His feet and listened to His 
word; she fell at His feet and poured out her sorrow, 
and she came to His feet to give Him her praise and 
worship. Mary’s only recorded words in the Gospels are 
given in John 11:32, and they echo what Martha had 
already said (John 11:21). 

Mary did not say much because she was overcome 
with sorrow and began to weep. Her friends joined in 
the weeping, as Jewish people are accustomed to do. 
The word used means “a loud weeping, a lamentation.” 
Our Lord’s response was to groan within and “be 
moved with indignation.” At what was He indignant? 
At the ravages of sin in the world that He had created. 
Death is an enemy, and Satan uses the fear of death as 
a terrible weapon (Heb. 2:14-18). No wonder Jesus 
was indignant! 

The mystery of our Lord’s incarnation is seen by 
His question in John 11:34. Jesus knew that Lazarus 
had died (John 11:11), but He had to ask where he was 
buried. Our Lord never used His divine powers when 
normal human means would suffice. 

“Jesus wept” is the shortest and yet the deepest verse 
in Scripture. His was a silent weeping (the Greek word 
is used nowhere else in the New Testament) and not 
the loud lamentation of the mourners. But why did He 
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weep at all? After all, He knew that He would raise 
Lazarus from the dead (John 11:11). 

Our Lord’s weeping reveals the humanity of the 
Savior. He has entered into all of our experiences and 
knows how we feel. In fact, being the perfect God- 
Man, Jesus experienced these things in a deeper way 
than we do. His tears also assure us of His sympathy; 
He is indeed “a man of sorrows and acquainted with 
grief” (Isa. 53:3). Today, He is our merciful and faith- 
ful High Priest, and we may come to the throne of 
grace and find all the gracious help that we need (Heb. 
4:14-16). 

We see in His tears the tragedy of sin but also the 
glory of heaven. Perhaps Jesus was weeping for Lazarus, 
as well as with the sisters, because He knew He was 
calling His friend from heaven and back into a wicked 
world where he would one day have to die again. Jesus 
had come down from heaven; He knew what Lazarus 
was leaving behind. 

The spectators saw in His tears an evidence of His 
love. But some of them said, “If Jesus loved Lazarus so 
much, why did He not prevent his death?” Perhaps 
they were thinking, “Jesus is weeping because He was 
unable to do anything. They are tears of deep regret.” 
In other words, nobody present really expected a miracle! 
For this reason, nobody could accuse Jesus of “plotting” 
this event and being in collusion with the two sisters 
and their friends. Even the disciples did not believe that 
Jesus would raise Lazarus from the dead! 

The one person who declared her faith was Martha 
(John 11:27), and she failed at the last minute. “Open 
the tomb? By now he smells!” Jesus gently reminded her 
of the message He had sent at least three days before 
(John 11:4), and He urged her to believe it. True faith 
relies on God’s promises and thereby releases God’s 
power. Martha relented, and the stone was rolled away. 


The Jews (11:41-57) 

The emphasis from this point on was on the faith of 
the spectators, the people who had come to comfort 
Mary and Martha. Jesus paused to pray (John 11:41; 
see also 6:11) and thanked the Father that the prayer 
had already been heard. When had He prayed? 
Probably when He received the message that His friend 
was sick (John 11:4). The Father then told Him what 
the plan was, and Jesus obeyed the Fathers will. His 
prayer now was for the sake of the unbelieving specta- 
tors, that they might know that God had sent Him. 

A quaint Puritan writer said that if Jesus had not 
named Lazarus when He shouted, He would have emp- 
tied the whole cemetery! Jesus called Lazarus and raised 
him from the dead. Since Lazarus was bound, he could 
not walk to the door of the tomb, so God’s power must 
have carried him along. It was an unquestioned miracle 
that even the most hostile spectator could not deny. 

The experience of Lazarus is a good illustration of 
what happens to a sinner when he trusts the Savior 
(Eph. 2:1-10). Lazarus was dead, and all sinners are 
dead. He was decayed, because death and decay go 
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together. All lost people are spiritually dead, but some 
are more “decayed” than others. No one can be “more 
dead” than another. 

Lazarus was raised from the dead by the power of 
God, and all who trust Christ have been given new life 
and lifted out of the graveyard of sin (see John 5:24). 
Lazarus was set free from the graveclothes (see Col. 
3:1ff.) and given new liberty. You find him seated with 
Christ at the table (John 12:2), and all believers are 
“seated with Christ” in heavenly places (Eph. 2:6), 
enjoying spiritual food and fellowship. 

Because of the great change in Lazarus, many peo- 
ple desired to see him, and his “living witness” was used 
by God to bring people to salvation (John 12:9-11). 
There are no recorded words of Lazarus in the Gospels, 
but his daily walk is enough to convince people that 
Jesus is the Son of God. Because of his effective wit- 
ness, Lazarus was persecuted by the religious leaders 
who wanted to kill him and get rid of the evidence. 

As with the previous miracles, the people were 
divided in their response. Some did believe and on 
“Palm Sunday” gave witness of the miracle Jesus had 
performed (John 12:17-18). But others immediately 
went to the religious leaders and reported what had 
happened in Bethany. These “informers” were so near 
the kingdom, yet there is no evidence that they 
believed. If the heart will not yield to truth, then the 
grace of God cannot bring salvation. These people 
could have experienced a spiritual resurrection in their 
own lives! 

It was necessary that the Jewish council (Sanhedrin) 
meet and discuss what to do with Jesus. They were not 
seeking after truth; they were seeking for ways to pro- 
tect their own selfish interests. If He gathered too many 
followers, He might get the attention of the Roman 
authorities, and this could hurt the Jewish cause. 

The high priest, Caiaphas, was a Sadducee, not a 
Pharisee (Acts 23:6-10), but the two factions could 
always get together to fight a common enemy. 
Unknown to himself and to the council, Caiaphas 
uttered a divine prophecy: Jesus would die for the 
nation so that the nation would not perish. “For the 
transgression of my people was he stricken” (Isa. 53:8). 
True to his vision of a worldwide family of God, John 
added his inspired explanation: Jesus would die not 
only for the Jews, but for all of God’s children who 
would be gathered together in one heavenly family. 
(Note John 4:42; 10:16.) 

The official decision that day was that Jesus must 
die (see Matt. 12:14; Luke 19:47; John 5:18; 7:1, 
19-20, 25). The leaders thought that they were in con- 
trol of the situation, but it was God who was working 
out His predetermined plan (Acts 2:23). Originally, 
they wanted to wait until after the Passover, but God 
had decreed otherwise. 

Jesus withdrew to Ephraim, about fifteen miles 
north of Jerusalem, and there He remained in quiet 
retirement with His disciples. The crowd was gathering 
in Jerusalem for the Passover feast, and the pilgrims 


were wondering if Jesus would attend the feast even 
though He was in danger. He was now on the “wanted” 
list, because the council had made it known that any- 
one who knew where Jesus was must report it to the 
officials. 

John 11 reveals the deity of Jesus Christ and the 
utter depravity of the human heart. The rich man in 
hades had argued, “If one went unto them from the 
dead, they will repent” (Luke 16:30). Lazarus came 
back from the dead, and the officials wanted to kill 
him! Miracles certainly reveal the power of God, but of 
themselves they cannot communicate the grace of 
God. 

The stage had been set for the greatest drama in his- 
tory, during which man would do his worst and God 
would give His best. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 
John 12 


CHRIST AND THE CRISIS 


ohn 12 records the second major crisis in the min- 
J istry of our Lord as seen by John the apostle. The 

first occurred when many of His disciples would 
no longer walk with Him (John 6:66), even though He 
is “the way” (John 14:6). In this chapter, John tells us 
that many would not believe in Him (John 12:37ff.), 
even though He is “the truth.” The third crisis will 
come in John 19: even though He is “the life,” the lead- 
ers crucified Him. 

John opened his book by telling us that Jesus “came 
unto his own [world], and his own [people] received 
him not” (John 1:11). In the first twelve chapters, John 
presented one witness after another, and one proof 
after another, to convince us that Jesus is indeed the 
Christ, the Son of God. All of this evidence was seen 
firsthand by the leaders of the nation, and yet they 
rejected His claims. Having been rejected by “His own” 
nation, Jesus then retired with “his own” disciples 
John 13:1), whom he loved to the uttermost. 

We see in John 12 the Lord Jesus Christ as He 
relates to four different groups of people, and there are 
lessons that we can learn as we study this section. 


Jesus and His Friends (John 12:1-11) 

Our Lord knew that the Jewish leaders were out to 
arrest Him and kill Him (John 11:53, 57), but He still 
returned to Bethany, only two miles from the very 
citadel of His enemies. Why? So that He might spend 
a quiet time with His dear friends Mary, Martha, and 
Lazarus. True to their personalities, Martha busily 
served and Mary worshipped at the feet of Jesus (see 
Luke 10:38—42). 

The account of Mary’s anointing of her Lord is 
found also in Matthew 26:6-13 and Mark 14:3-9. But 
it must not be confused with the account given in Luke 
7:36-50, where a former harlot anointed Jesus in the 
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house of Simon the Pharisee. Mary was a virtuous 
woman, and she anointed Jesus in the house of Simon 
the (former) leper (Mark 14:3). The Luke 7 event took 
place in Galilee, while the account we are now consid- 
ering occurred in Judea. The fact that there are two 
“Simons” involved should not surprise us, for Simon 
was a common name in that day. 

When you combine all three accounts, you learn 
that Mary anointed both His head and His feet. It was 
an act of pure love on her part, for she knew her Lord 
was about to endure suffering and death. Because she 
sat at Jesus’ feet and listened to Him speak, she knew 
what He was going to do. It is significant that Mary of 
Bethany was not one of the women who went to the 
tomb to anoint the body of Jesus (Mark 16:1). 

In a sense, Mary was showing her devotion to Jesus 
before it was too late. She was “giving the roses” while 
He was yet alive, and not bringing them to the funeral! 
Her act of love and worship was public, spontaneous, 
sacrificial, lavish, personal, and unembarrassed. Jesus 
called it “a good work” (Matt. 26:10; Mark 14:6) and 
both commended her and defended her. 

It would have required a year’s wages from a com- 
mon laborer to purchase that ointment. Like David, 
Mary would not give to the Lord that which cost her 
nothing (2 Sam. 24:24). Her beautiful act of worship 
brought a fragrance to the very house in which they 
were dining, and the blessing of her deed has spread 
around the world (Matt. 26:13; Mark 14:9). Little did 
Mary realize that night that her love for Christ would 
be a blessing to believers around the world for centuries 
to come! 

When she came to the feet of Jesus, Mary took the 
place of a slave. When she undid her hair (something 
Jewish women did not do in public), she humbled her- 
self and laid her glory at His feet (see 1 Cor. 11:15). Of 
course, she was misunderstood and criticized, but that 
is what usually happens when somebody gives his or 
her best to the Lord. 

It was Judas who started the criticism, and, sad to 
say, the other disciples took it up. They did not know 
that Judas was a devil (John 6:70), and they admired 
him for his concern for the poor. After all, he was the 
treasurer, and especially at Passover season, he would 
want to share with those who were less fortunate (see 
John 13:21-30). Until the very end, the disciples 
believed that Judas was a devoted follower of the Lord. 

John 12:4 records Judas’s first words found any- 
where in the four gospels. His last words are found in 
Matthew 27:4. Judas was a thief and was in the habit 
of stealing money from the money box that he carried. 
(The Greek word translated “bag” meant originally a 
small case in which mouthpieces were kept for wind 
instruments. Then it came to mean any small box, and 
especially a money box. The Greek version of the Old 
Testament uses this word in 2 Chron. 24:8-10 for 
King Joash’s money chest.) No doubt Judas had already 
decided to abandon Jesus, and he wanted to get what 
he could out of what he considered a bad situation. 
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Perhaps he had hoped that Jesus would defeat Rome 
and set up the kingdom; in which case, Judas would 
have been treasurer of the kingdom! 

What Mary did was a blessing to Jesus and a bless- 
ing to her own life. She was also a blessing to the home, 
filling it with fragrance (see Phil. 4:18), and today, she 
is a blessing to the church around the world. Her one 
act of devotion in the little village of Bethany still sends 
“ripples of blessing.” 

But not so Judas! We call our daughters “Mary,” but 
no parent would call a son “Judas.” His very name is 
listed in the dictionary as a synonym for treachery. 
Mary and Judas are seen in contrast in Proverbs 10:7— 
“The memory of the just is blessed, but the name of the 
wicked shall rot.” “A good name is better than precious 
ointment,” says Ecclesiastes 7:1, and Mary had both. 

Matthew 26:14 gives the impression that immedi- 
ately after this rebuke, Judas went to the priests and 
bargained to deliver Jesus into their hands. But it is 
likely that the events recorded in Matthew 21—25 
took place first. No doubt the Lord’s rebuke of Judas at 
Bethany played an important part in his decision actu- 
ally to betray Jesus. Also, the fact that Jesus once again 
openly announced His death would motivate Judas to 
escape while the opportunity was there. 

As we look at this event, we see some “representa- 
tive people” who are examples to us. Martha represents 
work as she served the dinner she had prepared for the 
Lord. This was just as much a “fragrant offering” as was 
Mary’s ointment (see Heb. 13:16). Mary represents 
worship, and Lazarus represents witness (John 
11:9-11). People went to Bethany just to be able to see 
this man who had been raised from the dead! 

As mentioned we have no recorded words from 
Lazarus in the New Testament, but his miraculous life 
was an effective witness for Jesus Christ. (In contrast, 
John the Baptist did no miracles, yet his words brought 
people to Jesus. See John 10:40-42.) We today ought 
to “walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:4) because we have 
been “raised from the dead” (Eph. 2:1-10; Col. 3:1ff). 
Actually, the Christian life ought to be a beautiful bal- 
ance of worship, work, and witness. 

But the fact that Lazarus was a walking miracle put 
him into a place of danger: the Jewish leaders wanted 
to kill Aim as well as Jesus! Our Lord was right when 
He called them children of the devil, for they were 
murderers indeed (John 8:42-44). They threw the 
healed blind man out of the synagogue rather than per- 
mit him to bear witness to Christ every Sabbath, and 
they tried to put Lazarus back into the tomb because he 
was leading people to faith in Christ. If you will not 
accept the evidence, you must try to get rid of it! 

This quiet evening of fellowship—in spite of the 
cruel way the disciples treated Mary—must have 
brought special encouragement and strength to the 
Savior’s heart as He faced the demands of that last week 
before the cross. We should examine our own hearts 
and homes to ask whether we are bringing joy to His 
heart by our worship, work, and witness. 
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Jesus and the Passover Pilgrims (12:12-19) 

John shifted the scene from a quiet dinner in Bethany 
to a noisy public parade in Jerusalem. All four gospels 
record this event, and their accounts should be com- 
pared. This was the only “public demonstration” that 
our Lord allowed while He was ministering on earth. 
His purpose was to fulfill the Old Testament prophecy 
(Zech. 9:9). The result was a growing animosity on the 
part of the religious leaders, leading eventually to the 
crucifixion of the Savior. 

There were three different groups in the crowd that 
day: (1) the Passover visitors from outside Judea (John 
12:12, 18); (2) the local people who had witnessed the 
raising of Lazarus (John 12:17); and (3) the religious 
leaders who were greatly concerned about what Jesus 
might do at the feast (John 12:19). At each of the dif- 
ferent feasts, the people were in keen expectation, 
wondering if Jesus would be there and what He would 
do. It looked as though Jesus was actually seeking to 
incite a revolution and establish Himself as king, but 
that was not what He had in mind. 

What did this event mean to Jesus? For one thing, 
it was a part of His obedience to the Father’s will. The 
prophet Zechariah (Zech. 9:9) prophesied that the 
Messiah would enter Jerusalem in that manner, and He 
fulfilled the prophecy. “Daughter of Zion” is another 
name for the city of Jerusalem (Jer. 4:31; Lam. 2:4, 8, 
10). Certainly Jesus was openly announcing to the peo- 
ple that He indeed is the King of Israel (John 1:49), the 
promised Messiah. No doubt many of the pilgrims 
hoped that now He would defeat the Romans and set 
the nation of Israel free. 

What did this demonstration mean to the Romans? 
Nothing is recorded about the Roman viewpoint, but 
it is certain that they kept a close watch that day. 
During the annual Passover feast, it was not uncom- 
mon for some of the Jewish nationalists to try to arouse 
the people, and perhaps they thought this parade was 
that kind of an event. I imagine that some of the 
Roman soldiers must have smiled at the “triumphal 
entry,” because it was nothing like their own “Roman 
triumph” celebrations in the city of Rome. 

Whenever a Roman general was victorious on for- 
eign soil, killing at least five thousand of the enemy, 
and gaining new territory, he was given a “Roman tri- 
umph” when he returned to the city. It was the Roman 
equivalent of the American “ticker-tape parade,” only 
with much more splendor. The victor would be permit- 
ted to display the trophies he had won and the enemy 
leaders he had captured. The parade ended at the arena, 
where some of the captives entertained the people by 
fighting wild beasts. Compared to a “Roman triumph,” 
our Lord’s entry into Jerusalem was nothing. 

What did the “triumphal entry” mean to the people 
of Israel? The pilgrims welcomed Jesus, spread their 
garments before Him, and waved palm branches as 
symbols of peace and victory (Rev. 7:9). They quoted 
from Psalm 118:26, which is a messianic psalm, and 
they proclaimed Him the “King of Israel.” But while 


they were doing this, Jesus was weeping (Luke 
19:37-44)! 

The name Jerusalem means “city of peace” or “foun- 
dation of peace,” and the people were hoping that Jesus 
would bring them the peace that they needed. 
However, He wept because He saw what lay ahead of 
the nation—war, suffering, destruction, and a scattered 
people. At His birth, the angels announced “peace on 
earth” (Luke 2:13-14), but in His ministry Jesus 
announced “war on earth” (Luke 12:51ff.). It is signif- 
icant that the crowds shouted “peace in heaven” (Luke 
19:38), because that is the only place where there is 
peace today! 

The nation had wasted its opportunities; their lead- 
ers did not know the time of God’s visitation. They 
were ignorant of their own Scriptures. The next time 
Israel sees the King, the scene will be radically different 
(Rev. 19:11ff)! He will come in glory, not in humility, 
and the armies of heaven will accompany Him. It will 
be a scene of victory as He comes to defeat His enemies 
and establish His kingdom. 

It is a repeated theme in Scripture that there can be 
no glory unless first there is suffering. Jesus knew that 
He must die on the cross before He could enter into 
His glory (Luke 24:26). The Jewish theologians were 
not clear in their minds concerning the sufferings of 
the Messiah and the glorious kingdom that the 
prophets announced. Some teachers held that there 
were two Messiahs, one who would suffer and one who 
would reign. Even our Lord’s own disciples were not 
clear as to what was going on (see John 11:16). 

How did the Jewish leaders respond to the 
“Triumphal Entry” of the Lord? As they watched the 
great crowd gather and honor Jesus, the Pharisees were 
quite sure that Jesus had won the day. They were antic- 
ipating some kind of general revolt during the Passover 
season. Perhaps Jesus would perform a great miracle 
and in that way capture the minds and hearts of the 
restless people. How little they really understood the 
mind and heart of the Master! What they did not real- 
ize was that Jesus was “forcing their hand” so that the 
Sanhedrin would act during the feast. The Lamb of 
God had to give His life when the Passover lambs were 
being slain. 

The statement, “Behold, the world is gone after 
him!” (John 12:19) was both an exaggeration and a 
prophecy. In the next section, we meet some visitors 
from outside Israel. 


Jesus and the Gentile Visitors (12:20-36) 
Following His entry into Jerusalem, our Lord cleansed 
the temple for the second time. He quoted Isaiah 56:7 
and Jeremiah 7:11: “Is it not written, my house shall be 
called of all nations the house of prayer? but ye have 
made it a den of thieves” (Mark 11:17). Perhaps these 
Greeks heard that word and were encouraged by it. 
One of John’s major themes is that Jesus is the 
Savior of the world, not simply the Redeemer of 
Israel. He is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin 
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of the world (John 1:29). “For God so loved the 
world” (John 3:16). The Samaritans rightly identified 
Him as “the Savior of the world” (John 4:42). He 
gave His life for the world and He gives life to the 
world (John 6:33). He is the Light of the World (John 
8:12). The universal emphasis of John’s gospel is too 
obvious to miss. Jesus will bring the “other sheep” 
who are outside the Jewish fold (John 10:16; and see 
11:51-52). 

The original text indicates that these Greeks “were 
accustomed to come and worship at the feast.” They 
were not curious visitors or one-time investigators. 
No doubt they were “God-fearers,” Gentiles who 
attended the Jewish synagogue and sought the truth, 
but who had not yet become proselytes. Gentiles 
came to see Jesus when He was a young child (Matt. 
2), and now Gentiles came to see Him just before His 
death. 

These men “kept asking” Philip for the privilege of 
an interview with Jesus. Philip finally told Andrew 
(who was often bringing people to Jesus), and Andrew 
gave the request to the Lord. No doubt there were 
many people who wanted private interviews with the 
Lord, but they were afraid of the Pharisees (John 9:22). 
Being from out of the country, the Gentile visitors 
either did not know about the danger, or did not fear 
the consequences. 

We can commend these Greeks for wanting to see 
Jesus. The Jews would say, “We would see a sign!” 
(Matt. 12:38; 1 Cor. 1:22) but these men said, “We 
would see [have an interview with] Jesus.” There is no 
record that Jesus did talk with these men, but the mes- 
sage that He gave in response contains truths that all of 
us need. 

The central theme of this message is the glory of 
God (John 12:23, 28). We would have expected Jesus 
to say, “The hour is come, that the Son of man should 
be crucified.” But Jesus saw beyond the cross to the 
glory that would follow (see Luke 24:26; Heb. 12:2). 
In fact, the glory of God is an important theme in the 
remaining chapters of John’s gospel (see John 
13:31-32; 14:13; 17:1, 4-5, 22, 24). 

Jesus used the image of a seed to illustrate the great 
spiritual truth that there can be no glory without suf- 
fering, no fruitful life without death, no victory 
without surrender. Of itself, a seed is weak and useless, 
but when it is planted, it “dies” and becomes fruitful. 
There is both beauty and bounty when a seed “dies” 
and fulfills its purpose. If a seed could talk, it would no 
doubt complain about being put into the cold, dark 
earth. But the only way it can achieve its goal is by 
being planted. 

God’s children are like seeds. They are small and 
insignificant, but they have life in them, God’s life. 
However, that life can never be fulfilled unless we yield 
ourselves to God and permit Him to “plant us.” We 
must die to self so that we may live unto God (Rom. 6; 
Gal. 2:20). The only way to have a fruitful life is to fol- 
low Jesus Christ in death, burial, and resurrection. 
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In these words, Jesus challenges us today to surren- 
der our lives to Him. Note the contrasts: loneliness or 
fruitfulness; losing your life or keeping your life; serv- 
ing self or serving Christ; pleasing self or receiving 
God’s honor. 

I read about some Christians who visited a remote 
mission station to see how the ministry was going. As 
they watched the dedicated missionary team at work, 
they were impressed with their ministry, but admitted 
that they missed “civilization.” 

“You certainly have buried yourself out here!” one 
of the visitors exclaimed. 

“We haven't buried ourselves,” the missionary 
replied. “We were planted!” 

Our Lord knew that He was facing suffering and 
death, and His humanity responded to this ordeal. His 
soul was troubled, not because He was questioning the 
Father’s will, but because He was fully conscious of all 
that the cross involved. Note that Jesus did not say, 
“What shall I do?” because He knew what He was 
ordained to do. He said, “What shall I say?” In the 
hour of suffering and surrender, there are only two 
prayers we can pray, either “Father, save me!” or 
“Father, glorify Thy name!” 

In one of my radio messages, I made the statement, 
“God does not expect us to be comfortable, but He 
does expect us to be conformable.” No sooner had the 
program ended than my office phone rang and an 
anonymous listener wanted to argue with me about 
that statement. 

“Conformable to what?” the voice thundered. 
“Havent you read Romans 12:2—‘Be not conformed. 
to this world’?” 

“Sure I’ve read Romans 12:2,” I replied. “Have you 
read Romans 8:29? God has predestined us ‘to be con- 
formed to the image of his Son.” 

After a long pause (I was glad he was paying the 
phone bill), he grunted and said, “OK.” 

Comfortable or conformable: that is the question. If 
we are looking for comfortable lives, then we will pro- 
tect our plans and desires, save our lives, and never be 
planted. But if we yield our lives and let God plant us, 
we will never be alone but will have the joy of being 
fruitful to the glory of God. “If any man [Jew or 
Greek] serve me, let him follow me.” This is the equiv- 
alent of Matthew 10:39 and Mark 8:36. 

The prayer, “Father, glorify thy name!” received a 
reply from heaven! God the Father spoke to His Son 
and gave Him a double assurance: the Son’s past life 
and ministry had glorified the Father, and the Son’s 
future suffering and death would glorify the Father. It 
is significant that the Father spoke to the Son at the 
beginning of the Son’s ministry (Matt. 3:17), as the 
Son began His journey to Jerusalem (Matt. 17:5), and 
now as the Son entered the last days before the cross. 
God always gives that word of assurance to those who 
willingly suffer for His sake. 

The people heard a sound but did not know the 


message that had been conveyed. Yet if the voice was 
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for their sakes and they could not understand it, what 
good was it? In that the voice assured Jesus, who was to 
die for their sakes, the voice was for their good. They 
heard Him pray and they heard a sound from heaven 
in response to that prayer. That should have convinced 
them that Jesus was in touch with the Father. We might 
translate John 12:30, “That voice came more for your 
sake than for Mine.” 

Jesus then openly spoke about the cross. It was an 
hour of judgment for the world and for Satan, the 
prince of the world. The death of Jesus Christ would 
seem like a victory for the wicked world, but it would 
really be a judgment of the world. On the cross, Jesus 
would defeat Satan and his world system (Gal. 6:14). 
Even though he is permitted to go to and fro on the 
earth, Satan is a defeated enemy. As we serve the Lord, 
we overcome the wicked one (Luke 10:17-19). One 
day Satan shall be cast out of heaven (Rev. 12:10), and 
eventually he will be judged and imprisoned forever 
(Rev. 20:10). 

We have met the phrase “lifted up” before (John 
3:14; 8:28). Its basic meaning is crucifixion (note John 
12:33), but it also carries the idea of glorification. 
“Behold, My servant will prosper. He will be high and 
lifted up, and greatly exalted” (Isa. 52:13 NasB). The 
Son of Man was glorified by being crucified! 

The phrase “all men” does not suggest universal sal- 
vation. It means “all people without distinction,” that 
is, Jews and Gentiles. He does not force them; He 
draws them (see John 6:44-45). He was “lifted up” 
that men might find the way (John 12:32), know the 
truth (John 8:28), and receive the life (John 3:14). The 
cross reminds us that God loves a whole world and that 
the task of the church is to take the gospel to the whole 
world. 

The people did not understand what He was teach- 
ing. They knew that “Son of man” was a title for 
Messiah, but they could not understand why Messiah 
would be crucified! Did not the Old Testament teach 
that the Messiah would live forever? (See Ps. 72:17; 
89:36; 110:4; Isa. 9:7.) 

But that was no time to be discussing the fine 
points of theology! It was an hour of crisis (see John 
12:31, where the Greek word krisis means judgment) 
and an hour of opportunity. The light was shining and 
they had better take advantage of their opportunity to 
be saved! We have met this image of light and darkness 
before (John 1:4-9; 3:17-20; 8:12; 9:39-41). By a 
simple step of faith, these people could have passed out 
of spiritual darkness and into the light of salvation. 

This marked the end of our Lord’s public ministry 
as far as John’s record is concerned. Jesus departed and 
hid Himself. It was judgment on the nation that saw 
His miracles, heard His messages, and scrutinized His 
ministry, and yet refused to believe on Him. 


Jesus and Unbelieving Jews (12:37-49) 
The key word in this section is believe; it is used eight 
times. First, John explained the unbelief of the people. 


They would not believe (John 12:37-38, with a quota- 
tion from Isa. 53:1); they could not believe (John 
12:39); and they should not believe (John 12:40-41, 
with a quotation from Isa. 6:9-10). 

In spite of all the clear evidence that was presented 
to them, the nation would not believe. The “arm of the 
Lord” had been revealed to them in great power, yet 
they closed their eyes to the truth. They had heard the 
message (“report”) and seen the miracles, and yet 
would not believe. 

When a person starts to resist the light, something 
begins to change within him, and he comes to the place 
where he cannot believe. There is “judicial blindness” 
that God permits to come over the eyes of people who 
do not take the truth seriously. (This quotation is found 
in a number of places in the New Testament. See Matt. 
13:14-15; Mark 4:12; Luke 8:10; Acts 28:25-27; Rom. 
11:8.) It is a serious thing to treat God’s truth lightly, for 
a person could well miss his opportunity to be saved. 
“Seek ye the Lord while he may be found, call ye upon 
him while he is near” (Isa. 55:6). 

There were those who would not believe, and there 
were those who would not openly confess Christ even 
though they had believed (John 12:42-43). 
Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea belonged to this 
group initially, but eventually came out openly in their 
confession of Christ (John 19:38ff.). In the early 
church, there were numbers of Pharisees (Acts 15:5) 
and even priests (Acts 6:7). It was the old struggle 
between the glory of God and the praise of men (John 
12:25-26). It was a costly thing to be excommunicated 
(John 9:22), and these “secret believers” wanted the 
best of both worlds. Note John 5:44 in this regard. 

In John 12:44-50 we have our Lord’s last message 
before He “hid himself” from the people. Again, the 
emphasis was on faith. A number of the basic themes in 
John’s gospel run through this message: God sent the 
Son; to see the Son means to see the Father; Jesus is the 
Light of the World; His words are the very words of 
God; faith in Him brings salvation; to reject Him is to 
face eternal judgment. In fact, the very Word that He 
spoke will judge those who have rejected it and Him! 

It is an awesome thought that the unbeliever will 
face at the judgment every bit of Scripture he has ever 
read or heard. The very Word that he rejects becomes 
his judge! Why? Because the written Word points to 
the Living Word, Jesus Christ (John 1:14). 

Many people reject the truth simply because of the 
fear of man (John 12:42—43). Among those who will 
be in hell are “the fearful” (Rev. 21:8). Better to fear 
God and go to heaven than to fear men and go to hell! 

The word judge is repeated four times in the closing 
words of this message, and a solemn word it is. Jesus 
did not come to judge; He came to save (John 3:18; 
8:15). But if the sinner will not trust the Savior, the 
Savior must become the Judge. The sinner is actually 
passing judgment on himself, not on the Lord! 

As you have studied these twelve chapters of the 
gospel of John, you have seen Jesus Christ in His life, 
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His ministry, His miracles, His message, and His desire 
to save lost sinners. 

You have considered the evidence. Have you come 
to the conviction that Jesus Christ is indeed the Son of 
God, the Savior of the world? 

Have you trusted Him and received everlasting life? 

“While you have the light, believe in the light, that 
you may become sons of light” (John 12:36 Nxyv). 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
John 13:1-35 


THE SOVEREIGN SERVANT 


hree times in my ministry I have had to deliver 
Tit messages” to congregations I had served, 

and it is not an easy thing to do. I may not have 
succeeded, but my purpose was always to prepare them 
for the future. This included warning as well as instruc- 
tion. They would call a new pastor and enter into a new 
phase of ministry, and I wanted them to be at their best. 

John 13—17 is our Lord’s “farewell message” to His 
beloved disciples, climaxing with His intercessory 
prayer for them and for us. Other farewell addresses in 
Scripture were delivered by Moses (Deut. 31—33), 
Joshua (Josh. 23—24), and Paul (Acts 20). However, 
Jesus added a significant “action section” to His mes- 
sage when He washed His disciples’ feet. It was an 
object lesson they would never forget. 

In this passage, we see our Lord in a fourfold rela- 
tionship: to His heavenly Father (John 13:1-5), to 
Simon Peter (John 13:6-11), to all of the disciples 
(John 13:12-17), and to Judas (John 13:18-35). In 
each of these sections of John’s gospel, you will discover 
a special message, a spiritual truth to help you in your 
own Christian life. 


Humility: Jesus and the Father (13:1-5) 

Jesus had entered Jerusalem on Sunday, and on 
Monday had cleansed the temple. Tuesday was a day of 
conflict as the religious leaders sought to trip Him up 
and get evidence to arrest Him. These events are 
recorded in Matthew 21—25. Wednesday was proba- 
bly a day of rest, but on Thursday He met in the Upper 
Room with His disciples in order to observe Passover. 

The emphasis in John 13:1-3 is on what our Lord 
knew, and in John 13:4-5 on what our Lord did. 

Jesus knew that “his hour was come.” More than 
any of the gospel writers, John emphasized the fact that 
Jesus lived on a “heavenly timetable” as He did the 
Father's will. Note the development of this theme: 

2:4— “Mine hour is not yet come.” 

7:30—“His hour was not yet come.” 

8:20—“His hour was not yet come.” 

12:23—“The hour is come that the Son of man 

should be glorified.” 

13:1—“Jesus knew that his hour was come.” 

17:1— “Father, the hour is come.” 
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What was this divinely appointed “hour”? It was 
the time when He would be glorified through His 
death, resurrection, and ascension. From the human 
point of view, it meant suffering, but from the divine 
point of view, it meant glory. He would soon leave this 
world and return to the Father who sent Him, Jesus 
having finished His work on earth (John 17:4). When 
the servant of God is in the will of God, he is immor- 
tal until his work is done. They could not even arrest 
Jesus, let alone kill Him, until the right hour had 
arrived. 

Jesus also knew that Judas would betray Him. Judas 
is mentioned eight times in John’s gospel, more than in 
any of the other Gospels. Satan had entered into Judas 
(Luke 22:3), and now he would give him the necessary 
thought to bring about the arrest and crucifixion of the 
Son of God. The word translated “put” in John 13:2 
literally means “to throw.” It reminds us of the fiery 
darts of the wicked one (Eph. 6:16). Judas was an 
unbeliever (John 6:64-71), so he did not have a “shield 
of faith” to use to ward off Satan’s attacks. 

Finally, Jesus knew that the Father had given Him 
all things (John 13:3). This statement parallels John 
3:35, and it also reminds us of Matthew 11:27. Even in 
His humiliation, our Lord had all things through His 
Father. He was poor and yet He was rich. Because Jesus 
knew who He was, where He came from, what He had, 
and where He was going, He was complete master of 
the situation. You and I as believers know that we have 
been born of God, that we are one day going to God, 
and that in Christ we have all things; therefore, we 
ought to be able to follow our Lord’s example and serve 
others. 

What Jesus knew helped determine what Jesus did 
(John 13:4-5). The disciples must have been shocked 
when they saw their Master rise from supper, lay aside 
His outer garments, wrap a towel around His waist, 
take a basin of water, and wash their feet. Jewish ser- 
vants did not wash their masters’ feet, though Gentile 
slaves might do it. It was a menial task, and yet Jesus 
did it! As a special mark of affection, a host or hostess 
might wash a guest’s feet, but it was not standard oper- 
ating procedure in most homes. 

Jesus knew that there was a competitive spirit in the 
hearts of His disciples. In fact, within a few minutes, 
the men were disputing over which of them was the 
greatest (Luke 22:24-30). He gave them an unforget- 
table lesson in humility, and by His actions rebuked 
their selfishness and pride. The more you think about 
this scene, the more profound it becomes. It is certainly 
an illustration of what Paul wrote years later in 
Philippians 2:1-16. Peter must have recalled the event 
when he wrote his first epistle and urged his readers to 
“be clothed with humility” (1 Peter 5:5). 

Too often we confuse “the poor in spirit” (Matt. 
5:3) with the “poor-spirited,” and true humility with 
timidity and inferiority. The British literary giant 
Samuel Johnson was once asked to prepare a funeral 
sermon for a girl who had died, and he asked what her 
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special virtues were. He was told that she was kind to 
her inferiors. Johnson replied that this was commend- 
able, but that it would be difficult to determine who 
her inferiors were! 

The Father had put all things into the Son’s hands, 
yet Jesus picked up a towel and a basin! His humility was 
not born of poverty, but of riches. He was rich, yet He 
became poor (2 Cor. 8:9). A Malay proverb says, “The 
fuller the ear is of rice-grain, the lower it bends.” 

It is remarkable how the gospel of John reveals the 
humility of our Lord even while magnifying His deity: 
“The Son can do nothing of himself” (John 5:19, 30). 
“For I came down from heaven, not to do mine own 
will” (John 6:38). “My doctrine is not mine” (John 
7:16). “And I seek not mine own glory” (John 8:50). 
“The word which ye hear is not mine” (John 14:24). 
His ultimate expression of humility was His death on 
the cross. 

Jesus was the Sovereign, yet He took the place of a 
servant. He had all things in His hands, yet He picked 
up a towel. He was Lord and Master, yet He served His 
followers. It has well been said that humility is not 
thinking meanly of yourself; it is simply not thinking 
of yourself at all. True humility grows out of our rela- 
tionship with the Father. If our desire is to know and 
do the Father’s will so that we might glorify His name, 
then we will experience the joy of following Christ’s 
example and serving others. 

We today, just like the disciples that night, desper- 
ately need this lesson on humility. The church is filled 
with a worldly spirit of competition and criticism as 
believers vie with one another to see who is the great- 
est. We are growing in knowledge, but not in grace (see 
2 Peter 3:18). “Humility is the only soil in which the 
graces root,” wrote Andrew Murray. “The lack of 
humility is the sufficient explanation of every defect 
and failure.” 

Jesus served His disciples because of His humility 
and because of His love. Contrast John 13:1 with 1:11 
and 3:16: Jesus came “unto his own [world], and his 
own [people] received him not.” “For God so loved the 
world.” In the Upper Room, Jesus ministered in love to 
His own disciples, and they received Him and what He 
had to say. The Greek text says, “He loved them to the 
uttermost.” 


Holiness: Jesus and Peter (13:6-11) 
As Peter watched the Lord wash his friends’ feet, he 
became more and more disturbed and could not 
understand what He was doing. As you read the life of 
Christ in the Gospels, you cannot help but notice how 
Peter often spoke impulsively out of his ignorance and 
had to be corrected by Jesus. Peter opposed Jesus going 
to the cross (Matt. 16:21-23), and he tried to manage 
our Lord’s affairs at the Transfiguration (Matt. 17:1-8). 
He expressed the faith of the disciples (John 6:66-71) 
without realizing that one of the number was a traitor. 
The word translated “wash” in John 13:5-6, 8, 12, 
and 14 is niptō and means “to wash a part of the body.” 


But the word translated “washed” in John 13:10 is lou6 
and means “to bathe all over.” The distinction is impor- 
tant, for Jesus was trying to teach His disciples the 
importance of a holy walk. 

When the sinner trusts the Savior, he is “bathed all 
over” and his sins are washed away and forgiven (see 1 
Cor. 6:9-11; Titus 3:3-7; and Rev. 1:5). “And their 
sins and iniquities will I remember no more” (Heb. 
10:17). However, as the believer walks in this world, it 
is easy to become defiled. He does not need to be 
bathed all over again; he simply needs to have that 
defilement cleansed away. God promises to cleanse us 
when we confess our sins to Him (1 John 1:9). 

But why is it so important that we “keep our feet 
clean”? Because if we are defiled, we cannot have com- 
munion with our Lord. “If I wash thee not, thou hast 
no part with me” (John 13:8). The word translated 
“part” is meros, and it carries the meaning here of “par- 
ticipation, having a share in someone or something.” 
When God “bathes us all over” in salvation, He brings 
about our union with Christ, and that is a settled rela- 
tionship that cannot change. (The verb wash in John 
13:10 is in the perfect tense. It is settled once and for 
all.) However, our communion with Christ depends on 
our keeping ourselves “unspotted from the world” 
(James 1:27). If we permit unconfessed sin in our lives, 
we hinder our walk with the Lord, and that is when we 
need to have our feet washed. 

This basic truth of Christian living is beautifully 
illustrated in the Old Testament priesthood. When the 
priest was consecrated, he was bathed all over (Ex. 
29:4), and that experience was never repeated. 
However, during his daily ministry, he became defiled, 
so it was necessary that he wash his hands and feet at 
the brass laver in the courtyard (Ex. 30:18-21). Only 
then could he enter the holy place and trim the lamps, 
eat the holy bread, or burn the incense. 

The Lord cleanses us through the blood of Christ, 
that is, His work on the cross (1 John 1:5—10), and 
through the application of His Word to our lives (Ps. 
119:9; John 15:3; Eph. 5:25-26). The “water of the 
Word” can keep our hearts and minds clean so that we 
will avoid the pollutions of this world. But if we do sin, 
we have a loving Advocate in glory who will hear our 
prayers of confession and forgive us (1 John 2:1-2). 

Peter did not understand what his Lord was doing, 
but instead of waiting for an explanation, he impul- 
sively tried to tell the Lord what to do. There is a strong 
double negative in John 13:8. The Greek scholar 
Kenneth Wuest translated Peter’s statement, “You shall 
by no means wash my feet, no, never” (wuesT). Peter 
really meant it! Then when he discovered that to refuse 
the Lord would mean to lose the Lord’s fellowship, he 
went in the opposite direction and asked for a complete 
bath! 

We can learn an important lesson from Peter: don’t 
question the Lord’s will or work, and dont try to 
change it. He knows what He is doing. Peter had a dif- 
ficult time accepting Christ’s ministry to him because 
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Peter was not yet ready to minister to the other disciples. It 
takes humility and grace to serve others, but it also 
takes humility and grace to allow others to serve us. 
The beautiful thing about a submissive spirit is that it 
can both give and receive to the glory of God. 

John was careful to point out that Peter and Judas 
were in a different relationship with Jesus. Yes, Jesus 
washed Judas’s feet! But it did Judas no good because 
he had not been bathed all over. Some people teach 
that Judas was a saved man who sinned away his salva- 
tion, but that is not what Jesus said. Our Lord made it 
very clear that Judas had never been cleansed from his 
sins and was an unbeliever (John 6:64-71). 

It is a wonderful thing to deepen your fellowship 
with the Lord. The important thing is to be honest 
with Him and with ourselves and keep our feet clean. 


Happiness: Jesus and the Disciples (13:12-17) 
John 13:17 is the key —“If ye know these things, happy 
are ye if ye do them.” The sequence is important: hum- 
bleness, holiness, then happiness. Aristotle defined 
happiness as “good fortune joined to virtue ... a life 
that is both agreeable and secure.” That might do for a 
philosopher, but it will never do for a Christian 
believer! Happiness is the byproduct of a life that is 
lived in the will of God. When we humbly serve oth- 
ers, walk in God’s paths of holiness, and do what He 
tells us, then we will enjoy happiness. 

Jesus asked the disciples if they understood what He 
had done, and it is not likely that they did. So, He 
explained it: He had given them a lesson in humble 
service, an example for them to follow. The world 
thinks that happiness is the result of others serving us, 
but real joy comes when we serve others in the name of 
Christ. The world is constantly pursuing happiness, 
but that is like chasing a shadow: it is always just 
beyond your reach. 

Jesus was their Master, so He had every right to 
command their service. Instead, He served them! He 
gave them an example of true Christian ministry. On 
more than one occasion during the previous three 
years, He had taught them lessons about humility and 
service, but now He had demonstrated the lesson to 
them. Perhaps the disciples remembered His lesson 
about the child (Matt. 18:1-G6) or the rebuke He gave 
James and John when they asked for thrones (Matt. 
20:20-28). Now it was all starting to fall into place. 

The servant (slave) is not greater than his master; 
so, if the master becomes a slave, where does that put 
the slave? On the same level as the master! By becoming 
a servant, our Lord did not push us down: He lifted us 
up! He dignified sacrifice and service. You must keep in 
mind that the Romans had no use for humility, and the 
Greeks despised manual labor. Jesus combined these 
two when He washed the disciples’ feet. 

The world asks, “How many people work for you?” 
but the Lord asks, “For how many people do you 
work?” When I was ministering at a conference in 
Kenya, an African believer shared one of their proverbs 
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with me: “The chief is servant of all.” How true it is 
that we need leaders who will serve and servants who 
will lead. G. K. Chesterton said that a really great man 
is one who makes others feel great, and Jesus did this 
with His disciples by teaching them to serve. 

However, it is not enough just to know this truth; 
we must put it into practice. James 1:22-27 makes it 
clear that the blessing comes in the doing of the Word, 
not the hearing. Wuest translates the last phrase in 
James 1:25, “This man shall be prospered spiritually in 
his doing.” Even studying this section in John’s gospel 
can stir us emotionally or enlighten us intellectually, 
but it cannot bless us spiritually until we do what Jesus 
told us to do. This is the only way to lasting happiness. 

Be sure to keep these lessons in their proper 
sequence: humbleness, holiness, happiness. Submit to 
the Father, keep your life clean, and serve others. This 
is God’s formula for true spiritual joy. 


Hypocrisy: Jesus and Judas (13:18-35) 

A dark shadow now fell across the scene as Jesus dealt 
with Judas, the traitor. It is important to note that Judas 
was not a true believer; he was a hypocrite. He had 
never believed in Jesus (John 6:64-71), he had not been 
bathed all over (John 13:10-11), and he had not 
been among the chosen ones whom the Father gave to 
the Son (John 13:18; 17:12). How close a person can 
come to salvation and yet be lost forever! Judas was even 
the treasurer of the group (John 12:6) and was certainly 
held in high regard by his fellow disciples. 

At that hour, Jesus had two great concerns: to fulfill 
the Word of God (John 13:18-30) and to magnify the 
glory of God (John 13:31-35). 

The Scripture Jesus quoted was Psalm 41:9—“Yea, 
mine own familiar friend, in whom I trusted, which 
did eat of my bread, hath lifted up his heel against me.” 
When David wrote the psalm, he was probably refer- 
ring to his counselor Ahithophel, who turned traitor 
and joined Absalom’s rebellion (see 2 Sam. 15—17). It 
is significant that both Judas and Ahithophel commit- 
ted suicide by hanging themselves (2 Sam. 17:23; 
Matt. 27:3-10; Acts 1:18). However, Judas did not 
commit suicide in order to fulfill biblical prophecy, for 
that would make God the author of his sin. Judas was 
responsible for his own decisions, and those decisions 
fulfilled God’s Word. 

Jesus was concerned that Judas’s treachery would 
not weaken His disciples’ faith. This is why He related 
it to the Word of God: when the disciples saw all of this 
fulfilled, it would make their faith stronger (see John 
8:28). Judas had been disloyal, but He expected them 
to be loyal to Him and His cause. After all, He was 
God the Son sent by God the Father. They were 
Christs chosen representatives; to receive them would 
be the same as receiving the Father and the Son. What 
a privilege, to be ambassadors of the King! 

The remarkable thing is that the others at the table 
with Jesus did not know that Judas was an unbeliever 
and a traitor. Up to the very hour of his treachery, Judas 
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was protected by the Savior whom he betrayed. Had 
Jesus openly revealed what He knew about Judas, it is 
likely that the men would have turned on him. 
Remember what Peter did to Malchus when soldiers 
came to take Jesus! 

From the very beginning, Jesus knew what Judas 
would do (John 6:64), but He did not compel him to 
do it. Judas was exposed to the same spiritual privileges 
as the other disciples, yet they did him no good. The 
same sun that melts the ice only hardens the clay. In 
spite of all that our Lord said about money, and all of 
His warning about covetousness, Judas continued to be 
a thief and steal from the treasury. In spite of all our 
Lord’s warning about unbelief, Judas persisted in his 
rejection. Jesus even washed Judas’ feet! Yet his hard 
heart did not yield. 

Jesus had spoken before about a traitor (John 6:70), 
but the disciples did not take it to heart. Now when He 
spoke openly about it at the table, His disciples were 
perplexed. 

Peter signaled to John, who was the closest to Jesus 
at the table, and asked him to find out who the traitor 
was. The Lord’s reply to John was certainly not heard 
by all the men; in fact, they were carrying on discus- 
sions among themselves about who the traitor might be 
(Luke 22:23). When Jesus gave the bread to Judas, it 
was interpreted as an act of love and honor. In fact, 
Judas was seated at the place of honor, so our Lord’s 
actions were seen in that light. He was bestowing a spe- 
cial honor on Judas. No wonder, after Judas left the 
room, the disciples got into an argument over who was 
the greatest (Luke 22:24-30). 

John was no doubt stunned by this revelation, but 
before he could say or do anything, Jesus had sent 
Judas on his way. Even though Satan had entered 
Judas, it was Jesus who was in charge. He lived on the 
timetable given to Him by the Father, and He wanted 
to fulfill what was written in the Word. Since Judas was 
the treasurer, it was logical for the disciples to conclude 
that he had been sent on a special mission by the Lord. 
Judas had hypocritically expressed an interest in the 
poor (John 12:4-6), so perhaps he was on an errand of 
mercy to help the poor. 

Keep in mind that Judas knew what he was doing 
and that he did it deliberately. He had already met with 
the Jewish religious leaders and agreed to lead them to 
Jesus in such a way that there would not be any public 
disturbance (Luke 21:37—22:6). He heard Jesus say, 
“Woe unto that man by whom the Son of man is 
betrayed! It had been good for that man if he had not 
been born” (Matt. 26:24). Yet, he persisted in his unbe- 
lief and treachery. 

John’s little phrase “and it was night” carries a 
tremendous impact when you remember that /ight and 
darkness are important spiritual images in his gospel. 
Jesus is the Light of the World (John 8:12), but Judas 
rejected Jesus and went out into darkness, and for 
Judas, it is still night! Those who do evil hate the light 
(John 3:18-21). Our Lord’s warning in John 12:25-26 


went unheeded by Judas—and it goes unheeded by lost 
sinners today, people who will go where Judas went 
unless they repent and trust the Savior. 

The instant Judas was gone, the atmosphere was 
cleared, and Jesus began to instruct His disciples and 
prepare them for His crucifixion and His ultimate 
return to heaven. It was after Judas’s departure that He 
instituted the Lord’s Supper, something that Judas as 
an unbeliever certainly could not share. Judas was out 
in the night, controlled by the prince of darkness, 
Satan, but Jesus was in the light, sharing love and truth 
with His beloved disciples. What a contrast! 

The theme now changes to the glory of God (John 
13:31-35). From the human perspective, the death of 
Christ was a dastardly deed involving unspeakable suf- 
fering and humiliation, but from the divine perspective 
it was the revelation of the glory of God. “The hour is 
come that the Son of man should be glorified” (John 
12:23). Twelve times in this gospel, the title “Son of 
man” appears, and this one in John 12:31 is the final 
instance. Daniel 7:13 identifies this title as messianic, 
and Jesus sometimes used it this way (Matt. 26:64). 

What did it mean for Jesus to glorify the Father? He 
tells us in His prayer, “I have glorified thee on the 
earth; I have finished the work which thou gavest me 
to do” (John 17:4). This is the way all of us glorify 
God, by faithfully doing what He calls us to do. In our 
Lord’s case, the Father’s will was that the Son die for 
lost sinners, be raised from the dead, and then ascend 
to heaven. The Son glorified the Father and the Father 
glorified the Son (John 17:1, 5). 

There would come a time when the Son would be 
glorified in these disciples John 17:10), but they could 
not follow Him at that time. Peter boasted that he 
would follow the Lord even to death (Luke 22:33), but 
unfortunately ended up denying Him three times. 

Jesus had said to the Jews on two occasions that 
they would seek Him but not be able to find Him or 
follow Him (John 7:33-36; 8:21-24). Note that He 
did not tell His disciples that they would not be able to 
find Him, but He did say that to the unbelieving Jews. 
One day the believing disciples would go to be with 
Him (John 14:1-3), and they would also see Him after 
His resurrection. But during this time of His suffering 
and death, it was important that they not try to follow 
Him. 

I have heard eloquent sermons about the sin of 
Peter who “followed afar off” (Luke 22:54), and the 
emphasis was that he should have followed nearer. The 
simple fact is that he should not have followed at all! 
The statement in John 13:33 is proof enough, and 
when you add Matthew 26:31 (quoted from Zech. 
13:7) and our Lord’s words in John 18:8, the evidence 
is conclusive. Because Peter disregarded this warning, 
he got into trouble. 

The disciples’ responsibility was to love one another 
just as Christ had loved them. They would certainly 
need this love in the hours to follow, when their Master 
would be taken from them and their brave spokesman, 
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Peter, would fail Him and them. In fact, all of them 
would fail, and the only thing that would bring them 
together would be their love for Christ and for each 
other. 

The word Jove is used only twelve times in John 1— 
12, but in John 13—21 it is used forty-four times! It is 
a key word in Christ’s farewell sermon to His disciples, 
as well as a burden in His high priestly prayer (John 
17:26). The word new does not mean “new in time,” 
because love has been important to God’s people even 
from Old Testament times (see Lev. 19:18). It means 
“new in experience, fresh.” It is the opposite of “worn 
out.” Love would take on a new meaning and power 
because of the death of Christ on the cross (John 
15:13). With the coming of the Holy Spirit, love 
would have a new power in their lives. 

This section begins and ends with love: Jesus’ love 
for His own (John 13:1) and the disciples’ love for one 
another. It is love that is the true evidence that we 
belong to Jesus Christ. The church leader Tertullian 
(AD 155-220) quoted the pagans as saying of the 
Christians, “See how they love one another?” And how 
do we evidence that love? By doing what Jesus did: lay- 
ing down our lives for the brethren (1 John 3:16). And 
the way to start is by getting down and washing one 
another's feet in sacrificial service. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
John 13:36—14:31 


HEART TROUBLE 


his section opens and closes with our Lord’s loving 
T admonition, “Let not your heart be troubled” 

(John 14:1, 27). We are not surprised that the 
apostles were troubled. After all, Jesus had announced 
that one of them was a traitor, and then He warned 
Peter that he was going to deny his Lord three times. 
Self-confident Peter was certain that he could not only 
follow his Lord, but even die with Him and for Him. 
Alas, Peter did not know his own heart, nor do we 
really know our hearts, except for one thing: our hearts 
easily become troubled. 

Perhaps the heaviest blow of all was the realization 
that Jesus was going to leave them (John 13:33). Where 
was He going? Could they go with Him? How could 
they get where He was going? These were some of the 
perplexing questions that tumbled around in their 
minds and hearts and were tossed back and forth in 
their conversation at the table. 

How did Jesus calm their troubled hearts? By giving 
them six wonderful assurances to lay hold of, assur- 
ances that we today may claim and thus enjoy 
untroubled hearts. If you are a believer in Jesus Christ, 
you may claim every single one of these assurances. 


You Are Going to Heaven (13:36—14:6) 


Jesus did not rebuke Peter for asking Him where He 
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was going, but His reply was somewhat cryptic. One 
day Peter would “follow” Jesus to the cross (John 
21:18-19; 2 Peter 1:12—15), and then he would follow 
Him to heaven. Tradition tells us that Peter was cruci- 
fied, though he asked to be crucified head-downward 
because he did not feel worthy to die as his Master 
died. 

Just as Peter was beginning to feel like a hero, Jesus 
announced that he himself would soon become a casu- 
alty. The message not only shocked Peter, but it also 
stunned the rest of the disciples. After all, if brave Peter 
denied the Lord, what hope was there for the rest of 
them? It was then that Jesus gave His message to calm 
their troubled hearts. 

According to Jesus, heaven is a real place. It is not a 
product of religious imagination or the result of a psy- 
ched-up mentality, looking for “pie in the sky by and 
by.” Heaven is the place where God dwells and where 
Jesus sits today at the right hand of the Father. Heaven 
is described as a kingdom (2 Peter 1:11), an inheritance 
(1 Peter 1:4), a country (Heb. 11:16), a city (Heb. 
11:16), and a home (John 14:2). 

The word Father is used fifty-three times in John 
13—17. Heaven is “my Father's house,” according to 
the Son of God. It is “home” for God’s children! Some 
years ago, a London newspaper held a contest to deter- 
mine the best definition of “home.” The winning entry 
was “Home is the place where you are treated the best 
and complain the most.” The poet Robert Frost said 
that home is the place that, when you arrive there, they 
have to take you in. A good definition! 

The Greek word monë is translated “mansions” in 
John 14:2 and “abode” in John 14:23. It simply means 
“rooms, abiding places,” so we must not think in terms 
of manor houses. It is unfortunate that some unbibli- 
cal songs have perpetuated the error that faithful 
Christians will have lovely mansions in glory, while 
worldly saints will have to be content with little cot- 
tages or even shacks. Jesus Christ is now preparing 
places for all true believers, and each place will be beau- 
tiful. When He was here on earth, Jesus was a carpenter 
(Mark 6:3). Now that He has returned to glory, He is 
building a church on earth and a home for that church 
in heaven. 

John 14:3 is a clear promise of our Lord’s return for 
His people. Some will go to heaven through the valley 
of the shadow of death, but those who are alive when 
Jesus returns will never see death (John 11:25-26). 
They will be changed to be like Christ and will go to 
heaven (1 Thess. 4:13—18). 

Since heaven is the Father’s house, it must be a place 
of love and joy. When the apostle John tried to describe 
heaven, he almost ran out of symbols and comparisons 
(Rev. 21—22)! Finally, he listed the things that would 
not be there: death, sorrow, crying, pain, night, etc. 
What a wonderful home it will be—and we will enjoy 
it forever! 

Thomas’s question revealed his keen desire to be 
with Jesus (see John 11:16), and this meant that he had 
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to know where the Master was going and how he him- 
self would get there. The Lord made it clear that He 
was going to the Father, and that He was the only way 
to the Father. Heaven is a real place, a loving place, and 
an exclusive place. Not everybody is going to heaven, 
but rather only those who have trusted Jesus Christ (see 
Acts 4:12; 1 Tim. 2:4—6). 

Jesus does not simply teach the way or point the 
way; He is the way. In fact, “the Way” was one of the 
early names for the Christian faith (Acts 9:2; 19:9, 23; 
22:4; 24:14, 22). Our Lord’s statement, “No man 
cometh unto the Father but by me,” wipes away any 
other proposed way to heaven—good works, religious 
ceremonies, costly gifts, etc. There is only one way, and 
that way is Jesus Christ. 

How would this assurance of going to heaven help 
to calm the disciples’ troubled hearts? Dr. James M. 
Gray put it beautifully in a song he wrote years ago: 
“Who could mind the journey, when the road leads 
home?” The assurance of a heavenly home at the end of 
life’s road enables us to bear joyfully with the obstacles 
and battles along the way. It was this assurance that 
even encouraged our Lord, “who for the joy that was 
set before him endured the cross” (Heb. 12:2). Paul 
had this truth in mind when he wrote, “For I reckon 
that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy 
to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed 
in us” (Rom. 8:18). 


You Know the Father Right Now (14:7-11) 

We do not have to wait until we enter heaven to get to 
know the Father. We can know Him today and receive 
from Him the spiritual resources we need to keep going 
when the days are difficult. 

What does it mean to “know the Father”? The word 
know is used 141 times in John’s gospel, but it does not 
always carry the same meaning. In fact, there are four 
different “levels” of knowing according to John. The 
lowest level is simply knowing a fact. The next level is 
to understand the truth behind that fact. However, you 
can know the fact and know the truth behind it and 
still be lost in your sins. The third level introduces rela- 
tionship; “to know” means “to believe in a person and 
become related to him or her.” This is the way “know” 
is used in John 17:3. In fact, in Scripture, “to know” is 
used of the most intimate relationship between man 
and wife (Gen. 4:1). 

The fourth use of “know” means “to have a deeper 
relationship with a person, a deeper communion.” It 
was this level Paul was referring to when he wrote, 
“That I may know him” (Phil. 3:10). Jesus will 
describe this deeper relationship in John 14:19-23, so 
we will save any further comment until we deal with 
that section. 

When Jesus said that knowing Him and seeing 
Him was the same as knowing and seeing the Father, 
He was claiming to be God. From now on, they would 
understand more and more about the Father, even 
though Jesus was leaving them. 


I appreciate Philip’s desire to know the Father. He 
had come a long way since that day Jesus found him 
and called him (John 1:43-45). The burning desire of 
every believer ought to be to know God better. We read 
and study the Word of God so that we might better 
know the God of the Word. 

The Greek construction of the question in John 
14:10 indicates that the Lord expected a yes answer 
from Philip: he did believe that Jesus was in the Father 
and the Father in Him. That being the case, Philip 
should have realized that the words of Jesus, as well as 
His works, came from the Father and revealed the 
Father. Believers today have not seen the Lord Jesus in 
the flesh (1 Peter 1:8), but we do see Him and His 
works in the Word. The emphasis throughout John’s 
gospel is that you cannot separate Christ’s words and 
works, for both come from the Father and reveal the 
Father. 

The “believe” in John 14:10 is singular, for Jesus 
was addressing Philip, but in John 14:11, it is plural 
and He addresses all of the disciples. The tense of both 
is “go on believing.” Let your faith grow! 

Four hundred years before Christ was born, the 
Greek philosopher Plato wrote, “To find out the Father 
and Maker of all this universe is a hard task, and when 
we have found Him, to speak of Him to all men is 
impossible.” But Plato was wrong! We can know the 
Father and Maker of the universe, for Jesus Christ 
revealed Him to us. Why should our hearts be troubled 
when the Creator and Governor of the universe is our 
own Father? 

The very Lord of heaven and earth is our Father 
(Luke 10:21). There is no need for us to have troubled 
hearts, for He is in control. 


You Have the Privilege of Prayer (14:12-15) 

“Why pray when you can worry?” asks a plaque that I 
have seen in many homes. One of the best remedies for 
a troubled heart is prayer. 


O what peace we often forfeit, 
O what needless pain we bear; 
All because we do not carry 
Everything to God in prayer. 


However, if God is going to answer our prayers and 
give us peace in our hearts, there are certain conditions 
that we must meet. In fact, the meeting of these condi- 
tions is a blessing in itself! 

We must pray in faith (v. 12). This is a promise 
for us to claim, and the claiming of it demands faith. 
The double “verily” assures us that this is a solemn 
announcement. The fact that Jesus did return to the 
Father is an encouragement, for there He is interceding 
for us. He will have more to say about this intercessory 
work later in His discourse. 

The “greater works [things]” would apply initially 
to the apostles who were given the power to perform 
special miracles as the credentials of their office (Rom. 
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15:18-19; Heb. 2:3-4). These miracles were not 
greater in quality, for “the servant is not greater than his 
lord” (John 13:16), but rather in scope and quantity. 
Peter preached one sermon and three thousand sinners 
were converted in one day! The fact that ordinary peo- 
ple performed these signs made them even more 
wonderful and brought great glory to God (Acts 
5:13-16). 

Of course, it is not the believer himself who does 
these “greater things”; it is God working in and 
through the believer: “The Lord working with them” 
(Mark 16:20). “For it is God which worketh in you” 
(Phil. 2:13). Faith and works must always go together, 
for it is faith that releases the power of God in our lives. 

Both love and obedience are part of effective prayer. 
“If I regard [see and approve] iniquity in my heart, the 
Lord will not hear me” (Ps. 66:18). 

We do not obey the Lord simply because we want 
our prayers answered, somewhat like the attitude of a 
child just before Christmas. We obey Him because we 
love Him, and the more we obey Him, the more we 
experience His love. To “keep” His commandments 
means to value them, treasure them, guard them, and 
do them. “I have esteemed the words of his mouth 
more than my necessary food” (Job 23:12). 

Believing prayer is wonderful medicine to soothe a 
troubled heart. Meditate on Philippians 4:6-7—and 
then put it into practice! 

We must pray in Christs name (vv. 13-14). This 
is not a “magic formula” that we automatically attach 
to our prayer requests, guaranteeing that God will 
answer. To ask anything of the Father, in the name of 
Jesus, means that we ask what Jesus would ask, what 
would please Him, and what would bring Him glory 
by furthering His work. When a friend says to you, 
“You may use my name!” he is handing you a great 
privilege as well as a tremendous responsibility. 

The “whatsoever” in John 14:13 is qualified by all 
that God has revealed in His Word about prayer; 
likewise, the “anything” in John 14:14. God is not 
giving us carte blanche; “in My name” is the control- 
ling element. To know God’s name means to know 
His nature, what He is, and what He wants to do. 
God answers prayer in order to honor His name; 
therefore, prayer must be in His will (1 John 
5:14-15). The first request in “the Lord’s Prayer” is, 
“Hallowed be thy name” (Matt. 6:9). Any request 
that does not glorify God’s name should not be asked 
in His name. 

We must pray in loving obedience (v. 15). When 
you love someone, you honor his or her name, and you 
would never use that name in a demeaning manner. 
Love is an important theme in the gospel of John; it is 
used as a verb or noun a total of fifty-six times. 


We Have the Holy Spirit (14:16-18) 

Jesus had a great deal to say about the Holy Spirit in 
His Upper Room message, for apart from the help of 
the Spirit of God, we cannot live the Christian life as 
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God would have us live it. We must know who the 
Holy Spirit is, what He does, and how He does it. 

The Holy Spirit is given two special names by our 
Lord: “another Comforter” and “the Spirit of truth.” 
The Greek word translated “Comforter” is paraklétos 
and it is used only by John (14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7; 1 
John 2:1). It means “called alongside to assist.” The 
Holy Spirit does not work instead of us, or in spite of 
us, but in us and through us. 

Our English word comfort comes from two Latin 
words meaning “with strength.” We usually think of 
“comfort” as soothing someone, consoling him or her, 
and to some extent this is true. But true comfort 
strengthens us to face life bravely and keep on going. It 
does not rob us of responsibility or make it easy for us 
to give up. Some translations call the Holy Spirit “the 
Encourager,” and this is a good choice of words. 
Paraklétos is translated “Advocate” in 1 John 2:1. An 
“advocate” is one who represents you at court and 
stands at your side to plead your case. 

As “the Spirit of Truth,” the Holy Spirit is related to 
Jesus, the Truth, and the Word of God, which of itself is 
the truth (John 14:6; 17:17). The Spirit inspired the 
Word and also illumines the Word so we may under- 
stand it. Later on in this message, Jesus will explain the 
teaching ministry of the Holy Spirit. Since He is the 
“Spirit of truth,” the Holy Spirit cannot lie or be associ- 
ated with lies. He never leads us to do anything contrary 
to the Word of God, for again God’s Word is truth. 

If we want the Holy Spirit to work in our lives, we 
must seek to glorify Christ, and we must make much 
of the Word of God. When you compare Ephesians 
5:18—6:9 with Colossians 3:16—4:1, you will see that 
both passages describe the same kind of Christian 
life—joyful, thankful, and submissive. To be filled with 
the Spirit is the same as to be controlled by the Word. 
The Spirit of truth uses the Word of truth to guide us 
into the will and the work of God. 

The Holy Spirit abides in the believer. He is a gift 
from the Father in answer to the prayer of the Son. 
During His earthly ministry, Jesus had guided, 
guarded, and taught His disciples, but now He was 
going to leave them. The Spirit of God would come to 
them and dwell in them, taking the place of their 
Master. Jesus called the Spirit “another Comforter,” 
and the Greek word translated “another” means 
“another of the same kind.” The Spirit of God is not 
different from the Son of God, for both are God. The 
Spirit of God had dwelt with the disciples in the person 
of Jesus Christ. Now He would dwell in them. 

Of course, the Spirit of God had been on earth 
before. He empowered men and women in the Old 
Testament to accomplish God’s work. However, during 
the Old Testament Age, the Spirit of God would come 
on people and then leave them. God’s Spirit departed 
from King Saul (1 Sam. 16:14; 18:12), and David, 
when confessing his sin, asked that the Spirit not be 
taken from him (Ps. 51:11). When the Holy Spirit was 
given at Pentecost, He was given to God’s people to 
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remain with them forever. Even though we may grieve 
the Spirit, He will not leave us. 

The way we treat the Holy Spirit is the way we treat 
the Lord Jesus Christ. The believer’s body is the temple 
of the Spirit (1 Cor. 6:19-20), so what he or she does 
with that body affects the indwelling Holy Spirit. The 
Spirit wrote the Word of God, and the way we treat the 
Bible is the way we treat the Spirit of God and the Son 
of God. 

The world cannot receive the Spirit because the 
world lives “by sight” and not by faith. Furthermore, the 
world does not know Jesus Christ, and you cannot have 
knowledge of the Spirit apart from the Son. The pres- 
ence of the Spirit in this world is actually an indictment 
against the world, for the world rejected Jesus Christ. 

The word translated “comfortless” in John 14:18 
means “orphans.” We are not alone, abandoned, help- 
less, and hopeless! Wherever we go, the Spirit is with 
us, so why should we feel like orphans? There is no 
need to have a troubled heart when you have the very 
Spirit of God dwelling within you! 


We Enjoy the Father’s Love (14:19-24) 

“The love of God is shed abroad in our hearts by the 
Holy Spirit which is given unto us” (Rom. 5:5). 
Orphans feel unwanted and unloved, but our Father 
shares His love with us. Jesus explained a threefold 
manifestation of God’s love. 

There was a past manifestation to the disciples 
(vv. 19-20). John 14:19 focuses on His resurrection 
and post-resurrection appearances to His disciples and 
other believers. The last time the world saw Jesus was 
when Joseph and Nicodemus took Him from the cross 
and buried Him. The next time the world sees Him, He 
will come in power and great glory to judge lost sinners. 

John 14:20 centers especially on the coming of the 
Spirit at Pentecost and the oneness of the believers with 
their Lord. Jesus returned to heaven as the exalted 
Head of the church (Eph. 1:19-23). Then He sent the 
Spirit so that the members of the body would be joined 
to their Head in a living union. Believers today, of 
course, did not see Jesus after His resurrection or in His 
ascension, but we are united to Him by the indwelling 
Holy Spirit. 

There is a present manifestation of Himself to 
believers (vv. 21, 23-24). Note the repetition of the 
word Jove. If we treasure His Word and obey it, then 
the Father and the Son will share Their love with us 
and make Their home in us. The word translated 
“abode” in John 14:23 means “make our home” and is 
related to “mansions” in John 14:2. 

When the sinner trusts Christ, he is born again, and 
the Spirit immediately enters his body and bears wit- 
ness that he is a child of God. The Spirit is resident and 
will not depart. But as the believer yields to the Father, 
loves the Word, prays, and obeys, there is a deeper rela- 
tionship with the Father, Son, and Spirit. Salvation 
means we are going to heaven, but submission means 
that heaven comes to us! 


This truth is illustrated in the experiences of 
Abraham and Lot, recorded in Genesis 18 and 19. 
When Jesus and the two angels visited Abraham's tent, 
they felt right at home. They even enjoyed a meal, and 
Jesus had a private talk with Abraham. But our Lord 
did not go to Sodom to visit Lot, because He did not 
feel at home there. Instead, He sent the two angels. 

Our experience with God ought to go deeper and 
deeper, and it will as we yield to the Spirit of truth and 
permit Him to teach us and guide us. If we love God 
and obey Him, He will manifest His love to us in a 
deeper way each day. 

There will be a future manifestation when Jesus 
Christ returns (v. 19). Judas (not Iscariot) recalled 
that Jesus had said He would not manifest Himself to 
the world (John 14:22). But this seemed to contradict 
other statements He had made, such as recorded in 
Matthew 24:30. His question was, “What has come to 
pass that You are no longer going to reveal Yourself to 
the world?” Has there been a change in the divine plan? 

Jesus had been rejected by His own people, so He 
could not manifest Himself to them. In fact, it was an 
act of mercy that He did not manifest Himself to the 
world, because that would have meant judgment. He 
has revealed Himself to His church and left the church 
in the world to be a witness of God’s love. He is 
patiently waiting, still giving lost sinners opportunity 
to repent and be saved (2 Peter 3:1-10). One day He 
will return (Rev. 1:7), and the world will behold Him. 

One of the best ways to ease a troubled heart is to 
bathe it in the love of God. When you feel like an 
“orphan,” let the Spirit of God reveal God’s love to you 
in a deeper way. Charles Spurgeon said, “Little faith 
will take your soul to heaven, but great faith will bring 
heaven to your soul.” Your heart can become a “heaven 
on earth” as you commune with the Lord and worship 
Him. 


You Have His Gift of Peace (14:25-31) 
Shalom—peace—is a precious word to the Jewish peo- 
ple. It means much more than just the absence of war 
or distress. Shalom means wholeness, completeness, 
health, security, even prosperity in the best sense. 
When you are enjoying God’s peace, there is joy and 
contentment. But God’s peace is not like the “peace” 
that the world offers. 

The world bases its peace on its resources, while 
God’s peace depends on relationships. To be right with 
God means to enjoy the peace of God. The world 
depends on personal ability, but the Christian depends 
on spiritual adequacy in Christ. In the world, peace is 
something you hope for or work for, but to the 
Christian, peace is God’s wonderful gift, received by 
faith. Unsaved people enjoy peace when there is an 
absence of trouble; Christians enjoy peace in spite of 
trials because of the presence of power, the Holy Spirit. 

People in the world walk by sight and depend on the 
externals, but Christians walk by faith and depend on 
the eternals. The Spirit of God teaches us the Word and 
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guides us (not drags us!) into the truth. He also reminds 
us of what He has taught us so that we can depend on 
God’s Word in the difficult times of life. The Spirit uses 
the Word to give us His peace John 14:27), His love 
(John 15:9-10), and His joy (John 15:11). If that does 
not calm a troubled heart, nothing will! 

Again, Jesus assured them that they would see Him 
again (John 14:28). Why rejoice because He returned 
to the Father? Because His return made possible His 
wonderful intercessory ministry on our behalf, our 
great High Priest in heaven (Heb. 2:17-18; 4:14-16). 
We have the Spirit within us, the Savior above us, and 
the Word before us! What tremendous resources for 
peace! 

In John 14:30-31, the Lord named two of our great 
spiritual enemies—the world and the devil. Jesus over- 
came the world and the devil (John 12:31), and the 
devil has no claim on Him. There is no point in Jesus 
Christ where the devil can get a foothold. Since we are 
“in Christ,” Satan can get no foothold in the believer’s 
life, unless we permit it. Neither Satan nor the world 
can trouble our hearts if we are yielded to the “peace of 
God” through the Holy Spirit. 

When Jesus said, “My Father is greater than I” (John 
14:28), He was not denying His own deity or His equal- 
ity with God, for then He would have been 
contradicting Himself (John 10:30). When Jesus was 
here on earth, He was necessarily limited by having a 
human body. He voluntarily laid aside the independent 
exercise of His divine attributes and submitted Himself 
to the Father. In that sense, the Father was greater than 
the Son. Of course, when the Son returned to heaven, all 
He had laid aside was restored once again (John 17:1, 5). 

Jesus showed His love for the Father (and for the 
world) by voluntarily going to the cross. He did not 
hide or flee. He willingly laid down His life. He and 
the disciples may have left the Upper Room at this 
point (John 14:31) so that what Jesus said from that 
point on was spoken on the way to the garden. Or, they 
may have arisen from the table and lingered awhile as 
He instructed them. We can easily imagine the allegory 
of the vine being given as they walked that night 
through the vineyards. 

His own perfect peace assures us that He alone can 
give true peace. Jesus was always the Master of the sit- 
uation, and He enables us to take control of our lives 
as we surrender to Him and receive His legacy of peace. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
John 15:1-17 


RELATIONSHIPS AND 
RESPONSIBILITIES 


his is the seventh and last of the “I am” statements 
of Christ recorded in the gospel of John. However, 
Jesus did not stop with this image, but went on to 
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use the picture of “the friend.” These two pictures of 
the believer—branches and friends—reveal both our 
privileges and our responsibilities. As branches, we have 
the privilege of sharing His life, and the responsibility 
of abiding. As friends, we have the privilege of knowing 
His will, and the responsibility of obeying. 


Branches—We Must Abide (15:1-11) 

The cultivation of vineyards was important to the life 
and economy of Israel. A golden vine adorned Herod’s 
temple. When our Lord used this image, He was not 
introducing something new; it was familiar to every 
Jew. There are four elements in this allegory that we 
must understand to benefit from His teaching. 

The vine. There are actually three different vines 
found in Scripture. The past vine was the nation of 
Israel (see Ps. 80:8-19; Isa. 5:1-7; Jer. 2:21; Ezek. 
19:10-14; Hos. 10:1). In an act of wonderful grace, 
God “transplanted” Israel into Canaan and gave the 
nation every possible benefit. “What could have been 
done more to my vineyard, that I have not done in it?” 
God asked (Isa. 5:4). If ever a nation had everything it 
needed to succeed, it was Israel. 

But the vine produced wild grapes! Instead of prac- 
ticing justice, it practiced oppression; instead of 
producing righteousness, it produced unrighteousness 
and cries of distress from the victims. God had to deal 
with the nation Israel and chasten it, but even that did 
not produce lasting results. When God’s own Son came 
to the vineyard, they cast Him out and killed Him 
(Matt. 21:33—46). 

There is also a future vine, “the vine of the earth” 
described in Revelation 14:14-20. This is the 
Gentile world system ripening for God’s judgment. 
Believers are branches in “the vine of heaven,” but 
the unsaved are branches in “the vine of the earth.” 
The unsaved depend on this world for their suste- 
nance and satisfaction, while believers depend on 
Jesus Christ. The “vine of the earth” will be cut down 
and destroyed when Jesus Christ returns. 

The present Vine is our Lord Jesus Christ, and, of 
course, the vine includes the branches. He is the “true 
Vine,” that is, “the original of which all other vines are 
a copy.” As Christians, we do not live on substitutes! 
The symbolism of the Vine and branches is similar to 
that of the Head and the body: we have a living rela- 
tionship to Christ and belong to Him. 

When we lived in Chicago, we had a small grape 
arbor in our backyard, but what we cultivated was 
nothing like what is even today cultivated in the Holy 
Land. Ours was a very fragile plant and it was easy to 
break off a branch. The vines I saw in the Holy Land 
were large and strong, and it was next to impossible for 
anyone to break off a mature branch without injuring 
the vine itself. Our union with Christ is a ving union, 
so we may bear fruit; a /oving union, so that we may 
enjoy Him; and a /asting union, so that we need not be 
afraid. 

The branches. Of itself, a branch is weak and use- 
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less. It is good for either bearing or burning, but not for 
building (read Ezek. 15). The branch cannot produce 
its own life; it must draw that life from the vine. It is 
our communion with Christ through the Spirit that 
makes possible the bearing of the fruit. 

Many of the images of Christ and the believer given 
in Scripture emphasize this important concept of 
union and communion: the body and its members (1 
Cor. 12), the bride and the Bridegroom (Eph. 
5:25-33), the sheep and the Shepherd (John 10). A 
member of the body cut off from the body would die. 
The marriage creates the union, but it takes daily love 
and devotion to maintain the communion. The shep- 
herd brings the sheep into the flock, but the sheep 
must follow the shepherd in order to have protection 
and provision. 

The sooner we as believers discover that we are but 
branches, the better we will relate to the Lord, for we 
will know our own weakness and confess our need for 
His strength. 

The key word is abide; it is used eleven times in 
John 15:1-11 (“continue” in John 15:9 and “remain” 
in John 15:11). What does it mean to “abide”? It means 
to keep in fellowship with Christ so that His life can 
work in and through us to produce fruit. This certainly 
involves the Word of God and the confession of sin so 
that nothing hinders our communion with Him (John 
15:3). It also involves obeying Him because we love 
Him (John 15:9-10). 

How can we tell when we are “abiding in Christ”? 
Is there a special feeling? No, but there are special evi- 
dences that appear and they are unmistakably clear. For 
one thing, when you are abiding in Christ you produce 
fruit (John 15:2). What that “fruit” is, we will discuss 
later. Also, you experience the Father’s “pruning” so 
that you will bear more fruit (John 15:2). The believer 
who is abiding in Christ has his prayers answered (John 
15:7) and experiences a deepening love for Christ and 
for other believers (John 15:9, 12—13). He also experi- 
ences joy (John 15:11). 

This abiding relationship is natural to the branch 
and the vine, but it must be cultivated in the Christian 
life. It is not automatic. Abiding in Christ demands 
worship, meditation on God’s Word, prayer, sacrifice, 
and service—but what a joyful experience it is! Once 
you have begun to cultivate this deeper communion 
with Christ, you have no desire to return to the shallow 
life of the careless Christian. 

The vinedresser. The vinedresser is in charge of 
caring for the vines, and Jesus said that this is the work 
of His Father. It is He who “purges” or prunes the 
branches so they will produce more fruit. Note the pro- 
gression here: no fruit (John 15:2), fruit, more fruit, 
much fruit (John 15:5, 8). Many Christians pray that 
God will make them more fruitful, but they do not 
enjoy the pruning process that follows! 

The vinedresser prunes the branches in two ways: 
he cuts away dead wood that can breed disease and 
insects, and he cuts away living tissue so that the life of 


the vine will not be so dissipated that the quality of the 
crop will be jeopardized. In fact, the vinedresser will 
even cut away whole bunches of grapes so that the rest 
of the crop will be of higher quality. God wants both 
quantity and quality. 

This pruning process is the most important part of 
the whole enterprise, and the people who do it must be 
carefully trained or they can destroy an entire crop. 
Some vineyards invest two or three years in training the 
“primers” so they know where to cut, how much to cut, 
and even at what angle to make a cut. 

The greatest judgment God could bring to a 
believer would be to let him alone, let him have his 
own way. Because God loves us, He “prunes” us and 
encourages us to bear more fruit for His glory. If the 
branches could speak, they would confess that the 
pruning process hurts, but they would also rejoice 
that they will be able to produce more and better 
fruit. 

Your heavenly Father is never nearer to you than 
when He is pruning you. Sometimes He cuts away the 
dead wood that might cause trouble, but often He cuts 
off the living tissue that is robbing you of spiritual 
vigor. Pruning does not simply mean spiritual surgery 
that removes what is bad. It can also mean cutting away 
the good and the better so that we might enjoy the 
best. Yes, pruning hurts, but it also helps. We may not 
enjoy it, but we need it. 

How does the Father prune us? Sometimes He sim- 
ply uses the Word to convict and cleanse us. (The word 
translated “purge” in John 15:2 is the same as “clean” in 
John 13:10. See Eph. 5:26-27.) Sometimes He must 
chasten us (Heb. 12:1—11). At the time, it hurts when 
He removes something precious from us, but as the 
“spiritual crop” is produced, we see that the Father 
knew what He was doing. 

The more we abide in Christ, the more fruit we 
bear, and the more fruit we bear, the more the Father 
has to prune us so that the quality keeps up with the 
quantity. Left to itself, the branch might produce many 
clusters, but they will be inferior in quality. God is glo- 
tified by a bigger crop that is also a better crop. 

The fruit. The word results is often heard in con- 
versations among Christian workers, but this is not 
actually a Bible concept. A machine can produce 
results, and so can a robot, but it takes a Living organ- 
ism to produce fruit. It takes time and cultivation to 
produce fruit; a good crop does not come overnight. 

We must remember that the branches do not eat 
the fruit: others do. We are not producing fruit to 
please ourselves but to serve others. We should be the 
kind of people who “feed” others by our words and our 
works. “The lips of the righteous feed many” (Prov. 
10:21). 

Several different kinds of spiritual fruit are named 
in the Bible. We bear fruit when we win others to 
Christ (Rom. 1:13). We are a part of the harvest (John 
4:35-38). As we grow in holiness and obedience, we 
are bearing fruit (Rom. 6:22). Paul considered 
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Christian giving to be fruit from a dedicated life (Rom. 
15:28). “The fruit of the Spirit” (Gal. 5:22-23) is the 
kind of Christian character that glorifies God and 
makes Christ real to others. Even our good works, our 
service, grow out of our abiding life (Col. 1:10). The 
praise that comes from our hearts and lips is actually 
fruit to the glory of God (Heb. 13:15). 

Many of these things could be counterfeited by the 
flesh, but the deception would eventually be detected, 
for real spiritual fruit has in it the seeds for more fruit. 
Man-made results are dead and cannot reproduce 
themselves, but Spirit-produced fruit will go on repro- 
ducing from one life to another. There will be 
fruit—more fruit—much fruit. 

A true branch, united with the vine, will always 
bear fruit. Not every branch bears a bumper crop, just 
as not every field has a bumper harvest (Matt. 13:8, 
23), but there is always fruit where there is life. If there 
is no fruit, the branch is worthless and it is cast away 
and burned. I do not believe our Lord is teaching here 
that true believers can lose their salvation, for this 
would contradict what He taught in John 6:37 and 
10:27-30. It is unwise to build a theological doctrine 
on a parable or allegory. Jesus was teaching one main 
truth—the fruitful life of the believer—and we must 
not press the details too much. Just as an unfruitful 
branch is useless, so an unfruitful believer is useless, 
and both must be dealt with. It is a tragic thing for a 
once-fruitful believer to backslide and lose his privi- 
lege of fellowship and service. If anything, John 15:6 
describes divine discipline rather than eternal destiny. 
“There is [for believers] a sin unto death” (1 John 
5:16). 

Our Lord had spoken about peace (John 14:27); 
now He mentions love and joy (John 15:9-11). 
Love, joy, and peace are the first three “fruit of the 
Spirit” named in Galatians 5:22-23. Our abiding in 
Christ certainly ought to produce His love, joy, and 
peace in our hearts. Because we love Him, we keep 
His commandments, and, as we keep His command- 
ments, we abide in His love and experience it in a 
deeper way. 

Several times in John’s gospel you will find Jesus 
speaking about the Fathers love for Him. We so 
emphasize God’s love for the world and the church 
that we forget that the Father loves the Son. Because 
the Father does love the Son, He has put all things 
into the Son’s hand (John 3:35) and has revealed all 
things to the Son (John 5:20). The Father loved the 
Son before the foundation of the world (John 17:24); 
He loved the Son when the Son died on the cross 
(John 10:17). The amazing thing is believers today 
can experience personally that same love! Jesus 
prayed “that the love with which thou hast loved me 
may be in them [the disciples and believers today]” 
John 17:26). 

As branches in the Vine, we have the privilege of 
abiding and the responsibility of bearing fruit. Now we 
turn to the second picture, that of friends. 
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Friends—We Must Obey (15:12-17) 

Most of us have many acquaintances but very few 
friends, and even some of our friends may prove 
unfriendly or even unfaithful. What about Judas? “Yes, 
mine own familiar friend, in whom I trusted, which 
did eat of my bread, hath lifted up his heel against me” 
(Ps. 41:9). Even a devoted friend may fail us when we 
need him most. Peter, James, and John went to sleep in 
the garden when they should have been praying, and 
Peter even denied the Lord three times. Our friendship 
to each other and to the Lord is not perfect, but His 
friendship to us is perfect. 

However, we must not interpret this word friend in 
a limited way, because the Greek word means “a friend 
at court.” It describes that “inner circle” around a king 
or emperor. (In John 3:29, it refers to the “best man” 
at a wedding.) The “friends of the king” would be 
close to him and know his secrets, but they would also 
be subject to him and have to obey his commands. 
There is thus no conflict between being a friend and 
being a servant. 

The perfect illustration of this in Scripture is 
Abraham, “the friend of God” (2 Chron. 20:7; Isa. 41:8; 
James 2:23), who was also the servant of God (Gen. 
26:24). In Genesis 18, our Lord and two angels came to 
visit Abraham as they were on their way to investigate 
the sin of Sodom. Even though Abraham was nearly one 
hundred years old, he interrupted his noonday rest, 
greeted the visitors, saw to their comfort, and fed them 
a lovely meal. In the first fifteen verses of this chapter, 
Abraham is on the move, and twice he refers to himself 
as a servant (Gen. 18:3, 5). Note that this old man “has- 
tened” and “ran” and encouraged others to perform their 
work quickly, a perfect example of a servant. Nor did 
Abraham sit and eat with them. Like a true servant, he 
stood nearby, ready to do their bidding. 

In the last half of the chapter, the atmosphere 
changes, and Abraham is quietly standing still, com- 
muning with the Lord. He is still a servant, but now he 
is being a friend. “Shall I hide from Abraham that 
which I do?” the Lord asked. As a friend of God, 
Abraham shared God’s secrets. 

It is this kind of a relationship that Jesus described 
when He called His disciples “friends.” It was certainly 
a relationship of /ove, both for Him and for each other. 
The “friends of the King” could not compete with each 
other for attention or promotion. They were a part of 
the “inner circle,” not to promote themselves, but to 
serve their King. What a rebuke this must have been to 
the selfish disciples, who often argued over who was the 
greatest! 

How is it possible for Jesus to command us to love 
one another? Can true love be commanded? You must 
keep in mind that Christian love is not basically a “feel- 
ing”; it is an act of the will. The proof of our love is not 
in our feelings but in our actions, even to the extent of 
laying down our lives for Christ and for one another (1 
John 3:16). Jesus laid down His life for both His 
friends and His enemies (Rom. 5:10)! While the emo- 
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tions are certainly involved, real Christian love is an act 
of the will. It means treating others the way God treats 
us. 

So, our friendship with Christ involves love and 
obedience. But it also involves knowledge: He “lets us 
in on” His plans. Indeed, He is our Master (John 
13:13, 16), but He does not treat us as servants. He 
treats us as friends, ¿f we do what He commands. 
Abraham was God’s friend because he obeyed God 
(Gen. 18:19). If we have friendship with the world, 
we then experience enmity with God (James 4:14). 
Lot in Sodom was not called God’s friend, even 
though Lot was a saved man (2 Peter 2:7). God told 
Abraham what He planned to do to the cities of the 
plain, and Abraham was able to intercede for Lot and 
his family. 

It is interesting to note that, in John’s gospel, it 
was the servants who knew what was going on! The 
servants at the wedding feast in Cana knew where 
the wine came from (John 2:9), and the nobleman’s 
servants knew when the son was healed (John 
4:51-53). 

One of the greatest privileges we have as His friends 
is that of learning to know God better and “getting in 
on” God’s secrets. I can never forget the impact on my 
own heart when I heard Dr. Oswald Sanders say to the 
Back to the Bible staff, “Each of us is as close to God as 
we choose to be.” We are His friends, and we ought to 
be near the throne, listening to His Word, enjoying His 
intimacy, and obeying His commandments. 

One day while he was a fugitive, David was near 
Bethlehem, his home city, and he longed for a drink of 
water from the well by the gate. Three of his mighty 
men were close enough to David to hear his sigh, and 
they risked their lives to bring their king the water that 
he wanted (2 Sam. 23:15—17). That is what it means to 
be a friend of the king. 

In John 14:16, Jesus reminded the men that they 
had this privileged position only because of His grace. 
They did not choose Him; He chose them! He chose 
them out of the world (John 14:19) and ordained them 
to do His will. Again, we find this important word 
fruit. As branches, we share His life and bear fruit, and 
as friends, we share His love and bear fruit. As 
branches, we are pruned by the Father; as friends, we 
are instructed by the Son, and His Word controls our 
lives. 

The word ordained simply means “appointed.” It 
refers to the act of setting someone apart for special 
service. We have graciously been chosen and set apart 
by the Lord in order to go into the world and bear 
fruit. He has sent us into the world (John 17:18) as His 
personal ambassadors to tell others about the King and 
His great salvation. When we witness to others and win 
them to Christ, this is bringing forth fruit to the glory 
of God. 

As I mentioned before, the evidence of true son- 
ship, discipleship (John 15:8), and friendship (John 
15:15) is fruit. “Wherefore by their fruits ye shall know 


them” (Matt. 7:20). Where there is true fruit, it 
remains; man-made “results” eventually disappear. 
Fruit has in it the seed for more fruit, so the process 
goes on and on. Whatever is born of the Spirit of God 
has the mark of eternity on it, and it will last. 

Once again, Jesus brought up the privilege of 
prayer. The friends of the king certainly speak to their 
sovereign and share their burdens and needs with him. 
In the days of monarchies, it was considered a very 
special honor to be invited to speak to the king or 
queen, yet the friends of Jesus Christ can speak to Him 
at any time. The throne of grace is always available to 
them. 

John 15:15-16 summarize for us what it means to 
be a friend of the King of Kings. It is a humbling 
experience, for He chose us and we did not choose 
Him. We must keep this in mind lest we become 
proud and presumptuous. It means that we keep our 
ears open and listen to what He says to us. “Hast thou 
heard the secret of God?” (Job 15:8). “The secret of 
the Lord is with them that fear him; and he will show 
them his covenant” (Ps. 25:14). We must be attentive 
and alert. 

But the purpose for all of this is that we might obey 
Him and get His work done. The King has tasks that 
must be performed, and if we love Him, we will obey 
His commands. We will seek to bear fruit that will 
please Him and glorify the Father. Our joy should be 
to please Him. 

Jesus closed this part of His message by reminding 
them (and us) of the most important commandment 
of all: love one another. There are dozens of “one 
another” statements in the New Testament, but all of 
them are summarized in “love one another.” Jesus had 
already given this commandment to the Eleven (John 
13:34-35), and now He has repeated it twice (John 
15:12, 17). It will be stated in one way or another 
many more times in the New Testament letters, espe- 
cially by John in his first epistle. The friends of the 
King must not only love Him, but also one another. 
What joy it brings to His heart when He sees His 
friends loving one another and working together to 
obey His commands. 

This study began in the vineyard and ended in the 
throne room! The next study will take us to the battle- 
field, where we experience the hatred of the lost world. 
If we are not abiding as branches and obeying as 
friends, we will never be able to face the opposition of 
the world. If we do not love one another, how can we 
ever hope to love lost men and women in the world? If 
we are not marching together as the friends of the 
King, we will never present a united front to the 
enemy. 

“Without me, ye can do nothing” (John 15:5). 

We are not simply handicapped or hindered. We 
are hopelessly paralyzed! We can do nothing! 

But if we abide in Him, if we stay close to the 
throne, we can do anything that He commands us to do! 

What a privilege—and what a responsibility! 


John 15—16 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
John 15:18—16:16 


WHAT IN THE WORLD IS THE SPIRIT 
DOING? 


his long section, John 15:18—16:16, is tied 
T together by two important themes: the opposition 

of the world against the church, and the ministry 
of the Spirit to and through the church. Our Lord had 
been talking about love (John 15:9-13, 17), but now 
He is talking about atred, and He used the word seven 
times. It seems incredible that anyone would hate Jesus 
Christ and His people, but that is exactly what the sit- 
uation is today, and some of that hatred comes from 
religious people. In a few hours, the religious leaders of 
Israel would be condemning their Messiah and crying 
out for His blood. 

Our Lord had openly taught His disciples that one 
day persecution would come. He mentioned it in the 
Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:10-12, 44) and in His 
“commissioning sermon” when He sent out the disci- 
ples to minister (Matt. 10:16-23). In His sermon 
denouncing the Pharisees, Jesus openly said that they 
would persecute and kill God’s servants (Matt. 
23:34-35), and there was a similar warning given in His 
prophetic message on Mount Olivet (Mark 13:9-13). 

Throughout the gospel of John, it is evident that 
the religious establishment not only opposed Jesus, but 
even sought to kill Him (John 5:16; 7:19, 25; 8:37, 59; 
9:22; also note 11:8). As He continued His ministry, 
there was a tide of resentment, then hatred, and then 
open opposition toward Him. So, the disciples should 
not have been surprised when Jesus brought up the 
subject of persecution, for they had heard Him warn 
them and they had seen Him face men’s hatred during 
His ministry. 

Until the Lord returns, or until we die, we must live 
in this hostile world and face continued opposition. 
How can we do it? What is the secret of victory? It is 
the presence and power of the Holy Spirit of God in 
our lives. This is the key section in the Upper Room 
message about the Holy Spirit and His ministry. 

Before we study this passage and see the threefold 
ministry of the Spirit to the church in the world, we 
must pause to remind ourselves just who the Holy 
Spirit is. The Holy Spirit of God is a person; Jesus 
referred to the Spirit as “He” and not “it.” The Holy 
Spirit has a mind (Rom. 8:27), a will (1 Cor. 12:11), 
and emotional feelings (Gal. 5:22-23). 

In John 15:26 all three Persons of the Godhead are 
mentioned: Jesus the Son will send the Spirit from the 
Father. Because the Holy Spirit is a person, and is God, 
it means that the Christian has God indwelling his body! 
If we did not have the Holy Spirit within, we would not 
be able to serve the Lord in this present evil world. We 
are to walk in the Spirit (Gal. 5:16), worship in the Spirit 
(Phil. 3:3), and witness in the Spirit (Acts 1:8). 
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Christians can stand and withstand in the midst of 
the world’s hatred because of the special ministries of 
the Holy Spirit. 


The Spirit as Comforter Encourages the Church 
(15:18—16:4) 

We should begin by clarifying what Jesus means by “the 
world,” because the term is used in Scripture in at least 
three different ways. It can mean the created world (“the 
world was made by him’—John 1:10), the world of 
humanity (“For God so loved the world”—John 3:16), 
or society apart from God and opposed to God. We some- 
times use the phrase “the world system” to define this 
special meaning. 

For example, when you listen to the radio news, 
you may hear the announcer say, “And now the news 
from the world of sports!” Obviously, “the world of 
sports” is not a special country or planet where every- 
body lives who is connected in some way with sports. 
“The world of sports” refers to all the organizations, 
people, plans, activities, philosophies, etc. that are a 
part of sports. Some of these things are visible and 
some are invisible, but all of them are organized around 
one thing—sports. 

“The world” from a Christian point of view 
involves all the people, plans, organizations, activities, 
philosophies, values, etc. that belong to society without 
God. Some of these things may be very cultural; others 
may be very corrupt; but all of them have their origins 
in the heart and mind of sinful man and promote what 
sinful man wants to enjoy and accomplish. As 
Christians, we must be careful not to love the world (1 
John 2:15-17) or be conformed to the world (Rom. 
12:1-2). 

Jesus pulls no punches when He tells His disciples 
that their situation in the world will be serious and 
even dangerous. Note the progress in the world’s oppo- 
sition: hatred (John 15:18-19), persecution (John 
15:20), excommunication, and even death (John 16:2). 
You can trace these stages of resistance as you read the 
book of Acts. 

Why does the world system, including the “reli- 
gious world,” hate the Christian, the one who believes 
on Jesus Christ and seeks to follow Him? Jesus gave 
several reasons. 

We are identified with Christ (15:18, 20). If they 
hated Him, they will also hate those of us who are 
identified with Him. In John 15:20, Jesus quoted the 
statement He had made earlier (John 13:16), and the 
logic of it is clear. He is the Master; we are the servants. 
He is greater than we are, so He must receive the praise 
and glory. But the world will not give Him praise and 
glory! The world hates Him, and therefore the world 
must hate us. If with all of His greatness and perfec- 
tion, Jesus does not escape persecution, what hope is 
there for us with our imperfections? 

This principle is seen in some of the other images 
of the relationship between Christ and His own. He is 
the Shepherd and we are the sheep, and when they 
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attack the Shepherd, it affects the sheep (Matt. 26:31). 
He is the Master (Teacher) and we are the disciples, the 
learners. But it is encouraging to know that when 
God’s people are persecuted, our Lord enters into their 
suffering, for He is the Head of the body and we are the 
members. “Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me?” (Acts 
9:4). Anything that the enemy can do to us has already 
been done to Jesus Christ, and He is “with us” as we 
suffer. 

We do not belong to the world (15:19). When 
we trusted Christ, we moved into a new spiritual posi- 
tion: we are now “in Christ” and “out of the world.” 
To be sure, we are in the world physically, but not of 
the world spiritually. Now that we are “partakers of 
the heavenly calling” (Heb. 3:1), we are no longer 
interested in the treasures or pleasures of sin in this 
world. This does not mean that we are isolated from 
reality or insulated from the world’s needs, so “heav- 
enly minded that we are no earthly good.” Rather, it 
means that we look at the things of earth from 
heaven's point of view. 

The world system functions on the basis of con- 
formity. As long as a person follows the fads and 
fashions and accepts the values of the world, he or she 
will “get along.” But the Christian refuses to be “con- 
formed to this world” (Rom. 12:2). The believer is a 
“new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17) and no longer wants to 
live the “old life” (1 Peter 4:1-4). We are the light of 
the world and the salt of the earth (Matt. 5:13—16), but 
a dark world does not want light and a decaying world 
does not want salt! In other words, the believer is not 
just “out of step”; he is out of place! (See John 17:14, 
16; 1 John 4:5.) 

The world is spiritually ignorant and blind 
(15:21). If you had asked the religious leaders in 
Jerusalem if they knew the God they were seeking to 
defend, they would have said, “Of course we know 
Him! Israel has known the true God for centuries!” But 
Jesus said that they did not know the Father and, there- 
fore, they could not know the Son (see John 16:3). The 
religious leaders knew a great deal about Jehovah God 
and could quote chapter and verse to defend their doc- 
trines, but they did not personally know God. 

This was not a new theme for our Lord to discuss, 
because He had mentioned it before to the religious 
leaders who opposed Him. “Ye neither know me, nor 
my Father; if ye had known me, ye should have known 
my Father also” (John 8:19). “Yet ye have not known 
him; but I know him” (John 8:55). Jesus had taught 
them the Word and had demonstrated His deity in 
miraculous signs and a godly walk, and yet the religious 
leaders of the nation were blind to His identity: “The 
world knew him not” (John 1:10). 

The religious world today claims to know God, but 
it does not want to bow the knee to Jesus Christ as the 
Son of God and the only Savior of the world. Satan has 
blinded their minds (2 Cor. 4:3-4), and sin has 
blinded their hearts (Eph. 4:17-19). Like Saul of 


Tarsus, they are so convinced that their “religion” and 


“righteousness” are satisfactory that in the name of that 
religion they persecute God’s people! 

The world will not be honest about its own sin 
(15: 22-24; 16:1-4). Once again, Jesus emphasized 
His words and His works. We have seen this emphasis 
throughout the gospel of John (3:2; 5:36-38; 
10:24-27; 14:10-11). The people had no excuse 
(“cloak”) for their sin. They had seen His works and 
heard His word, but they would not admit the truth. 
All of the evidence had been presented, but they were 
not honest enough to receive it and act on it. 

This statement is parallel to what Jesus told the 
Pharisees after He had healed the blind man (John 
9:39-41). They had to admit that Jesus had healed the 
man born blind, but they would not follow the evi- 
dence to its logical conclusion and put żheir trust in 
Him. Jesus told them that they were the ones who were 
blind! But since they admitted that they had seen a 
miracle, this made their sin even worse. They were not 
sinning in ignorance; they were sinning against a flood 
of light. Why? Because that light revealed their own sin 
and they did not want to face their sin honestly. Their 
attitude was similar to that described in 2 Peter 3:5— 
“For this they willingly are ignorant” (italics mine). 

How does the Holy Spirit encourage believers when 
they are experiencing the hatred and opposition of the 
world? It is primarily through the Word of God. For 
one thing, the Spirit reminds us that this opposition is 
clearly expressed by various writers in the Scriptures. In 
John 15:25, Jesus quoted Psalms 35:19 and 69:4. The 
Word assured Him that the hatred of the world was not 
because of anything He had done to deliberately incite 
such opposition. We today can turn to passages like 
Philippians 1:28-30; 2 Timothy 2:9-12; Hebrews 
12:3-4; and 1 Peter 4:12ff. We also have the encourag- 
ing words of our Lord found in the Gospels. 

The Spirit also witnesses to us and through us dur- 
ing times of persecution (John 15:26-27). He reminds 
us that what we are experiencing is “the fellowship of 
his [Christ’s] sufferings” (Phil. 3:10) and that it is a 
privilege to bear reproach for His name. (Read carefully 
1 Peter 4:12-19.) 

Times of persecution have always been times of 
proclamation and witness for the church. We must be 
“ready always to give an answer” when unsaved people 
attack us (1 Peter 3:15). The Spirit witnesses to us so 
that we can witness to the world (Mark 13:11). Apart 
from the power of the Spirit of God, we cannot give a 
clear witness for Christ (Acts 1:8). 

There is no reason for the believer to stumble (“be 
offended,” John 16:1) when the world stokes up the 
furnace of persecution. He should expect persecution, 
if only because his Lord told him it was coming. (Note 
especially John 13:19 and 14:29, where the Lord 
warned. His disciples in advance.) Furthermore, they 
must not stumble when this persecution comes from 
religious people who actually think they are serving 
God. The word translated “service” in John 16:2 means 
“priestly service.” This statement is certainly a descrip- 
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tion of Saul of Tarsus, who thought he was serving God 
by destroying the church (see Acts 7:57—8:3; 22:34; 
26:912). 

It is tragic when “religious” people persecute and 
murder in the name of God. While it is true that “the 
blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church” 
(Tertullian), it is also true that their blood is the stain 
on the pages of history. 


The Spirit as Reprover Witnesses through the 
Church (16:5-11) 

For three years, Jesus had been with them to protect 
them from attack, but now He was about to leave 
them. He had told them this earlier in the evening 
(John 13:33), and Peter had asked Him where He was 
going (John 13:36). However, Peter’s question revealed 
more concern about himself than about the Lord Jesus! 
Also, his question centered on the immediate, not the 
ultimate. It was necessary for Jesus to explain why it 
was important for them that He return to the Father. 

The major reason, of course, is that the Holy Spirit 
might come to empower the church for life and wit- 
ness. Also, the ascended Savior would be able to 
intercede for His people at the heavenly throne of 
grace. With all of their faults, the disciples dearly loved 
their Master, and it was difficult for them to grasp these 
new truths. 

It is important to note that the Spirit comes to the 
church and not to the world. This means that He works 
in and through the church. The Holy Spirit does not 
minister in a vacuum. Just as the Son of God had to 
have a body in order to do His work on earth, so the 
Spirit of God needs a body to accomplish His min- 
istries, and that body is the church. Our bodies are His 
tools and temples, and He wants to use us to glorify 
Christ and to witness to a lost world. 

Sometimes we hear people pray, “Lord, send Your 
Spirit to speak to the lost! May the Spirit go from heart 
to heart.” Such praying is no doubt sincere, but is it 
biblical? The Spirit does not “float” in some ghostly 
way up and down the rows of a church building, seek- 
ing to win the lost. The Holy Spirit works through the 
people in whom He lives. When the Holy Spirit came 
at Pentecost, He empowered Peter to preach, and the 
preaching of the Word brought conviction to those 
who heard. 

The key word here is reprove (John 16:8). It is a 
legal word that means “to bring to light, to expose, to 
refute, to convict and convince.” It could be translated 
“pronounce the verdict.” The world may think that it 
is judging Christians, but it is the Christians who are 
passing judgment on the world as they witness to Jesus 
Christ! Believers are the witnesses, the Holy Spirit is 
the “prosecuting attorney,” and the unsaved are the 
guilty prisoners. However, the purpose of this indict- 
ment is not to condemn but to bring salvation. 

The Holy Spirit convicts the world of one particu- 
lar sin, the sin of unbelief’ The law of God and the 


conscience of man will convict the sinner of his sins 
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(plural) specifically, but it is the work of the Spirit, 
through the witness of the believers, to expose the 
unbelief of the lost world. After all, it is unbelief that 
condemns the lost sinner (John 3:18-21), not the 
committing of individual sins. A person could “clean 
up his life” and quit his or her bad habits and still be 
lost and go to hell. 

The Spirit also convicts the sinner of righteousness, 
not unrighteousness. Whose righteousness? The righ- 
teousness of Jesus Christ the perfect Lamb of God. The 
world would not receive the Son of God (John 1:10), so 
He has returned to the Father. When He was here on 
earth, He was accused by men of being a blasphemer, a 
lawbreaker, a deceiver, and even a demoniac. The Spirit 
of God reveals the Savior in the Word and in this way 
glorifies Him (John 16:13-14). The Spirit also reveals 
Christ in the lives of believers. The world cannot receive 
or see the Spirit of God, but they can see what He does 
as they watch the lives of dedicated believers. 

The Spirit convicts the lost sinner of judgment. Do 
not confuse this statement with Acts 24:25 (“of righ- 
teousness, temperance, and judgment to come’). Jesus 
was referring to His judgment of Satan that was 
effected by His death on the cross (John 12:31). Satan 
is the prince of this world, but he is a defeated prince. 
Satan has already been judged and the verdict 
announced. All that must take place is the executing of 
the sentence, and that will occur when Jesus returns. 

When a lost sinner is truly under conviction, he will 
see the folly and evil of unbelief; he will confess that he 
does not measure up to the righteousness of Christ, and 
he will realize that he is under condemnation because he 
belongs to the world and the devil (Eph. 2:1-3). The 
only person who can rescue him from such a horrible 
situation is Jesus Christ, the Son of God. There can be 
no conversion without conviction, and there can be no 
conviction apart from the Spirit of God using the Word 
of God and the witness of the child of God. 

Witnessing is a great privilege, but it is also a seri- 
ous responsibility. It is a matter of life or death! How 
we need to depend on the Holy Spirit to guide us to 
the right persons, give us the right words, and enable us 
patiently to glorify Jesus Christ. 


The Spirit as Teacher Guides the Church (16:12-15) 
Our Lord was always careful to give His disciples the 
right amount of truth at the best time. This is always 
the mark of a great teacher. The Holy Spirit is our 
Teacher today, and He follows that same principle: He 
teaches us the truths we need to know, when we need 
them, and when we are ready to receive them. 

When you compare John 14:26 with 16:13, you see 
the wonderful way that God arranged for the writing of 
the New Testament Scriptures. The Spirit would 
remind them of what Jesus had taught them; this gives 
us the four gospels. The Spirit would also “guide” them 
into all truth, and this would result in the Epistles. “He 
will show you things to come” refers to the prophetic 
Scriptures, especially the book of Revelation. 
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It is essential that we see that the work of the Spirit 
of God is never divorced from Jesus Christ or the Word 
of God. “He shall testify of me” (John 15:26); “He 
shall glorify me” (John 16:14). People who claim that 
the Spirit of God led them to do things contrary to the 
example of Christ or the teaching of the Word are mis- 
taken and are being led astray by Satan. Jesus is the 
truth (John 14:6), and the Word is truth (John 17:17), 
and the Holy Spirit is “the Spirit of truth.” Where the 
Holy Spirit is at work, there must be truth. 

The phrase “He [the Spirit] shall not speak of him- 
self” (John 16:13) does not mean that the Spirit never 
refers to Himself, for when He wrote the Bible, the 
Spirit often mentioned Himself. Rather, it means that 
He does not speak apart from the Father and the Son; 
He does not “manufacture” a different message. You 
have the entire Godhead mentioned in John 16:13, 
because the Spirit of God does not ignore either the 
Father or the Son. They work harmoniously together. 

The teaching of the Spirit through the apostles was 
not different from the teaching of the Spirit through 
Jesus Christ. Some theologians like to contrast the 
“Christianity of Christ” with the “Christianity of 
Paul.” They claim that Paul “ruined” Christianity by 
making it so theological and complicating the “simple 
message” of Jesus Christ. What a sad interpretation this 
is. What Jesus said in John 14:26 and 16:13 completely 
refutes this false teaching. The same Holy Spirit com- 
municated the truths found in the four gospels, the 
Epistles, and the book of Revelation, and He also wrote 
the history and doctrine found in Acts. 

It is the ministry of the Spirit to enrich us with the 
treasures of God’s truth. He enlightens us with God’s 
truth and enriches us with God’s treasures. The Word 
of God is a rich mine of gold, silver, and precious jew- 
els (Prov. 3:13-15; 8:10-21). What a joy it is to have 
the Spirit illumine His Word. 

We do not study the Word of God to order to 
“argue religion” with people, or to show off our grasp 
of spiritual things. We study the Word to see Jesus 
Christ, to know God better, to glorify Him in our lives. 
As we witness in this hostile world, the Spirit uses the 
Word He has taught us, and we share Jesus Christ with 
the lost. It is our job to witness; it is the Spirit’s job to 
convict. 

Perhaps some of us need to quit acting like prose- 
cuting attorneys—or judges—so that the Spirit can use 
us as faithful witnesses. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
John 16:16-33 


LET THERE BE JOY! 


his section—John 16:16-33—concludes the 
1 Room Discourse and deals primarily with 
the emotions of the disciples. They were sorrow- 
ing, they were confused about some of Jesus’ teaching, 


and they were afraid. It is an encouragement to me to 
know that the disciples were real men with real prob- 
lems, yet the Lord was able to use them. We sometimes 
get the false impression that these men were different 
from us, especially endowed with spiritual knowledge 
and courage, but such was not the case. They were 
human! 

One of the recurring themes in this section is joy 
(John 16:20-22, 24, 33). The Eleven were certainly 
not experiencing much joy that night! But what Jesus 
said to them eventually made a difference in their lives, 
just as it can make a difference in our lives today. 
Tenderly and patiently, our Lord explained how His 
people can have joy in their lives. 


There Is a Principle to Grasp (16:16-22) 

The principle is simply this: God brings joy to our 
lives, not by substitution, but by transformation. His 
illustration of the woman giving birth makes this clear. 
The same baby that caused the pain also caused the joy. In 
birth, God does not substitute something else to relieve 
the mother’s pain. Instead, He uses what is there 
already but transforms it. 

Every parent knows what it is like to have an 
unhappy child because a toy is broken or a playmate 
has gone home. The parent can do one of two things: 
substitute something else for the broken toy or absent 
friend, or transform the situation into a new experience 
for the unhappy child. If Mother always gets a new toy 
for the child each time a toy is broken, that child will 
grow up expecting every problem to be solved by sub- 
stitution. If Mother always phones another playmate 
and invites him or her over, the child will grow up 
expecting people to come to his rescue whenever there 
is a crisis. The result either way is a spoiled child who 
will not be able to cope with reality. 

The way of substitution for solving problems is the 
way of immaturity. The way of transformation is the 
way of faith and maturity. We cannot mature emotion- 
ally or spiritually if somebody is always replacing our 
broken toys. 

Jesus did not say that the mother’s sorrow (pain) 
was replaced by joy, but that the sorrow was trans- 
formed into joy. The same baby that caused the pain 
also caused the joy! And so it is in the Christian life: 
God takes seemingly impossible situations, adds the 
miracle of His grace, and transforms trial into triumph 
and sorrow into joy. “The Lord thy God turned the 
curse into a blessing” (Deut. 23:5; see Neh. 13:2). 

Joseph’s brothers sold him as a slave, and Potiphar 
put him into prison as a criminal, but God trans- 
formed that hopeless situation of defeat into victory. 
Egypt’s persecution of Israel only caused them to mul- 
tiply and prosper the more. King Saul’s murderous 
pursuit of David only made him more a man of God 
and helped produce the psalms that encourage our 
hearts today. Even Jesus took the cross, a symbol of 
defeat and shame, and transformed it into a symbol of 
victory and glory. 


John 16 


Now that we understand this principle, we can bet- 
ter understand the problems and questions of the 
disciples. 

In John 16:16, Jesus announced that in a little 
while, they would not see Him; then, in a little while, 
they would see Him. It was a deliberately puzzling 
statement (John 16:25, He spoke in proverbs [“dark 
sayings”]), and the disciples did not understand. This 
also encourages me as I study my Bible and find state- 
ments that I cannot understand. Even the disciples had 
their hours of spiritual ignorance! 

What did Jesus mean? Possibly He was talking 
about the soon-to-occur events in connection with His 
death and resurrection. After His burial, they would 
not see Him for a little while, but then He would rise 
from the dead and they would see Him again. He had 
told them on previous occasions that He would rise 
from the dead after three days, but His words did not 
sink into their minds and hearts. 

However, I think that Jesus was speaking primarily 
about His return to the Father (“Because I go to the 
Father’—John 16:16). This ties in with John 16:10— 
“Because I go to my Father, and ye see me no more.” 
The disciples did not live to see the return of Christ, 
but they did die and see Him when they arrived in 
glory. In comparison to eternity, the time that the 
church has been awaiting the Lord’s return has really 
been but “a little while” (see 2 Cor. 4:16-18). In fact, 
the phrase “a little while” is used in this very sense in 
Hebrews 10:37—“For yet a little while, and he that 
shall come will come, and will not tarry.” 

Instead of asking Jesus to explain His words, the 
men began to discuss it among themselves, almost as 
though they were embarrassed to admit their igno- 
rance. However, you do not get very far by exchanging 
your ignorance! It is when we come to the Lord and ask 
for His help that we learn the important lessons of life. 

Egypt was glad when Israel departed (Ps. 105:38), 
and the world was glad when Jesus Christ moved off 
the scene. Both the religious and political leaders of 
that day expected to see the early believers die out and 
the “Christian movement” disappear, but such was not 
the case. Jesus sent His Holy Spirit to His church, and 
the church is carrying the Word of His grace to the 
ends of the earth. The early believers even rejoiced 
when they were persecuted (Acts 5:41). 

To the mother experiencing birth pains, every 
minute may seem an hour. Our concept of time 
changes with our feelings. Thirty minutes in the den- 
tist chair may seem like hours, while hours fishing or 
dining with friends may seem like a very short time. 
The mother feels as though the birth is taking a long 
time, when really it may be only “a little while.” When 
the baby has been born, pain is forgotten as joy fills her 
heart. 

The world today does not want Jesus Christ or His 
church. The world is rejoicing while we are suffering, 
longing for our Lord to return. In fact, all of creation is 
suffering “birth pangs” because of sin, awaiting His 
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return (Rom. 8:22). When the Bridegroom is away, the 
bride mourns (Matt. 9:15). But, in “a little while” He 
shall return, and we shall go with Him to heaven to 
enjoy the Father’s house. 

While the immediate application may have been to 
the sorrowing hearts of the disciples, the ultimate 
application is to all of God’s people as they await the 
coming of Jesus Christ. To us, it seems like a long wait, 
but God does not measure time as we do (see 2 Peter 
3). But while we are waiting, we must deal with our tri- 
als and hurts on the basis of transformation and not 
substitution, if we expect to mature in the Christian life. 


There Is a Promise to Believe (16:23-28) 

The central theme of this paragraph is prayer: “Ask, 
and ye shall receive, that your joy may be full” (John 
16:24). It is important to note that the text uses two 
different words for “ask,” although they can be used 
interchangeably. The word used in John 16:19, 23a, 
and 26 means “to ask a question” or “to ask a request.” 
It is used when someone makes a request of someone 
equal. The word translated “ask” in John 16:23b, 24, 
and 26b (“pray”) means “to request something of a 
superior.” This latter word was never used. by Jesus in 
His prayer life because He is equal to the Father. We 
come as inferiors to God, asking for His blessing, but 
He came as the very Son of God, equal with the Father. 

In John 16:23, what period of time did Jesus mean 
by “in that day”? I think He was referring to the time 
after the coming of the Spirit. He promised them in 
John 16:22 that He would see them again, and He kept 
His promise. He spent forty days with them after His 
resurrection, teaching them clearly the truths they 
needed to know in order to take His place and minis- 
ter on earth (Acts 1:3ff.). “That day” cannot refer to 
the day of His return for His church, because there is 
no evidence in Scripture that we shall pray to Him after 
we get to heaven. 

Jesus knew that they wanted to ask Him a question 
(John 16:19). He assured them that a day would soon 
come when they would not ask Him questions. 
Instead, they would pray to the Father and He would 
meet their needs. This was the promise that they des- 
perately needed to believe: that the Father loved them 
and would hear their requests and meet their needs. 
While Jesus was on earth, He met all the needs of His 
disciples. Now He would return to the Father, but the 
Father would meet their needs. Here is the wonderful 
promise and privilege of prayer. 

Our Lord had mentioned prayer many times in His 
ministry, and He had set the example for prayer in His 
own life. He was indeed a man of prayer. In His Upper 
Room message, Jesus emphasized prayer (John 
14:12-14; 15:7, 16; 16:23-26). He made it clear that 
believing prayer is one of the secrets of a fruitful 
Christian life. 

In John 16:25-27, Jesus explained that there would 
be a new situation because of His resurrection and 
ascension, and because of the coming of the Holy 
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Spirit He would no longer speak to them in terms that 
demanded spiritual insight for their understanding. He 
would speak to them plainly and reveal the Father to 
them. There in the Upper Room, He had used a num- 
ber of symbolic images to get His message across: the 
washing of their feet, the “Father’s house,” the vine and 
branches, and the birth of a baby. In the days that fol- 
lowed, these images would become clearer to the 
disciples as they would be taught by the Spirit of God. 

The purpose of Bible study is not simply to under- 
stand profound truths, but to get to know the Father 
better. “I will show you plainly of the Father” (John 
16:25). If our reading and Bible study falls short of 
this, it does more harm than good. 

There would be not only a new situation in teach- 
ing, but also a new situation in their praying. He had 
already intimated this in John 16:23. Jesus would 
return to heaven to be with the Father, and there He 
would minister as our High Priest, making intercession 
for us (Rom. 8:34; Heb. 7:25). He would also minister 
as our Advocate (1 John 2:1). As our High Priest, Jesus 
gives us grace to keep us from sinning. As our 
Advocate, He restores us when we confess our sins. His 
ministry in heaven makes possible our ministry of wit- 
ness on earth, through the power of the Spirit. 

When you read the book of Acts, you discover that 
the early church depended on prayer. They believed the 
promises of God and asked God for what they needed. 
It would do all of God’s people good if they reviewed 
regularly what Jesus taught about prayer in this Upper 
Room Discourse. There is indeed joy in praying and in 
receiving answers to prayer. There is joy in meeting the 
conditions Jesus has laid down for successful praying. I 
think it was George Miiller who said that true prayer 
was not overcoming God’s reluctance, but overcoming 
God’s willingness. 

There is joy in prayer, and there is joy in realizing 
the principle of transformation. Jesus shared a third 
kind of joy, the joy of sharing His victory over the 
world. 


There Is a Position to Claim (16:29-33) 

In John 16:29-30, the disciples suddenly moved out of 
their spiritual stupor and made a tremendous affirma- 
tion of faith. First, they claimed to understand what He 
had been teaching them, though this claim was proba- 
bly presumptuous, as their subsequent actions proved. 
They seemed unable to grasp the meaning of His 
promised resurrection. They were bewildered even after 
His resurrection as to the future of Israel (Acts 1:6ff.). 
I am not criticizing them, because we today have just 
as many blind spots when it comes to understanding 
His Word. All I am suggesting is that their affirmation 
was a bit presumptuous. 

They not only affirmed their understanding, but 
they also affirmed their faith and assurance. “Now we 
are sure ... by this we believe.” It was quite a statement 
of faith, and I believe the Lord accepted it. In His 
prayer recorded in the next chapter, Jesus told the 


Father about His disciples and reported on their spiri- 
tual condition (John 17:6-8). Certainly He knew their 
weaknesses, but He was quick to approve their growing 
evidences of faith and assurance. 

But it is possible to have faith, understanding, and 
assurance and still fail the Lord. Unless we practice that 
faith, apply that understanding, and rest on that assur- 
ance, we will fail when the time of testing comes. That 
is what happened to the disciples, and Jesus warned 
them that it would happen. 

He had already warned Peter that he would deny 
Him, but now He warned the entire band of disciples 
that they would all forsake Him. John does not quote 
the Old Testament prophecy (Zech. 13:7); it is quoted 
in Matthew 26:31. This statement from the Lord 
should have been a warning to Peter not to follow Jesus 
when He was arrested. “Let these go their way!” was 
our Lord’s word in the garden (John 18:8). He knew 
that it was not safe for them to tarry. 

Jesus has promised never to leave us alone (Matt. 
28:20; Heb. 13:5), yet His own disciples left Him 
alone. Peter, James, and John went into the garden with 
Him, but then fell asleep. Jesus knew that the Father 
would be with Him. “I am not alone, but I and the 
Father that sent me” (John 8:16). “And he that sent me 
is with me. The Father hath not left me alone” (John 
8:29). What an encouragement it was to the Son to 
know that He was doing the Father’s will and that He 
could depend on the Father’s help. 

At one point, however, Jesus did feel the absence of 
the Father: “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken 
me?” (Matt. 27:46; Ps. 22:1). When He was made sin 
for us, He was separated from the Father. He was alone 
that we might never be alone. He was forsaken that we 
might never be forsaken. 

John 16:33 is the summary and climax of the 
Upper Room message. Why did He give this message? 
So that the disciples might have peace in a world of 
tribulation. Note the contrast between “in me” and “in 
the world.” In Christ there is peace; in the world there 
is tribulation. This is the position we need to claim: we 
are in Christ, and therefore we can overcome the world 
and all of its hatred. 

George Morrison defined peace as “the possession 
of adequate resources.” In Jesus Christ, we have all the 
resources that we need. But peace depends also on 
appropriate relationships, because spiritual resources 
depend on spiritual relationships. “In me” is the key. In 
ourselves, we have nothing, but “in Christ” we have all 
that we need. 

Every believer is either overcome or an overcomer. 
“And this is the victory that overcometh the world, 
even our faith” (1 John 5:4). The world wants to over- 
come us; this is why Satan uses the world to persecute 
and pressure believers. The world wants us to conform; 
it does not want us to be different. When we yield our- 
selves to Christ and trust Him, He enables us to be 
overcomers. We must claim our spiritual position in 
Christ and believe Him for victory. 


John 16—17 


“Be of good cheer!” is one of our Lord’s repeated 
statements of encouragement. Literally it means, 
“Cheer up!” There is the “good cheer” of His pardon 
(Matt. 9:1-8), His power (Matt. 9:18-22), and His 
presence (Matt. 14:22-27). Here in John 16:33, He 
announces the “good cheer” of His victory over the 
world. We are overcomers because He has first over- 
come for us. 

As we review this section, we can see how these 
three explanations our Lord gave all fit together. He 
revealed a wonderful principle—God transforms sor- 
row into joy. But this principle will not work in our 
lives unless we believe His promise and pray. God has 
ordained that His work is accomplished through 
believing prayer. But we will not be able to pray effec- 
tively if we do not claim our position as conquerors in 
Jesus Christ. 

But John 16:33 is also a preface to His great High 
Priestly Prayer. He had taught them the Word; now He 
would pray for them. The Word and prayer must 
always go together (Acts 6:4). He used the word world 
nineteen times in this prayer, for in it He shows us how 
to overcome the world. He Himself was facing the 
hatred of the world and the devil, yet He would be able 
to endure the suffering and win the victory. 

There is joy when we permit God to transform sor- 
row into joy. There is joy when God answers prayer. 
There is joy when we overcome the world. 

Let there be joy! 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
John 17 


THE PRAYER OF THE OVERCOMER 


ost scholars who have sought to harmonize the 
M accounts in the four gospels have the Lord Jesus 

praying the prayer of John 17 in the Upper 
Room after He had finished His instructions to the dis- 
ciples. Then He and the disciples sang the traditional 
Passover psalms, left the Upper Room, and headed for 
the garden of Gethsemane, where Jesus had been accus- 
tomed to meet with them and pray (see Matthew 
26:30—46 and Mark 14:26—42). 

Whether He prayed it in the Upper Room or en 
route to the garden, this much is sure: it is the greatest 
prayer ever prayed on earth and the greatest prayer 
recorded anywhere in Scripture. John 17 is certainly 
the “ Holy of Holies” of the gospel record, and we must 
approach this chapter in a spirit of humility and wor- 
ship. To think that we are privileged to listen in as God 
the Son converses with His Father just as He is about 
to give His life as a ransom for sinners! 

No matter what events occurred later that evening, 
this prayer makes it clear that Jesus was and is the 
Overcomer. He was not a “victim”; He was and is the 
Victor! “Be of good cheer,” He had encouraged His dis- 
ciples; “I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). The 


293 


John 17 


word world is used nineteen times in this prayer, so it is 
easy to see the connection between the prayer and John 
16:33. If you and I will understand and apply the 
truths revealed in this profound prayer, it will enable us 
to be overcomers too. 

The progression of thought in this prayer is not dif- 
ficult to discover. Jesus first prayed for Himself and 
told the Father that His work on earth had been fin- 
ished (John 17:1-5). Then He prayed for His disciples, 
that the Father would keep them and sanctify them 
(John 17:6-19). He closed His prayer by praying for 
you and me and the whole church, that we might be 
unified in Him and one day share His glory (John 
17:20-26). 

Why did Jesus pray this prayer? Certainly He was 
preparing Himself for the sufferings that lay ahead. As 
He contemplated the glory that the Father promised 
Him, He would receive new strength for His sacrifice 
(Heb. 12:1-3). But He also had His disciples in mind 
(John 17:13). What an encouragement this prayer 
should have been to them! He prayed about their secu- 
rity, their joy, their unity, and their future glory! He 
also prayed it for us today, so that we would know all 
that He has done for us and given to us, and all that He 
will do for us when we get to heaven. 

In this prayer, our Lord declares four wonderful 
privileges we have as His children, privileges that help 
to make us overcomers. 


We Share His Life (17:1-5) 

Our Lord began this prayer by praying for Himself, but 
in praying for Himself, He was also praying for us. “A 
prayer for self is not by any means necessarily a selfish 
prayer,” wrote Dr. R. A. Torrey, and an examination of 
Bible prayers shows that this is true. Our Lord’s burden 
was the glory of God, and this glory would be realized 
in His finished work on the cross. The servant of God 
has every right to ask his Father for the help needed to 
glorify His name. “Hallowed be thy name” is the first 
petition in the Lord’s Prayer (Matt. 6:9), and it is the 
first emphasis in this prayer. 

“Father, the hour is come,” reminds us of the many 
times in John’s gospel when “the hour” is mentioned, 
beginning at John 2:4. Jesus had lived on a “divine 
timetable” while on earth and He knew He was in the 
will of the Father. “My times are in thy hand” (Ps. 
31:15). 

The important word glory is used five times in these 
verses, and we must carefully distinguish the various 
“glories” that Jesus mentions. In John 17:5, He referred 
to His preincarnate glory with the Father, the glory 
that He laid aside when He came to earth to be born, 
to serve, to suffer, and to die. In John 17:4, He 
reported to the Father that His life and ministry on 
earth had glorified Him, because He (Jesus) had fin- 
ished the work the Father gave Him to do. In John 
17:1 and 5, our Lord asked that His preincarnate glory 
be given to Him again, so that the Son might glorify 
the Father in His return to heaven. 
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The word glory is used eight times in this prayer, so 
it is an important theme. He glorified the Father in His 
miracles (John 2:11; 11:40), to be sure, but He 
brought the greatest glory to the Father through His 
sufferings and death (see John 12:23-25; 13:31-32). 
From the human point of view, Calvary was a revolting 
display of man’s sin, but from the divine point of view, 
the cross revealed and magnified the grace and glory of 
God. Jesus anticipated His return to heaven when He 
said, “I have finished the work which thou gavest me to 
do” (John 17:4). This “work” included His messages 
and miracles on earth (John 5:17-19), the training of 
the disciples for future service, and most of all, His sac- 
rifice on the cross (Heb. 9:24-28; 10:11-18). 

It is on the basis of this “finished work” that we as 
believers have the gift of eternal life (John 17:2-3). The 
word give is used in one form or another in this prayer 
at least seventeen times. Seven times Jesus states that 
believers are the Father’s gift to His Son (John 17:2, 6, 
9, 11-12, 24). We are accustomed to thinking of Jesus 
as the Father’s love gift to us (John 3:16), but the Lord 
affirms that believers are the Father’s “love gift” to His 
beloved Son! 

“Eternal [everlasting] life” is an important theme 
in John’s gospel; it is mentioned at least seventeen 
times. Eternal life is God’s free gift to those who 
believe on His Son (John 3:15-16, 36; 6:47; 10:28). 
The Father gave His Son the authority to give eternal 
life to those whom the Father gave to the Son. From 
the human viewpoint, we receive the gift of eternal life 
when we believe on Jesus Christ. But from the divine 
viewpoint, we have already been given to the Son in 
divine election. This is a mystery that the human 
mind cannot fully understand or explain; we must 
accept it by faith. 

What is “eternal life”? It is knowing God personally. 
Not just knowing about Him, but having a personal 
relationship with Him through faith in Jesus Christ. 
We cannot know the Father apart from the Son (John 
14:6-11). It is not enough simply to “believe in God”; 
this will never save a lost soul from eternal hell. “The 
devils [demons] also believe, and tremble” (James 
2:19). Our Lord’s debate with the Jewish leaders (John 
8:12ff.) makes it clear that people may be devoutly reli- 
gious and still not know God. Eternal life is not 
something we earn by character or conduct; it is a gift 
we receive by admitting we are sinners, repenting, and 
believing on Jesus Christ and Jesus Christ alone. 

The Father answered His Son’s request and gave 
Him the glory. There is in heaven today a glorified 
Man, the God-Man, Jesus Christ! Because He has been 
glorified in heaven, sinners can be saved on earth. 
Anyone who trusts Jesus Christ will receive the gift of 
eternal life. 

Because we share His life, we are overcomers, for we 
also share His victory! “For whatsoever is born of God 
overcometh the world; and this is the victory that over- 
cometh the world, even our faith” (1 John 5:4). When 


you were born the first time, you were born “in Adam” 


and were a loser. When you are born again through 
faith in Christ, you are born a winner! 

Satan has tried to obscure the precious truth of the 
finished work of Jesus Christ, because he knows it is a 
basis for spiritual victory. “And they overcame him 
[Satan] by the blood of the Lamb” (Rev. 12:11). Don’t 
let Satan rob you of your overcoming power through 


Christ’s finished work. 


We Know His Name (John 17:6-12) 

Christ has given His own eternal life (John 17:2), but 
He has also given them the revelation of the Father’s 
name (John 17:6). The Old Testament Jew knew his 
God as “Jehovah,” the great I AM (Ex. 3:11-14). Jesus 
took this sacred name “I AM” and made it meaningful 
to His disciples: “I am the bread of life” (John 6:35); “I 
am the light of the world” (John 8:12); “I am the good 
shepherd” (John 10:11); etc. In other words, Jesus 
revealed the Father’s gracious name by showing His dis- 
ciples that He was everything they needed. 

But the Father’s name includes much more than 
this, for Jesus also taught His disciples that God—the 
great I AM—was their heavenly Father. The word 
Father is used fifty-three times in John 13—17, and 
122 times in John’s gospel! In His messages to the Jews, 
Jesus made it clear that the Father sent Him, that He 
was equal to the Father, and that His words and works 
came from the Father. It was a clear claim to deity, but 
they refused to believe. 

In the Bible, “name” refers to “nature,” because 
names so often were given to reveal something special 
about the nature of the person bearing the name. Jacob 
was a schemer, and his name comes from a Hebrew 
root that means “to take by the heel,” i.e., to trip up, to 
deceive (Gen. 25:26). The name Jsaac means “laugh- 
ter” (Gen. 21:6) because he brought joy to Abraham 
and Sarah. Even the name Jesus reveals that He is the 
Savior (Matt. 1:21). 

“I have manifested thy name” means “I have 
revealed the nature of God.” One of the ministries of 
the Son was to declare the Father (John 1:18). The 
Greek word translated “declared” means, “to unfold, to 
lead, to show the way.” Jesus did not instantly reveal 
the Father in a blaze of blinding glory, because His dis- 
ciples could not have endured that kind of experience. 
Gradually, by His words and His deeds, He revealed to 
them the nature of God, as they were able to bear it 
John 16:12). 

The emphasis in this section is on the safety of the 
believer; God keeps His own (John 17:11-12). Our 
safety depends on the nature of God, not our own 
character or conduct. When He was on earth, Jesus 
kept His disciples and they could depend on Him. “I 
kept them in thy name” (John 17:12). If the limited 
Savior, in a human body, could keep His own while He 
was on earth, should He not be able to keep them now 
that He is glorified in heaven? He and the Father, 
together with the Holy Spirit, are surely able to guard 
and secure God’s people! 
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Furthermore, God’s people are the Father's gift to 
His Son. Would the Father present His Son with a gift 
that would not last? The disciples had belonged to the 
Father by creation and by covenant (they were Jews), 
but now they belonged to the Son. How precious we 
are in His sight! How He watches over us and even now 
prays for us! Whenever you feel as though the Lord has 
forgotten you, or that His love seems far away, read 
Romans 8:28-39—and rejoice! 

Our security rests in another fact: we are here to 
glorify Him (John 17:10). With all of their failures 
and faults, the disciples still receive this word of com- 
mendation: “I am glorified in them.” Would it bring 
glory to God if one of His own, who trusted in the 
Savior, did not make it to heaven? Certainly not! This 
was Moses’ argument when the nation of Israel 
sinned: “Wherefore should the Egyptians speak, and 
say, ‘For mischief did he bring them out, to slay them 
in the mountains, and to consume them from the face 
of the earth?” (Ex. 32:12). Certainly God knows all 
things, so why save them at all if He knows they will 
fail along the way? Whatever God starts, He finishes 
(Phil. 1:6). 

God has provided the divine resources for us to glo- 
rify Him and be faithful. We have His Word (John 
17:7-8), and His Word reveals to us all that we have in 
Jesus Christ. The Word gives us faith and assurance. 
We have the Son of God interceding for us (John 17:9; 
Rom. 8:34; Heb. 4:14-16). Since the Father always 
answers the prayers of His Son (John 11:41—42), this 
intercessory ministry helps to keep us safe and secure. 

We also have the fellowship of the church: “that 
they may be one, as we are” (John 17:11). The New 
Testament knows nothing of isolated believers; wher- 
ever you find saints, you find them in fellowship. 
Why? Because God’s people need each other. Jesus 
opened His Upper Room message by washing the dis- 
ciples’ feet and teaching them to minister to one 
another. In the hours that would follow, these men 
(including confident Peter!) would discover how weak 
they were and how much they needed each other’s 
encouragement. 

The believer, then, is secure in Christ for many rea- 
sons: the very nature of God, the nature of salvation, 
the glory of God, and the intercessory ministry of 
Christ. But what about Judas? Was he secure? How did 
he fall? Why did Jesus not keep him safe? For the sim- 
ple reason that Judas was never one of Christs own. Jesus 
faithfully kept all that the Father gave to Him, but 
Judas had never been given to Him by the Father. Judas 
was not a believer (John 6:64-71); he had never been 
cleansed (John 13:11); he had not been among the 
chosen (John 13:18); he had never been given to Christ 
(John 18:8-9). 

No, Judas is not an example of a believer who “lost 
his salvation.” He is an example of an unbeliever who 
pretended to have salvation but was finally exposed as a 
fraud. Jesus keeps all whom the Father gives to Him 
(John 10:26-30). 
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We are overcomers because we share His life. There 
is a third privilege that enables us to overcome. 


We Have His Word (17:13-19) 

“I have given them thy word” (John 17:14; and see v. 
8). The Word of God is the gift of God to us. The 
Father gave the words to His Son (John 17:8), and the 
Son gave them to His disciples who, in turn, have 
passed them along to us as they were inspired by the 
Spirit (2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Peter 1:20-21). The Word is 
divine in origin, a precious gift from heaven. We must 
never take God’s Word for granted, for those who are 
overcomers know the Word and how to use it in daily 
life. 

How does the Word of God enable us to overcome 
the world? To begin with, i gives us joy (John 17:13), 
and this inward joy gives us the strength to overcome 
(Neh. 8:10). We commonly think of Jesus Christ as “a 
man of sorrows” (Isa. 53:3), and indeed He was; but 
He was also a person of deep abiding joy. John 17:13 is 
the very heart of this prayer, and its theme is joy! 

Jesus had referred to His joy already (John 15:11) 
and had explained that joy comes by transformation 
and not substitution (John 16:20-22). Joy also comes 
from answered prayer (John 16:23-24). Now He made 
it clear that joy comes from the Word also. The believer 
does not find his joy in the world but in the Word. Like 
John the Baptist, we should rejoice greatly when we 
hear the Bridegroom’s voice (John 3:29)! 

We must never picture Jesus going around with a 
long face and a melancholy disposition. He was a man 
of joy, and He revealed that joy to others. His joy was 
not the fleeting levity of a sinful world but the abiding 
enjoyment of the Father and the Word. He did not 
depend on outward circumstances but on inward spir- 
itual resources that were hidden from the world. This 
is the kind of joy He wants us to have, and we can have 
it through His Word. “Thy word was unto me the joy 
and rejoicing of mine heart” (Jer. 15:16). “I have 
rejoiced in the way of thy testimonies, as much as in all 
riches” (Ps. 119:14). “I rejoice at thy word, as one that 
findeth great spoil” (Ps. 119:162). 

The Word not only imparts the joy of the Lord, but 
it also assures us of His love (John 17:14). The world 
hates us, but we are able to confront this hatred with 
God’s own love, a love imparted to us by the Spirit 
through the Word. The world hates us because we do 
not belong to its system (John 15:18-19) and will not 
be conformed to its practices and standards (Rom. 
12:2). The Word reveals to us what the world is really 
like; the Word exposes the world’s deceptions and dan- 
gerous devices. 

The world competes for the Father’s love (1 John 
2:15-17), but the Word of God enables us to enjoy the 
Father's love. One of the first steps toward a worldly life 
is the neglect of the Word of God. D. L. Moody wrote 
in the front of his Bible, “This book will keep you from 
sin or sin will keep you from this book.” Just as the pil- 
lar of fire was darkness to the Egyptians but light to 
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Israel, so God’s Word is our light in this dark world, 
but the world cannot understand the things of God 
(Ex. 14:20; 1 Cor. 2:12-16). 

The Word of God not only brings us God’s joy and 
love, but it also imparts God’s power for holy living 
(John 17:15-17). The burden of our Lord’s prayer in 
John 17:6-12 was security, but here it is sanctity, practi- 
cal holy living to the glory of God. We are in the world 
but not of the world, and we must not live like the 
world. Sometimes we think it would be easier if we 
were “out of the world,” but this is not true. Wherever 
we go, we take our own sinful self with us, and the 
powers of darkness will follow us. I have met people 
who have gone into “spiritual isolation” in order to 
become more holy, only to discover that it does not 
always work. 

True sanctification (being set apart for God) comes 
through the ministry of the Word of God. “Now ye are 
clean through the word which I have spoken unto you” 
(John 15:3). When you were saved, you were set apart 
for God. As you grow in your faith, you are more and 
more experiencing sanctification. You love sin less and 
you love God more. You want to serve Him and be a 
blessing to others. All of this comes through the Word. 

God’s truth has been given to us in three “editions”: 
His Word is truth (John 17:17); His Son is the truth 
(John 14:6); and His Spirit is the truth (1 John 5:6). 
We need all three if we are to experience true sanctifi- 
cation, a sanctification that touches every part of our 
inner person. With the mind, we arn God’s truth 
through the Word. With the heart, we ove God’s truth, 
His Son. With the will, we yield to the Spirit and Live 
God’s truth day by day. It takes all three for a balanced 
experience of sanctification. 

It is not enough merely to study the Bible and learn 
a great deal of doctrinal truth. We must also love Jesus 
Christ more as we learn all that He is and all He has 
done for us. Learning and loving should lead to living, 
allowing the Spirit of God to enable us to obey His 
Word. This is how we glorify Him in this present evil 
world. 

The Word gives us joy, love, and power to live a 
holy life. It also gives us what we need to serve Him as 
witnesses in this world (John 17:18-19). Sanctification 
is not for the purpose of selfish enjoyment or boasting; 
it is so that we might represent Christ in this world and 
win others to Him. Jesus set Himself apart for us, and 
now He has set us apart for Him. The Father sent Him 
into the world, and now He sends us into the world. 
We are people “under orders” and we had better obey! 
Jesus is now “set apart” in heaven, praying for us, that 
our witness will bear fruit as many repent of their sins 
and turn to the Lord. 

How can we be overcome by the world when we 
have the Word of God to enlighten us, enable us, and 


encourage us? 


We Share His Glory (17:20-26) 


Here our Lord focuses our attention on the future. He 


begins to pray for us who live today, for the whole 
church throughout all ages. He has already prayed 
about security and sanctity; now the burden of His 
prayer is unity. He is concerned that His people experi- 
ence a spiritual unity that is like the oneness of the 
Father and the Son. Christians may belong to different 
fellowships, but they all belong to the Lord and to each 
other. 

The disciples had often exhibited a spirit of selfish- 
ness, competition, and disunity, and this must have 
broken the Savior’s heart. I wonder how He feels when 
He sees the condition of the church today! The Puritan 
preacher Thomas Brooks wrote: “Discord and division 
become no Christian. For wolves to worry the lambs is 
no wonder, but for one lamb to worry another, this is 
unnatural and monstrous.” 

What is the basis for true Christian unity? The per- 
son and work of Jesus Christ and His glory (John 
17:2-5). He has already given His glory to us, and He 
promises that we will further experience that glory 
when we get to heaven! All true believers have God’s 
glory within, no matter what they may look like on the 
outside. Christian harmony is not based on the exter- 
nals of the flesh but the internals and eternals of the 
Spirit in the inner person. We must look beyond the 
elements of our first birth—race, color, abilities, etc.— 
and build our fellowship on the essentials of our new 
birth. 

We already possess His glory within (John 17:22; 
and note Rom. 8:29), and one day we shall behold His 
glory in heaven (John 17:24). As we grow in the Lord, 
the glory within begins to grow and to reveal itself in 
what we say and do and the way we say and do it. 
People do not see us and glorify us; they see the Lord 
and glorify Him (Matt. 5:16; 1 Cor. 6:19-20). 

One of the things that most impresses the world is 
the way Christians love each other and live together in 
harmony. It is this witness that our Lord wants in the 
world “that the world may believe that thou hast sent 
me” (John 17:21). The lost world cannot see God, but 
they can see Christians, and what they see in us is what 
they will believe about God. If they see love and unity, 
they will believe that God is love. If they see hatred and 
division, they will reject the message of the gospel. 

Jesus has assured us that some will believe because 
of our witness (John 17:20), but we must make sure 
that our witness is true and loving. Some Christians are 
prosecuting attorneys and judges instead of faithful 
witnesses, and this only turns lost sinners away from 
the Savior. 

There is every reason why believers should love one 
another and live in unity. We trust the same Savior and 
share the same glory. We will one day enjoy the same 
heaven! We belong to the same Father and seek to do 
the same work, witnessing to a lost world that Jesus 
Christ alone saves from sin. We believe the same truth, 
even though we may have different views of minor doc- 
trinal matters, and we follow the same example that 
Jesus set for His people, to live a holy life. Yes, believ- 
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ers do have their differences, but we have much more 
in common, and this should encourage us to love one 
another and promote true spiritual unity. 

I have often used John 17:24 as a text for funeral 
meditations. How do we know that Christians go to 
heaven? Because of the price that Jesus paid (1 Thess. 
5:9-10), and the promise that Jesus made (John 
14:1-6), and the prayer that Jesus prayed (John 17:24). 
The Father always answers His Sons prayers, so we 
know that believers who die do go to heaven to behold 
the glory of God. 

In John 17:25-26, there are no petitions. Jesus sim- 
ply reported to His Father about the ministry in the 
world, and He made several declarations that are 
important to us. He declared that the world does not 
know the Father, but that we believers know Him 
because the Son has revealed the Father to us. The 
world certainly has many opportunities to get to know 
the Father, but it prefers to go on in blindness and 
hardness of heart. Our task as Christians is to bear wit- 
ness to the lost world and share God’s saving message. 

He also declares the importance of truth and love in 
the church. Believers know God’s name (nature) and 
even share in that divine nature. Jesus makes it clear 
that truth and love must go together (see Eph. 4:15). It 
has well been said that truth without love is brutality, 
but love without truth is hypocrisy. The mind grows by 
taking in truth, but the heart grows by giving out in 
love. Knowledge alone can lead to pride (1 Cor. 8:1), 
and love alone can lead to wrong decisions (see Phil. 
1:9-10). Christian love must not be blind! 

As you review this prayer, you see the spiritual pri- 
orities that were in the Savior’s heart: the glory of God; 
the sanctity of God’s people; the unity of the church; 
the ministry of sharing the gospel with a lost world. We 
today would be wise to focus on these same priorities. 

One day, each of us will have to give an account of 
his or her ministry. It is a solemn thought that we shall 
stand before the judgment seat of Christ and give our 
“final report.” 

I trust that we will be able to say, “I have glorified 
thee on the earth; I have finished the work which thou 
gavest me to do” (John 17:4). 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 
John 18:1-27 


GUILT AND GRACE IN THE GARDEN 


he private ministry of our Lord with His disciples 
T= now ended, and the public drama of redemp- 
tion is about to begin. Man will do his worst, and 
God will respond with His very best. “But where sin 
abounded, grace did much more abound” (Rom. 
5:20). 
Perhaps the best way to see the truths in John 
18:1-27, and grasp the lessons they convey, is to pay 
attention to the symbolism that is involved. John’s 
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gospel is saturated with symbols, some more obvious 
than others, and these symbols convey some impor- 
tant spiritual truths. There are five such symbols in 
this section. 


The Garden—Obedience (18:1) 

The Kidron Valley is located east of Jerusalem, between 
the city wall and the Mount of Olives, and the garden 
of Gethsemane is on the western slope of Olivet. Jesus 
often went to this garden with His disciples, no doubt 
to rest, meditate, and pray (Luke 22:39). Jerusalem was 
filled with pilgrims attending the Passover, and Jesus 
would want to get away from the crowded city to a pri- 
vate place. He knew that Judas would come for Him 
there, and He was ready. 

Human history began in a garden (Gen. 2:8ff.), 
and the first sin of man was committed in that garden. 
The first Adam disobeyed God and was cast out of the 
garden, but the Last Adam (1 Cor. 15:45) was obedi- 
ent as He went into the garden of Gethsemane. In a 
garden, the first Adam brought sin and death to 
mankind, but Jesus, by His obedience, brought righ- 
teousness and life to all who will trust Him. He was 
“obedient unto death, even the death of the cross” 
(Phil. 2:8). 

History will one day end in another garden, the 
heavenly city that John describes in Revelation 21 and 
22. In that garden, there will be no more death and no 
more curse. The river of the water of life will flow 
ceaselessly, and the tree of life will produce bountiful 
fruit. Eden was the garden of disobedience and sin; 
Gethsemane was the garden of obedience and submis- 
sion; and heaven shall be the eternal garden of delight 
and satisfaction, to the glory of God. 

The name Gethsemane means “oil press.” Even 
today there are ancient olive trees in Gethsemane, 
though certainly not the ones that were there in Jesus’ 
day. The olives would be picked and put into the press 
for their oil. What a picture of suffering! So our Lord 
would go through the “oil press” and the “winepress” 
(Isa. 63:3) and taste our judgment for us. 

The brook Kidron is also significant. The name 
means “dusky, gloomy,” referring to the dark waters 
that were often stained by the blood from the temple 
sacrifices. Our Lord and His disciples were about to go 
through “dark waters,” and Jesus would experience the 
“waves and billows” of God’s wrath (Ps. 42:7; also note 
Jonah 2:3). 

The Kidron had special historical significance, for 
King David crossed the Kidron when he was rejected 
by his nation and betrayed by his own son, Absalom (2 
Sam. 15; also note John 18:23). Jesus had been rejected 
by His people and at that very moment was being 
betrayed by one of His own disciples! It is interesting 
that David’s treacherous counselor Ahithophel hanged 
himself (2 Sam. 17:23), and David’s treacherous son 
Absalom was caught in a tree and killed while hanging 
there (2 Sam. 18:9-17). Judas, of course, went out and 
hanged himself (Matt. 27:3-10). 
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Jesus fully knew what lay before Him, yet He went 
to the garden in obedience to the Father’s will. He left 
eight of the men near the entrance, and took Peter, 
James, and John and went to another part of the gar- 
den to pray (Matt. 26:36-46; Mark 14:32-42). His 
human soul longed for the kind of encouragement and 
companionship they could give Him at this critical 
hour, but, alas, they went to sleep! It was easy for the 
men to boast about their devotion to Christ, but when 
the test came, they failed miserably. Before we judge 
them too severely, however, we had better examine our 
own hearts. 


The Kiss—Treachery (18:2-9) 

Judas had lived with the Lord Jesus for perhaps three 
years, and had listened to Him teach, yet he knew very 
little about Him. The traitor actually brought a com- 
pany of temple guards, armed with swords and clubs 
(Matt. 26:55)! Just think of the privileges Judas 
despised and the opportunities he wasted! The word 
band in John 18:3 could be translated “cohort.” A 
Roman cohort was a tenth of a legion, and this would 
be six hundred men! It is not likely that Judas brought 
that many to the garden, but apparently a full cohort 
was made available to him had he needed it. Did he not 
realize that the Lamb of God would meekly submit and 
that there would be no need to battle? 

Jesus was in full control; He knew what would 
happen (see John 13:1, 3, 11; 16:19). Judas expected 
some kind of deception, so he arranged to identify 
Jesus by kissing Him (Matt. 26:48-49). But Jesus 
shocked both Judas and the arresting officers by boldly 
presenting Himself to them. He had nothing to fear 
and nothing to hide; He would willingly lay down His 
life for His sheep. Furthermore, by surrendering to the 
officers, Jesus helped to protect His disciples. He kept 
them safe not only spiritually (John 17:11-12) but 
also physically. 

Why did the arresting soldiers draw back and fall to 
the ground when Jesus told them, “I am he”? The Jews 
present would be struck by His “I am” statement, an 
affirmation of deity. The Romans, who were in the 
majority, would be struck by His bearing, for it was 
obvious that He was in command. It was an emotion- 
ally charged situation, and we do not know what Judas 
had told them about Jesus to help prepare them for this 
confrontation. The Jewish leaders had tried to have 
Jesus arrested before and always without success. The 
band was prepared for conflict, and when they met 
with surrender and calm, they were overwhelmed. 

Perhaps it was a manifestation of divine power, or 
an exhibition of the majesty of Jesus Christ. “When the 
wicked, even mine enemies and my foes, came upon 
me to eat up my flesh, they stumbled and fell” (Ps. 
27:2). 

Judas’s kiss, which was given repeatedly to the Lord, 
was certainly one of the basest acts of treachery 
recorded anywhere in sacred or secular history. In that 
day, a kiss was a sign of affection and devotion. 


Members of the family kissed each other in meeting 
and in parting, but Judas was not a member of God’s 
family. Disciples greeted a rabbi by kissing him; it was 
a sign of devotion and obedience. But Judas was not 
truly a disciple of Jesus Christ, though he belonged to 
the disciple band. In the garden, Judas stood with the 
enemy, not with Jesus’ friends! 

When people today pretend to know and love the 
Lord, they are committing the sin of Judas. It is bad 
enough to betray Christ, but to do it with a kiss, a sign 
of affection, is the basest treachery of all. It was born in 


the pit of hell. 


The Sword—Rebellion (18:10) 

All of the disciples had courageously affirmed their 
devotion to Christ (Matt. 26:35), and Peter decided to 
prove it, so he quickly drew out a small sword and 
started to fight! He certainly misunderstood what Jesus 
had said about swords earlier that evening (Luke 
22:35-38). He had warned them that from now on the 
situation would change, and men would treat them as 
transgressors. He was not suggesting that they use 
material swords to fight spiritual battles, but that they 
get a new mind-set and expect opposition and even 
danger. He had provided for them and protected them 
while He was with them on earth, but now He was 
returning to the Father. They would have to depend on 
the Holy Spirit and exercise wisdom. Peter apparently 
took His words literally and thought he was supposed 
to declare war! 

Peter’s sword symbolizes rebellion against the will of 
God. Peter should have known that Jesus would be 
arrested and that He would willingly surrender to His 
enemies (Matt. 16:21ff.; 17:22-23; 20:17-19). Peter 
made every mistake possible! He fought the wrong 
enemy, used the wrong weapon, had the wrong motive, 
and accomplished the wrong result! He was openly 
resisting the will of God and hindering the work that 
Jesus came to accomplish! While we admire his courage 
and sincerity, it was certainly a demonstration of zeal 
without knowledge. 

Why did Peter fail so miserably? For one thing, he 
had argued with the Lord when Jesus warned him that 
he would deny his Master that very night. Peter had 
slept when he should have been praying, and he talked 
when he should have been listening. He imitated the 
very enemies who came to arrest Jesus, for they too 
were armed with swords. Peter would discover that the 
sword of the Spirit is the weapon God’s servants use in 
fighting their spiritual battles (Heb. 4:12; Eph. 6:17). 
He would use that sword at Pentecost and “slay” three 
thousand souls! 

Jesus did not need Peter’s protection. He could 
have summoned legions of angels had He wanted to 
be delivered (Matt. 26:52-54). Luke tells us that Jesus 
healed Malchus’s ear (John 22:51), which was cer- 
tainly an act of grace on His part. It was gracious from 
Peter’s point of view, for had He not healed Malchus, 
Peter might have been arrested and crucified! Peter was 
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acting like one of the Jewish Zealots and not like a dis- 
ciple of Jesus Christ. 

But it was also an act of grace toward Malchus. 
After all, he was only a servant, and why worry about 
what happens to a servant? He was also an enemy, 
standing with the men who came to arrest Jesus, so he 
ought to suffer! Is it possible that Malchus had actually 
laid hold of Jesus? We do not know, but if he did, he 
laid hands on the holy Son of God. However, our Lord 
did not judge Malchus, though he was a sinner deserv- 
ing the wrath of God. Instead, He healed him! It was 
our Lord’s last public miracle before the cross. 

Keep in mind that this miracle reveals His grace 
toward. us. If Jesus had the power to stun an armed 
mob and heal a severed ear, He could have saved 
Himself from arrest, trial, and death. But He willingly 
submitted! And He did it for us! 

It is a sad thing when well-meaning but ignorant 
Christians take up the sword to “defend” the Lord Jesus 
Christ. Peter hurt Malchus, something no believer 
should do. Peter hurt the testimony of Christ and gave 
the false impression that His disciples hate their ene- 
mies and try to destroy them. (Note our Lord’s reply to 
Pilate in John 18:36.) 


The Cup—Submission (18:11-14) 

Peter had a sword in his hand, but our Lord had a cup 
in His hand. Peter was resisting God’s will but the 
Savior was accepting God’s will. Earlier, Jesus had 
prayed, “O my Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass 
from me; nevertheless, not as I will, but as thou wilt” 
(Matt. 26:39). The cup represented the suffering He 
would endure and the separation from the Father that 
He would experience on the cross. He prayed this 
prayer three times, evidence that His whole being was 
sensitive to the price He would pay for our salvation. 
His holy soul must have been stirred to the depths 
when He contemplated being made sin! 

The drinking of a cup is often used in Scripture to 
illustrate experiencing suffering and sorrow. When 
Babylon captured Jerusalem, the city had “drunken the 
dregs of the cup of trembling” (Isa. 51:17). Jeremiah 
pictured God’s wrath against the nations as the pouring 
out of a cup (Jer. 25:15-28). There is also a cup of con- 
solation (Jer. 16:7) and the overflowing cup of joy (Ps. 
23:5). 

Jesus had compared His own sufferings to the 
drinking of a cup and the experiencing of a baptism 
(Matt. 20:22-23). When He instituted the supper, He 
compared the cup to His blood, shed for the remission 
of sins (Matt. 26:27—28). The image was a familiar one 
to His disciples, and it is not an unfamiliar image 
today. To “drink the cup” means to go through with a 
difficult experience, and “not my cup of tea” means 
saying no to a certain course of action. The fact that 
some trophies are designed like cups suggests that win- 
ners have been through demanding experiences and 
had to “swallow a lot.” 

Jesus was able to accept the cup because it was 
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mixed by the Father and given to Him from the 
Father’s hand. He did not resist the Father’s will, 
because He came to do the Father's will and finish the 
work the Father gave Him to do. “I delight to do thy 
will, O my God: yea, thy law is within my heart” (Ps. 
40:8). Since the Father had mixed and measured the 
contents of the cup, Jesus knew He had nothing to fear. 

This is a good lesson to us: we need never fear the 
cups that the Father hands to us. To begin with, our 
Savior has already drunk the cup before us, and we are 
only following in His steps. We need never fear what is 
in the cup because the Father has prepared it for us in 
love. If we ask for bread, He will never give us a stone, 
and the cup He prepares will never contain anything 
that will harm us. We may suffer pain and heartbreak, 
but He will eventually transform that suffering into 
glory. 

Jesus deliberately gave Himself to His enemies. 
They bound Him and led Him to the house of Annas, 
which was not too far away. Annas had served as high 
priest until he was deposed by the Romans; now his 
son-in-law Caiaphas was the high priest. God had 
ordained that one man should serve as high priest for a 
lifetime, so it is easy to see that the Jewish religious 
establishment was in sad condition. It is generally 
believed that the high priest’s family was in charge of 
the temple “business,” and the fact that Jesus twice 
cleansed the temple must have aroused their anger 
against Him. 

The “trial” before Annas was more like an informal 
hearing. It was illegal and it was brutal. Imagine a 
guard being allowed to strike a prisoner! Imagine a man 
not holding an office interrogating a prisoner! 

Annas, of course, was looking for some kind of evi- 
dence on which to base an accusation that would lead 
to a verdict of capital punishment. What doctrine was 
Jesus teaching? Was it subversive? Jesus told him to ask 
the people who listened to Him, because He had said 
nothing secretly. In fact, Annas himself could have 
come and listened! 

What about our Lord’s disciples? Were they organ- 
ized to overthrow the government? Did not one of 
them use his sword in the garden? Jesus was careful to 
say nothing about His disciples. Think of it: while 
Peter was in the courtyard denying his Lord, Jesus was 
on trial protecting Peter! 

Jewish law demanded that witnesses be called 
before a prisoner was questioned. Annas defied this 
law, and eventually the council hired false witnesses. 
Jesus knew His rights (“bear witness of the evil”—John 
18:23), but He did not insist on them. He is an exam- 
ple to us when we suffer wrongfully (1 Peter 2:19-25; 
4:12-19). 


The Fire—Denial (18:15-27) 

Jesus had predicted that Peter would deny Him three 
times (Matt. 26:34; John 13:38), but that he would be 
restored to fellowship and service (Luke 22:32). Peter 
followed the crowd when he should have been fleeing 
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(John 18:8; and see Matt. 26:30-32). Had he gone his 
way, he would never have denied the Lord. While we 
certainly admire his love and courage, we cannot agree 
with his actions, for he walked right into temptation. 
This is what Jesus warned him about in the garden 
(Matt. 26:41). 

We do not know who the other disciple was who 
went with Peter into the courtyard of the home of the 
high priest. It was probably John, though it is difficult 
to understand how a fisherman could be acquainted 
with the high priest and his household. Was this “other 
disciple” possibly Nicodemus or Joseph of Arimathea? 
They would certainly have access to this home. 

As you watch Peter, you see him gradually moving 
into the place of temptation and sin, and his actions 
parallel the description in Psalm 1:1. First, Peter 
walked “in the counsel of the ungodly” when he fol- 
lowed Jesus and went into the high priests courtyard. 
Peter should have followed the counsel of Jesus and 
gotten out of there in a hurry! Then, Peter stood with 
the enemy by the fire (John 18:16, 18), and before 
long, he sat with the enemy (Luke 22:55). It was now 
too late, and within a short time, he would deny his 
Lord three times. 

First, a servant girl asked, “Art not thou also one of 
this man’s disciples?” The Greek text indicates that she 
expected a negative answer, and that is what she got! 
Peter denied Christ by denying that he belonged to the 
band of disciples. 

Peter remained by the fire, so it is no wonder that 
he was approached again. (That same night, Jesus had 
been perspiring as He had prayed in the garden!) 
Another servant girl asked the same question, again 
expecting a negative reply. The pronoun they in John 
18:25 suggests that others in the circle around the fire 
took up the question and one by one hurled it at Peter. 

The third question came from one of Malchus’s rel- 
atives! The Greek construction indicates that he 
expected an affirmative answer: “I saw you in the gar- 
den with Jesus, didn’t I? Yes, I did!” After all, this man 
had gotten a good look at Peter because he was proba- 
bly standing with Malchus when Jesus was arrested. 
Some of the bystanders took up the discussion (Matt. 
26:73; Mark 14:70) so that Peter may have been sur- 
rounded by challengers. 

At that point, Peter’s resistance broke down com- 
pletely. He began to “curse and swear” (Matt. 26:74). 
This does not mean that Peter let loose a volley of blas- 
phemies, but rather that he put himself under a curse 
in order to emphasize his statement. He was on trial, so 
he put himself under an oath to convince his accusers 
that he was telling the truth. 

It was at that point that the cock began to crow 
(John 18:27) just as Jesus had predicted (Matt. 26:34). 
There were four “watches”: evening (6-9 p.m.), mid- 
night (9-12), cockcrowing (12 midnight to 3 a.m.), 
and morning (3-6 a.m.) (see Mark 13:35). The crow- 
ing of the cock reminded Peter of the Lord’s words, and 
he went out and wept bitterly. 


The crowing of the cock was assurance to Peter that 
Jesus was totally in control of the situation, even 
though He was bound and being harassed by the 
authorities. By controlling one bird, Jesus affirmed His 
sovereignty. According to Genesis 1:26, God gave man 
authority over the fish, the fowl, and the animals. Peter 
had seen Jesus exercise authority over the fish (Matt. 
17:24-27; Luke 5:1-11) and the animals (Matt. 
21:1-11), but now he recognized His authority over 
the birds. 

But the cockcrowing was also an invitation to 
repentance. “When thou art converted, strengthen thy 
brethren” (Luke 22:32). Luke tells us that Jesus turned 
and looked at Peter (Luke 22:61), and this look of love 
broke Peter’s heart. Peter had been a witness of Christ’s 
sufferings (1 Peter 5:1), and by his own denials he 
added to those sufferings. 

Keep in mind that the crowing of the cock was the 
announcement of the dawning of a new day! 
“Weeping may endure for a right, but joy cometh in 
the morning” (Ps. 30:5). It is worthwhile to contrast 
Peter and Judas. Peter wept over his sins and repented, 
while Judas admitted his sins but never really repented. 
Judas experienced remorse, not repentance. When 
Judas went out from the Upper Room, “it was night” 
(John 13:30), but when Peter went out to weep bit- 
terly, there was the dawning of a new day. It is the 
contrast between godly sorrow that leads to true repen- 
tance, and the sorrow of the world (regret and remorse) 
that leads to death (2 Cor. 7:9-10). We will discover 
that Jesus restored Peter (John 21) and enabled him to 
serve with great power and blessing. 

In the garden that night, you would find both guilt 
and grace. Peter was guilty of resisting God’s will. Judas 
was guilty of the basest kind of treachery. The mob was 
guilty of rejecting the Son of God and treating Him as 
though He were the lowest kind of criminal. 

But Jesus was gracious! Like King David, He 
crossed the Kidron, fully conscious that Judas was 
betraying Him. He went into the garden of 
Gethsemane surrendered to the Father’s will. He healed 
Malchus’s ear. He protected His disciples. He yielded 
Himself into the hands of sinners that He might suffer 
and die for us. 

“Love so amazing, so divine / Demands my soul, 
my life, my all!” 

What is in your hand today—the sword, or the 
cup? 


CHAPTER TWENTY 
John 18:28—19:16 


“SUFFERED UNDER PONTIUS PILATE” 


ong before the Jewish leaders had Jesus arrested in 
the garden, they had determined to kill Him (John 


11:47-54). However, the Jewish council did not 
have the right to execute prisoners, so it was necessary 
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to get the cooperation and approval of Rome. This 
meant a visit to the Roman procurator, Pontius Pilate. 

There were three stages in both the Jewish “trial” 
and the Roman “trial.” After His arrest, Jesus was taken 
to the home of Annas and there interrogated infor- 
mally (John 18:12-14, 19-23). Annas hoped to get 
information that would implicate Jesus as an enemy of 
the state. He wanted to prove that both His doctrine 
and His disciples were anti-Roman, for then He would 
be worthy of death. 

Stage two of the Jewish trial took place before 
Caiaphas and whatever members of the Sanhedrin the 
high priest could assemble at that hour of the night 
(Matt. 26:57-68; Mark 14:53-65). When Jesus con- 
fessed clearly that He was the Christ, the council found 
Him guilty of blasphemy and therefore, according to 
their law, worthy of death. However, it was necessary 
for the council to meet early the next morning and give 
their verdict, since it was not considered legal to try 
capital cases at night. So, stage three of the Jewish trial 
took place as early as possible, and the leaders con- 
demned Jesus to death (Matt. 27:1; Luke 22:66-71). 

The three stages of the Roman trial were the first 
appearance before Pilate (John 18:28-38), the appear- 
ance before Herod (Luke 23:6-12), and the second 
appearance before Pilate (John 18:39—19:16; and see 
Matt. 27:15-26; Mark 15:6-15; Luke 23:13-25). As 
you can see, the apostle John records only the interro- 
gations by Annas and Pilate, and mentions Caiaphas 
only in passing. He focuses primarily on the Roman 
trial. By the time he wrote this gospel, the Jewish 
nation had been scattered by Rome, Jerusalem had 
been destroyed, and Roman power was all that really 
mattered. 

Pontius Pilate was in office from AD 26-36 and 
was not greatly liked by the Jews. He could be ruthless 
when he wanted to be (see Luke 13:1-2), but he also 
understood the Jewish power structures and knew how 
to use them. His handling of the trial of Jesus reveals an 
indecisive man, a weak man, a compromising man. 
Rome’s motto was, “Let justice be done though the 
heavens fall!” Pilate was not concerned about justice; 
his only concern was to protect himself, his job, and 
Rome. Alas, he failed in all three! 

As you read John’s account, you see Pilate seeking to 
find some “loophole” that would please both sides. He 
was afraid of the crowd, but then he grew more and 
more afraid of the prisoner! At least three times he 
announced that Jesus was not guilty of any crime (Luke 
23:14; John 19:4; Luke 23:22; John 19:6). Yet he 
refused to release Him! 

The Roman “trial,” conducted by Pilate, revolved 
around four key questions. 


“What Is the Accusation?” (18:28-32) 

As soon as the Sanhedrin had voted to condemn Jesus, 
the officers took Him to the palace where Pilate was 
living during the Passover season. It was customary for 
the Roman governor to be in Jerusalem during Passover 
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in case there were any outbursts of Jewish nationalism. 
The religious leaders did not hesitate to condemn an 
innocent man, but they were careful not to be defiled 
by walking on Gentile ground! It would be tragic to be 
ceremonially defiled during the seven days of Passover! 

It was logical for Pilate to ask for the official accu- 
sation. Instead of stating the charges clearly, the Jewish 
leaders “beat around the bush” and probably made the 
astute politician suspicious. Luke 23:2 lists three “offi- 
cial charges”: (1) He led the nation astray; (2) He 
opposed paying tribute to Caesar; and (3) He claimed 
to be the Jewish Messiah and King. 

Pilate was not anxious to get involved in a Jewish 
court case, especially at Passover, so he tried to evade 
the issue. After all, if the prisoner was creating prob- 
lems for the Jews, let the Jews try Him under their own 
law. Rome had permitted the Jews to retain a certain 
amount of jurisdiction, especially in matters relating to 
their religious laws and customs. (See Acts 18:12-16 
for another example.) 

But had the Jews alone judged Jesus and found Him 
guilty, He would have been killed by stoning, and God 
had determined that the Son would be crucified (see 
John 3:14; 8:28; 12:32-33). Jesus was to bear the curse 
of the law and become a curse for us, and in order to 
do this, He had to hang on a tree (Deut. 21:22-23; 
Gal. 3:13). The fact that the Romans allowed the Jews 
to stone Stephen to death indicates that Rome was 
lenient with the Sanhedrin on some capital cases (Acts 
7:57-60). 

When you seriously consider the three accusations 
against Jesus, you quickly see that they were completely 
unsupportable. For one thing, He had not “subverted” 
the nation, either politically or religiously. Of course, 
He had publicly denounced the Pharisees and their 
hypocritical religious system, but He was not the first 
one—or the only one—to do that. Jesus had blessed 
the nation and brought them new hope. The fact that 
some of the militant Jews saw in Him a potential king 
(John 6:15) was not our Lord’s fault, and He fled from 
all such political demonstrations. 

As for opposing paying tribute to Caesar, He taught 
just the opposite! “Render therefore unto Caesar the 
things which are Caesar’s,” He said, “and unto God the 
things that are God’s” (Matt. 22:21). 

He did claim to be King but not in a political sense. 
Even His own disciples did not fully understand these 
truths until after His resurrection (Acts 1:1—8). It is no 
wonder the common people sometimes misunderstood 
Him (Luke 19:11). Of course, the Jewish religious 
leaders were groping for any piece of evidence they 
could find on which they could build a case, and they 
were even willing to secure false witnesses! 


“Are You the King of the Jews?” (18:33-38) 

The question asking Jesus if He was King of the Jews 
is recorded by each of the gospel writers. As Roman 
governor, Pilate would certainly be interested in the 
claims of any king. Messianic expectations always 
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ran high at Passover season, and it would be easy for 
a Jewish pretender to incite the people into a riot or 
a rebellion against Rome. Pilate no doubt felt him- 
self on safe ground when he asked about Christ’s 
kingship. 

However, he was not prepared for His answer. “It is 
as you say” (Matt. 27:11 Nass). But then Jesus added a 
question of His own: “Are you saying this on your own 
initiative, or did others tell you about Me?” (John 
18:34 nass). What was our Lord really asking? “What 
kind of a king do you have in mind? A Roman king or 
a Jewish king? A political king or a spiritual king?” 
Jesus was not evading the issue; He was forcing Pilate 
to clarify the matter for his own sake. After all, it was 
not Jesus who was on trial; it was Pilate! 

If Pilate had a Roman king in mind, then Jesus 
could be considered a rebel. If the governor was think- 
ing about a Jewish kind of king, then political matters 
could be set aside. It is interesting that Pilate called 
Jesus “king” at least four times during the trial, and 
even used that title for the placard he hung on the cross 
(John 18:39; 19:3, 14-15, 19). 

Pilates reply to Jesus showed what the Romans 
thought of the Jews: “Am I a Jew?” No doubt there was 
an obvious note of disdain and sarcasm in his voice. 
Jesus was not a prisoner because Pilate had arrested 
him, but because His own nation’s leaders had arrested 
Him! Where there is smoke there must be fire, so Pilate 
asked, “What have You done?” 

Graciously, Jesus consented to explain Himself 
and His kingdom. Yes, He admitted that He is a 
king, but His kingdom (reign) does not come from 
the authority of the world. The Jews were under 
Roman authority, and Pilate was under the authority 
of the emperor, but Jesus derived His authority from 
God. His kingdom is spiritual, in the hearts of His 
followers, and He does not depend on worldly or 
fleshly means to advance His cause. If His kingdom 
were from the world, by now His followers would 
have assembled an army and fought to release Him. 

Jesus did not say that He had no kingdom in this 
world, or that He would never rule on earth. He does 
have a kingdom in this world, wherever there are peo- 
ple who have trusted Him and yielded to His 
sovereignty. One day He shall return and establish a 
righteous kingdom on earth (Dan. 7:13-28). Pilate’s 
concern was the source of this kingdom: where did 
Jesus derive His authority? 

In John 18:37, Jesus explained who He is and what 
kind of kingdom belonged to Him. Pilate probably did 
not grasp the significance of these profound words, but 
we today can discern some of the meaning Jesus had in 
mind. He was “born,” which indicates His humanity, 
but He also “came into the world,” which indicates His 
deity. The fact that Jesus came “into the world” means 
that He had existed before His birth at Bethlehem, and 
this is an important and repeated truth in John’s gospel 
(John 1:9-10; 3:17, 19; 9:39; 10:36; 12:46; 16:28; 
17:18). 


But Jesus not only told Pilate of His origin; He also 
explained His ministry: to bear witness unto the truth. 
His was a spiritual kingdom of truth, and He won peo- 
ple to His cause, not through force, but through 
conviction and persuasion. He spoke the truth of God’s 
Word, and all who were His people would respond to 
His call (see John 8:47; 10:27). Rome’s weapon was the 
sword; but our Lord’s weapon was the truth of God, 
the sword of the Spirit (Eph. 6:17). 

We do not know with what attitude Pilate asked his 
now-famous question, “What is truth?” In his classic 
essay “Of Truth,” Francis Bacon wrote, “What is 
Truth?’ said jesting Pilate; and would not stay for an 
answer.” But we are not certain that Pilate was jesting. 
Perhaps he was sincere. For centuries, Roman and 
Greek philosophers had discussed and debated this 
very question and had come to no settled conclusions. 
Whether Pilate was sneering or sighing as he asked the 
question, we do not know, so it would be unwise to 
pass judgment. 

At least he had the courage to face the crowd and 
declare his verdict: “I find in Him no fault at all.” But 
he did not get the response he desired, for the chief 
priests and elders only began to accuse Jesus all the 
more (see Matt. 27:12—14)! Jesus was silent before His 
accusers (1 Peter 2:21—23), and this silence amazed 
Pilate. Could this King not even defend Himself? If He 
did not speak, how could anyone secure any evidence? 
Pilate faced a dilemma. 

But the chief priests and elders solved his problem 
when they shouted that Jesus had stirred up the peo- 
ple even in Galilee (Luke 23:5). Galilee! That was 
Herod’s responsibility, so why not send the prisoner to 
Herod, who was also in Jerusalem for the feast? 
Between John 18:38 and 39 you have the events 
recorded in Luke 23:6-12. Pilates maneuver did not 
solve his problem, because Herod sent Jesus back! All 
that it accomplished was the healing of the breach 
between these two rulers. Pilate still had to deal with 
Jesus and the Jews. 


“Shall | Release the King of the Jews?” (18:39— 
19:7) 

The fact that Herod had found nothing worthy of 
death in Jesus encouraged Pilate to confront the Jewish 
leaders and seek to release the prisoner. He summoned 
the chief priests and rulers and told them that he found 
no guilt in Jesus, that Herod had found no guilt in 
Jesus, and that the next step would be to punish Jesus 
and release Him. The Jews had already made it clear 
that they wanted Jesus to die (John 18:31), but Pilate 
was feebly trying to do the noble thing. 

Hoping to strengthen this suggestion, Pilate offered 
to bargain with the Jewish leaders. It was a custom at 
Passover for the governor to release a prisoner and 
please the Jews; so, why not release Jesus? Or, he could 
release Barabbas, but why would the Jews want 
Barabbas set free? After all, he was a robber (John 
18:40), a notorious prisoner (Matt. 27:16), an insur- 
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rectionist, and a murderer (Luke 23:19). Who would 
want that kind of a prisoner turned loose? 

Incredible as it seems, the crowd asked for 
Barabbas! The people were persuaded by the chief 
priests and elders (Matt. 27:20), whose religious con- 
victions did not motivate them toward justice and 
equity. National feelings always increased during 
Passover, and a vote for Barabbas was a vote against 
Rome. Even though Jesus had been a popular figure 
among the people, many of them no doubt were disap- 
pointed that He had not led a popular uprising to 
overthrow Rome. Perhaps they had even hoped that 
His “triumphal entry” a few days before would be the 
start of Jewish liberation. 

There is no explaining how a mob chooses its 
heroes. No doubt many of the Jews admired Barabbas 
for his cunning and courage, and they rejoiced that he 
was fighting Rome. Had they honestly compared and 
contrasted the two “candidates,” the people would have 
had to vote for Jesus Christ. But when a mob is manip- 
ulated by crafty leaders, in an atmosphere of patriotic 
fervor, it loses itself and starts to think with its feelings 
instead of its brains. Their condemning vote said noth- 
ing about the Son of God, but it said a great deal about 
them. 

Never at a loss for an idea, Pilate tried a new 
approach—sympathy. The crowd had cried “Crucify 
him!” (Mark 15:14), but perhaps they would be pla- 
cated if Jesus were scourged. What man could behold a 
scourged prisoner and still want the victim crucified? 
The scourge was a leather whip, knotted and weighted 
with pieces of metal or bone, and many a prisoner 
never survived the whipping. It pains us to think that 
the sinless Son of God was subjected to such cruelty. 
He was innocent, yet He was treated as though He 
were guilty, and He did it for us. He was slapped in the 
face before Annas (John 18:22), and spat on and 
beaten before Caiaphas and the council (Matt. 26:67). 
Pilate scourged Him and the soldiers smote Him (John 
19:1-3), and before they led Him to Calvary, the sol- 
diers mocked Him and beat Him with a rod (Mark 
15:19). How much He suffered for us! 

Pilate had called Him “King of the Jews” (John 
18:39), so the soldiers decided that the “king” should 
have a crown and a robe. The Jews had mocked His 
claim to being a prophet (Matt. 26:67-68), and now 
the Gentiles mocked His claim to being a king. The 
verb tenses in the Greek text in John 19:3 indicate that 
the soldiers repeatedly came to Him, mocked Him, and 
beat Him with their hands. The forces of hell were hav- 
ing a heyday in Pilate’s hall. 

Sin had brought thorns and thistles into the world 
(Gen. 3:17-19), so it was only fitting that the Creator 
wear a crown of thorns as He bore the sins of the world 
on the cross. The very metal He had created and placed 
in the ground was used to make nails to pound through 
His hands and feet. 

For the third time, Pilate went out to face the peo- 


ple John 18:29, 38; 19:4), this time bringing Jesus 
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with him. Surely the sight of this scourged and humil- 
iated prisoner would arouse some pity in their hearts, 
but it did not. For the second time, Pilate declared 
that he found no fault in Jesus, but his words only 
aroused their hateful passions more. “Behold the 
man!” carries the idea, “Look at this poor fellow! 
Hasn't He suffered enough? Take pity on Him and let 
me release Him.” It was a noble effort on Pilate’s part, 
but it failed. 

The failure of Pilate’s plan teaches us an important 
lesson: it takes more than human sentiment to bring 
the lost sinner to salvation. There is a view of the 
Atonement called “the moral influence theory” that 
would fit right into the governor’s approach. It states 
that the realization of our Lord’s sufferings moves the 
heart of the sinner so that he turns from sin and begins 
to love God. It is purely subjective and has no bearing 
on the holiness of God or the importance of satisfying 
divine justice. 

If any crowd should have been moved by pity, it was 
the Jewish crowd that waited on Pilate. What nation 
has suffered more than the Jews? Here was one of their 
own, a Jewish prophet, suffering unjustly at the hands 
of the Romans, and the Jews did not repent or even 
show any touch of pity! If sinners who actually saw 
Christ in His suffering did not repent, what hope is 
there for people twenty centuries later who only read 
about His agonies? 

The cross involves much more than an exhibition 
of innocent suffering. On that cross, the Son of God 
paid the price for the sins of the world and thereby 
declared the love of God and defended the holiness and 
justice of God. We are not saved by feeling pity for 
Jesus. We are saved by repenting of our sins and trust- 
ing Jesus, the sinless substitute. “If Christ was not 
actually doing something by His death,” wrote Dr. 
Leon Morris, “then we are confronted with a piece of 
showmanship, nothing more.” 

This does not mean that it is wrong for the believer 
to contemplate the cross and meditate on Christ’s suffer- 
ings. The familiar hymn “When I Survey the Wond’rous 
Cross” helps us realize afresh the price that Jesus paid for 
us, but we must not confuse sentimentality with true 
spiritual emotion. It is one thing to shed tears during a 
church service and quite something else to sacrifice, suf- 
fer, and serve after the meeting has ended. We do not 
simply contemplate the cross; we carry it. 

For the third time, Pilate announced, “I find no 
fault in Him!” The crowd might well have shouted, 
“Then why did you have Him scourged?” Pilate’s 
actions belied his words. He was a weak-willed man 
who, like many politicians, hoped to find a happy 
compromise that would please everybody. The Chinese 
teacher Confucius defined “cowardice” as “to know 
what is right and not do it.” 

The religious leaders were not at a loss for a power- 
ful reply: “We have a law, and by our law he ought to 
die, because he made himself the Son of God” (John 
19:7). This statement is not found in the other Gospels 
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(but see Matt. 26:63-64); however, it fits right into 
John’s purpose in writing his gospel (John 20:31). 


“Where Are You From?” (19:8-16) 

The Romans and Greeks had numerous myths about 
the gods coming to earth as men (note Acts 14:8-13), 
so it is likely that Pilate responded to the phrase “Son 
of God” with these stories in mind. Already the gover- 
nor had been impressed by the words and demeanor of 
our Lord; he had never met a prisoner like Him 
before. Was He indeed a god come to earth? Did He 
have supernatural powers? No wonder Pilate was start- 
ing to be afraid! Also, Pilate’s wife had sent him a 
strange message that he should have nothing to do 
with Jesus (Matt. 27:19). Jesus had even come into her 
dreams! 

Why did Jesus not answer Pilate’s question? Because 
He had already answered it (John 18:36-37). It is a 
basic spiritual principle that God does not reveal new 
truth to us if we fail to act on the truth we already 
know. Furthermore, Pilate had already made it clear 
that he was not personally interested in spiritual truth. 
All he was concerned about was maintaining peace in 
Jerusalem as he tried to expedite the trial of Jesus of 
Nazareth. Pilate did not deserve an answer! 

Fear and anger often go together. When we are 
afraid we are weak, we go to the other extreme and try 
to appear strong. This is what Pilate did as he reminded 
Jesus of his Roman authority. But his statement did not 
demonstrate his power; it demonstrated his weakness. 
For if he had the authority to release Jesus, why did he 
not do it? He condemned himself with his own boast- 
ful words. 

Of course, our Lord’s silence before both Herod 
and Pilate was a fulfillment of Isaiah 53:7. Peter later 
used this as an example for suffering Christians to fol- 
low (1 Peter 2:18—23). 

John 19:11 records our Lord’s last words to Pilate, 
words that reveal His faith in the Father and His sur- 
render to His will (see 1 Peter 2:23; 4:19). All authority 
comes from God (Rom. 13:1ff.). Jesus was able to sur- 
render to Rome and the Jews because He was first of all 
yielded to God. Pilate was boasting about his authority 
(John 19:10), but Jesus reminded him that his so-called 
authority was only delegated to him from God. One 
day God would call him to account for the way he had 
used his privileges and responsibilities. 

To whom was Jesus referring when He said “he that 
delivered me up unto thee”? Certainly not God, 
because God does not and cannot sin. Jesus was refer- 
ring to Caiaphas, the corrupt high priest who had long 
before determined that Jesus must die (John 
11:47-54). Caiaphas knew the Scriptures and had 
been given every opportunity to examine the evidence. 
He had willfully closed his eyes and hardened his heart. 
He had seen to it that Jesus was not given a fair trial. It 
was his associates who were inciting the mob to cry, 
“Let Him be crucified!” Pilate was a spiritually blind 
pagan, but Caiaphas was a Jew who had a knowledge 


of Scripture. Therefore, it was Caiaphas, not Pilate, 
who had the greater sin. 

What a dilemma Pilate was in! How would he go 
about investigating the claim that Jesus was “the Son of 
God”? And there was no evidence that He was a trou- 
blemaker or a seditionist. In a final burst of courage, 
Pilate tried to release Jesus. John does not tell us what 
steps Pilate took (the Greek text says “he kept seeking 
to release Him”), but they all failed. In fact, the crowd 
started to accuse Pilate of being a traitor to Caesar! This 
was too much for the governor, so he gave his official 
verdict and delivered Jesus to be crucified. Matthew 
tells us that Pilate washed his hands before the crowd 
(Matt. 27:24), but this did not cleanse his heart. Alas, 
it was Pilate who was on trial, not Jesus! 

It is likely that John used Roman time, so that “the 
sixth hour” would have been 6 a.m. Mark tells us that 
Jesus was crucified “the third hour,” which, in Jewish 
reckoning, would have been 9 a.m. Since John wrote 
‘about the sixth hour,” we need not try to figure out 
why it took three hours to get Jesus from Pilate’s hall to 
Calvary. 

The “preparation” refers to the preparation for the 
Sabbath (see John 19:31), which would begin at sun- 
down that day (Friday). Being the Passover Sabbath, it 
was an especially holy day. The religious leaders were 
more concerned about their traditions than they were 
knowing the truth and obeying the will of God. On a 
high and holy day, they crucified their own Messiah, 
Jesus the Son of God! 

The crowd had the last word: “We have no king but 
Caesar!” “We will not have this man to reign over us” 
(Luke 19:14). Well-meaning preachers have often said 
that the crowd that on Palm Sunday shouted 
“Hosanna!” turned right around and shouted “Crucify 
Him!” on Good Friday. However, it was two different 
crowds. The Palm Sunday crowd came primarily from 
Galilee, where Jesus was very popular. The crowd at 
Pilate’s hall was from Judea and Jerusalem, where the 
religious leaders were very much in control. If the 
Galilean disciples had had their way, they would have 
revolted and delivered Jesus! 

From the human standpoint, the trial of Jesus was 
the greatest crime and tragedy in history. From the 
divine viewpoint, it was the fulfillment of prophecy 
and the accomplishment of the will of God. The fact 
that God had planned all of this did not absolve the 
participants of their responsibility. In fact, at Pentecost, 
Peter put both ideas together in one statement (Acts 
2:23). 

When Israel asked to have a king, and God gave 
them Saul, the nation rejected God the Father (1 Sam. 
8:5-7). When they asked for Barabbas, they rejected 
God the Son. Today, they are rejecting the pleading of 
God the Holy Spirit (Acts 7:51; Rom. 10:21). Yet there 
will come a day when they shall see their King, believe, 
and be saved (Zech. 12:10-11; Matt. 24:30; Rev. 1:7). 

Both the nation and the governor were on trial, and 
both failed miserably. 
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May we not fail! 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
John 19:17-42 


“EVEN THE DEATH OF THE CROSS” 


he Apostle’s Creed states it without embellish- 
T ment: “He was crucified, dead, and buried.” These 

three events are described in John 19:17-42, 
momentous events that we should understand not only 
from the historical point of view but also from the doc- 
trinal. What happened is important; why it happened is 
also important, if you hope to go to heaven. 


Crucified (19:17-27) 

Pilate delivered Jesus to the chief priests, and they, with 
the help of the Roman soldiers, took Jesus to be cruci- 
fied. “It was the most cruel and shameful of all 
punishments,” said the Roman statesman-philosopher 
Cicero. “Let it never come near the body of a Roman 
citizen; nay, not even near his thoughts or eyes or ears.” 

Crucifixion probably had its origin among the 
Persians and Phoenicians, but it was the Romans who 
made special use of it. No Roman citizen could be cru- 
cified, though there were exceptions. This mode of 
capital punishment was reserved for the lowest kind of 
criminals, particularly those who promoted insurrec- 
tion. Today, we think of the cross as a symbol of glory 
and victory, but in Pilate’s day, the cross stood for the 
basest kind of rejection, shame, and suffering. It was 
Jesus who made the difference. 

It was customary for the criminal to carry his cross, 
or at least the crossbeam, from the hall of judgment to 
the place of execution. Jesus began the mile-long walk 
carrying His cross, but He was relieved by Simon of 
Cyrene, whom the Roman soldiers “drafted” to do the 
job. We do not know why Jesus was relieved of this 
burden; the Scriptures are silent. Was He too weak 
from the scourgings to carry the load? Was His weak- 
ness holding back the procession at a time when the 
Jews were anxious to get it over with so they could cel- 
ebrate their Passover Sabbath? One thing is sure: the 
bearing of the cross was a mark of guilt, and Jesus was 
not guilty (see Mark 15:20-21; Rom. 16:13). 

It was also required that the criminal wear a placard 
announcing his crime. The only announcement 
recorded in the Gospels is the one that Pilate wrote: 
“This is Jesus of Nazareth the King of the Jews.” The 
chief priests protested the title, but Pilate refused to 
change it. It was his final thrust against the Jewish reli- 
gious establishment. He knew that the priests and 
elders envied Jesus and wanted to destroy Him (Matt. 
27:18). A shrewd politician like Pilate well understood 
the workings of the Jewish religious establishment. He 
knew that his placard would insult and embarrass 
them, and that is exactly what he wanted. 

The fact that this title was written in Hebrew 
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(Aramaic), Greek, and Latin is significant. For one 
thing, it shows that our Lord was crucified in a place 
where many peoples and nations met, a cosmopolitan 
place. Hebrew is the language of religion, Greek of phi- 
losophy, and Latin of law, and all three combined to 
crucify the Son of God. But what He did on the cross, 
He did for the whole world! In this gospel, John 
emphasizes the worldwide dimensions of the work of 
Christ. Without realizing it, Pilate wrote a “gospel 
tract” when he prepared this title, for one of the thieves 
discovered that Jesus was King, and he asked entrance 
into His kingdom. 

Jesus was crucified outside the city (Heb. 
13:11-13) between two other victims, possibly associ- 
ates of Barabbas. We do not know where our Savior’s 
cross stood. There have been so many changes in the 
topography of Jerusalem since AD 70, when Titus and 
the Romans destroyed it, that it is impossible to deter- 
mine accurately either our Lord’s route to the cross or 
where the cross stood. Pilgrims to the Holy Land today 
are shown both the Church of the Holy Sepulcher and 
“Gordon's Calvary” near the garden tomb. 

The Hebrew word Golgotha means “cranium, 
skull”; Calvary is the Latin equivalent. We are not told 
why it had this peculiar name. Certainly Jewish people 
would not permit unclean skulls to be left at a place of 
public execution! For that matter, the bodies (with 
heads intact) were usually disposed of by burial (if the 
victims had friends) or by throwing them on the pub- 
lic garbage dump. “Gordon’s Calvary” does resemble a 
skull, but did the terrain look like that two thousand 
years ago? 

That Jesus was crucified with two notorious thieves 
only added to the shame. But it also fulfilled Isaiah 
53:12: “He was numbered with the transgressors.” He 
was treated like a common criminal! 

Modern executions are usually carried out in almost 
clinical privacy, but Jesus was nailed to a cross and 
hung up for everyone to see. It was Passover season and 
there were thousands of visitors in the city. The place of 
execution was outside the city where many people 
would pass. Jesus was a well-known figure, so His arrest 
and condemnation would be topics for discussion. It 
was natural for people to gather and watch the grim 
scene. 

Of course, the soldiers had to be there; that was 
their job. At most Roman executions, a centurion 
would be assigned with four soldiers to assist him. 
Since Jesus was a popular teacher with many followers, 
Pilate may have assigned more guards to Golgotha. It 
was the privilege of the soldiers to share whatever per- 
sonal belongings the victims had, so they divided up all 
that Jesus owned—His personal clothing. He would 
have had a turban, a pair of sandals, an undergarment 
(the seamless robe), an outer garment, and a girdle. 
The four men each took a piece of clothing, and then 
they gambled for the seamless robe. This fulfilled Psalm 
22:18. 

John does not record it, but the other gospel writ- 
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ers tell us that some of the people passing by reviled 
Jesus, no doubt at the instigation of the chief priests 
and scribes (Mark 15:29-32). When you read Psalm 
22, you see how David used the image of animals to 
describe the people who persecuted our Lord: bulls (Ps. 
22:12), lions (Ps. 22:13, 21), and dogs (Ps. 22:16, 20). 
When men reject their Lord, they become like animals. 

A group of women, along with the apostle John, 
stood near the cross. (Later, they would move farther 
away and join other friends of Jesus [Matt. 27:55—56; 
Mark 15:40-41].) John specifies four women: Mary, 
the mother of Jesus; His mother’s sister, Salome, the 
mother of James and John; Mary, the wife of Clopas 
(Cleophas); and Mary Magdalene. It took courage to 
stand there in the midst of such hatred and ridicule, 
but their being there must have encouraged our Lord. 

The first time we meet Mary in the gospel of John, 
she is attending a wedding (John 2:1-11); now she is 
preparing for a burial. The hour had come! She was 
experiencing “the sword” that had been predicted years 
before (Luke 2:35). Her silence is significant, for if any- 
one could have rescued Jesus, it was His mother. All she 
had to do was announce that His claims were false— 
but she said nothing! What a testimony to the deity of 
Christ. 

Jesus assured her of His love, and He gave His 
choicest disciple, who rested on His bosom, to be her 
adopted son and to care for her. Whether that moment 
John took Mary away from the scene and took her 
home, we do not know. We do know that he cared for 
her and that she was among the believers in the Upper 
Room as they awaited Pentecost (Acts 1:14). Even 
while He was performing the great work of redemp- 
tion, Jesus was faithful to His responsibilities as a son. 
What an honor it was for John to take his Lord’s place 
in Mary’s life! 

Do not confuse Mary Magdalene with the “sinful 
woman” described in Luke 7:36ff. Jesus had delivered 
Mary Magdalene from demons (Mark 16:9; Luke 8:2), 
and she used her resources to assist Jesus in His min- 
istry. Salome had asked Jesus for thrones for her two 
sons (Matt. 20:20-29), and He had denied her request. 
You wonder what she was thinking about as she stood 
there and beheld Jesus dying on the cross. The scene 
must have rebuked her selfishness. 


Dead (19:28-30) 

Our Lord knew what was going on; He was fully in 
control as He obeyed the Father’s will. He had refused 
to drink the pain-deadening wine that was always 
offered to those about to be crucified (Matt. 27:34). In 
order to fulfill the Scriptures (Ps. 69:21), He said, “I 
thirst.” He was enduring real physical suffering, for He 
had a real human body. He had just emerged from three 
hours of darkness when He felt the wrath of God and 
separation from God (Matt. 27:45-49). When you 
combine darkness, thirst, and isolation, you have—hell! 
There were physical reasons for His thirst (Ps. 22:15), 
but there were also spiritual reasons (Ps. 42:1-2). 


One of the soldiers took pity on Jesus and mois- 
tened His lips with the cheap vinegar wine the soldiers 
drank. We must not imagine Jesus hanging many feet 
up in the air, almost inaccessible. His feet were perhaps 
three or four feet from the ground, so it would be easy 
for the man to put a sponge at the end of a reed and 
give Jesus a drink. You and I today can “give Jesus a 
drink” by sharing what we have with those in need 
(Matt. 25:34—40). 

Psalm 69 has strong messianic overtones. Note 
Psalm 69:3: “My throat is dried.” Psalm 69:4 is referred 
to by Jesus in John 15:25, and Psalm 69:8 should be 
connected with John 7:3-5. Psalm 69:9 is quoted in 
John 2:17, and Psalm 69:21 is referred to in John 
19:28-29. Note the emphasis on “reproach” (Ps. 
69:7-10, 19-20) and the image of the “deep waters” 
(Ps. 69:14-15; and see Luke 12:50). 

Our Lord made seven statements while He was on 
the cross; they are known as “the seven words from the 
cross.” First, He thought of others: those who cruci- 
fied Him (Luke 23:34), the believing thief (Luke 
23:39-43), and His mother (John 19:25-27). The 
central word had to do with His relationship to the 
Father (Matt. 27:45—49), and the last three statements 
focused on Himself: His body (John 19:28-29), His 
soul (John 19:30; and see Isa. 53:10), and His spirit 
(Luke 23:46). 

The drink of vinegar did not fully quench His 
thirst, but it did enable Him to utter that shout of tri- 
umph, in a loud voice, “It is finished!” In the Greek 
text, it is tetelestai, and it means, “It is finished, it stands 
finished, and it always will be finished!” While it is true 
that our Lord’s sufferings were now finished, there is 
much more included in this dramatic word. Many of 
the Old Testament types and prophecies were now ful- 
filled, and the once-for-all sacrifice for sin had now 
been completed. 

The word ¢etelestai is unfamiliar to us, but it was 
used by various people in everyday life in those days. A 
servant would use it when reporting to his or her mas- 
ter, “I have completed the work assigned to me” (see 
John 17:4). When a priest examined an animal sacrifice 
and found it faultless, this word would apply. Jesus, of 
course, is the perfect Lamb of God, without spot or 
blemish. When an artist completed a picture, or a 
writer a manuscript, he or she might say, “It is fin- 
ished!” The death of Jesus on the cross “completes the 
picture” that God had been painting, the story that He 
had been writing, for centuries. Because of the cross, 
we understand the ceremonies and prophecies in the 
Old Testament. 

Perhaps the most meaningful sense of tetelestai was 
that used by the merchants: “The debt is paid in full!” 
When He gave Himself on the cross, Jesus fully met the 
righteous demands of a holy law; He paid our debt in 
full. None of the Old Testament sacrifices could take 
away sins; their blood only covered sin. But the Lamb 
of God shed His blood, and that blood can take away 
the sins of the world (John 1:29; Heb. 9:24-28). 
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There was once a rather eccentric evangelist named 
Alexander Wooten, who was approached by a flippant 
young man who asked, “What must I do to be saved?” 

“It’s too late!” Wooten replied, and went about his 
work. 

The young man became alarmed. “Do you mean 
that it’s too late for me to be saved?” he asked. “Is there 
nothing I can do?” 

“Too late!” said Wooten. “Its already been done! The 
only thing you can do is believe.” 

The death of Jesus Christ is a major theme in the 
gospel of John. It was announced by John the Baptist 
even before Jesus had officially begun His ministry 
(John 1:29, 35-36). Our Lord’s first mention is in 
John 3:14, where the image is certainly that of crucifix- 
ion (and see John 8:28; 12:32). Jesus often spoke of 
“taking up the cross” (Matt. 10:38; 16:24). After Peter's 
confession of faith, Jesus clearly announced that He 
would be killed (Matt. 16:21), and later He told the 
disciples that He would be crucified (Matt. 20:17-19). 

In John’s gospel, you find a number of pictures of 
our Lord’s death: the slaying of the lamb (John 1:29); 
the destroying of the temple (John 2:19); the lifting up 
of the serpent (John 3:14); the shepherd laying down 
his life for the sheep (John 10:11-18); and the plant- 
ing of the seed in the ground (John 12:20-25). These 
pictures make it clear that Jesus’ death was not an acci- 
dent; it was a divine appointment. He was not 
murdered in the strictest sense: He willingly gave His 
life for us. His death was an atonement, not just an 
example. He actually accomplished the work of 
redemption on the cross. 

Some unbelievers have invented the idea that Jesus 
did not really die, that He only “swooned” on the cross 
and was then revived in the “cool tomb.” But there are 
too many witnesses that Jesus Christ actually died: the 
centurion (Mark 15:44-45); all the gospel writers; the 
angels (Matt. 28:5, 7); the Jews (Acts 5:28); Christ 
Himself (Luke 24:46; Rev. 1:18); and even the wor- 
shipping hosts in heaven (Rev. 5:9, 12). Of course, 
Paul, Peter, and John mention the death of Christ in 
their letters. 

His death was voluntary: He willingly dismissed 
His spirit John 19:30; and note 10:17-18). He “gave 
himself” (Gal. 2:20). He offered Himself as a ransom 
(Mark 10:45), as a sacrifice to God (Eph. 5:2), and as 
a propitiation for sin (1 John 2:2). In Luke 9:31, His 
death is called a “decease,” which in the Greek is “exo- 
dus,” suggesting the Passover lamb and the deliverance 
from bondage. It will take eternity to reveal all that 
happened when Jesus Christ died on the cross. 


Buried (19:31-42) 

Two groups of people were involved in our Lord’s bur- 
ial: the Roman soldiers (John 19:31-37) and the 
Jewish believers (John 19:38—42). It was not unusual 
for victims to remain on the cross in a lingering death, 
so the Jewish religious leaders did all they could to has- 
ten the death of Jesus and the two thieves. However, 
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our Lord was in control, and He dismissed His spirit at 
“the ninth hour,” which was 3 p.m. (see Matt. 
27:45-50). The last three “words from the cross” were 
spoken within a short period of time just before He 
laid down His life. 

It is remarkable that the Roman soldiers did not do 
what they were commanded to do—break the victims’ 
legs—but they did do what they were not supposed to 
do—pierce the Savior’s side! In both matters, they ful- 
filled the very Word of God! The bones of the Passover 
lamb were not to be broken (Ex. 12:46; Num. 9:12; 
and note Ps. 34:20), so our Lord’s bones were protected 
by the Lord. His side was to be pierced (Zech. 12:10; 
Rey. 1:7), so that was done by one of the soldiers. 

John saw a special significance to the blood and 
water that came from the wound in the side. For one 
thing, it proved that Jesus had a real body (see 1 John 
1:1-4) and experienced a real death. By the time John 
wrote this book, there were false teachers in the 
church claiming that Jesus did not have a truly 
human body. There may also be a symbolic meaning: 
the blood speaks of our justification, the water of our 
sanctification and cleansing. The blood takes care of 
the guilt of sin; the water deals with the stain of sin. 
Some students connect John 19:34 with 1 John 5:6, 
but perhaps the connection is weak. In 1 John 5, John 
deals with evidence that Jesus Christ is God come in 
the flesh, and he presents three witnesses: the Spirit, 
the water, and the blood (1 John 5:6, 8). The Spirit 
relates to Pentecost, the water to His baptism, and the 
blood to His crucifixion. In each of these events, God 
made it clear that Jesus Christ is what He claimed to 
be, God come in the flesh. In fact, in John 19:35, the 
apostle makes it clear that the water and blood should 
encourage his readers to believe that Jesus is the 
Christ (see John 20:31). 

When the soldiers were through with their grue- 
some work, our Lord’s friends took over, and from that 
point on, as far as the record is concerned, no unbeliev- 
ers touched the body of Jesus. God had prepared two 
high-ranking men to prepare His body for burial and 
to place it in a proper tomb. Had Joseph and 
Nicodemus not been there, it is likely that the body of 
Jesus would have been “carried off to some obscure and 
accursed ditch,” as James Stalker states in his classic 
The Trial and Death of Jesus Christ. If the friends of any 
victims appeared, the Romans were only too happy to 
give them the bodies and get them off their hands. 

When you assemble the data available about Joseph 
of Arimathea, you learn that he was rich (Matt. 27:57), 
a prominent member of the Jewish council (Mark 
15:43), a good and righteous man who had not con- 
sented to what the council did (Luke 23:50-51), a 
member of that “believing minority” of Jews who were 
praying for Messiah to come (Mark 15:43; and note 
Luke 2:25-38), and a disciple of Jesus Christ (John 
19:38). It was he who asked for the body of Jesus and, 
with his friend Nicodemus, gave the Savior a decent 
burial. 
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But there are some mysteries about Joseph that per- 
plex us and invite closer investigation. Why did he have 
a tomb so near to a place of execution? Most pious Jews 
wanted to be buried in the Holy City, but a rich man 
like Joseph could certainly afford a better site for his 
final resting place. Imagine his relatives coming to pay 
their respects and having to listen to the curses and 
cries of criminals on crosses not far away! (Note John 
19:41.) 

Matthew, Luke, and John all tell us that the tomb 
was new and had never been used. It was “his [Joseph’s] 
own new tomb” (Matt. 27:60); he had hewn it out for 
himself. Or did he hew it out for Jesus? 

John informs us that Joseph was a “secret disciple 
for fear of the Jews.” The Greek word translated 
“secretly” is a perfect passive participle and could be 
translated “having been secreted.” In Matthew 13:35, 
this same verb form is translated “have been kept 
secret.” In other words, Joseph was God’s “secret agent” 
in the Sanhedrin! From the human standpoint, Joseph 
kept “under cover” because he feared the Jews (John 
7:13; 9:22; 12:42), but from the divine standpoint, he 
was being protected so he could be available to bury 
the body of Jesus. 

We have already met Nicodemus in our study of 
John 1—12. Note that each time he is named, he is 
identified as the man who came to Jesus by night (John 
3:1f£; 7:50-53). But the man who started off with 
confusion at night (John 3) ended up with open con- 
fession in the daylight! Nicodemus came out of the 
dark and into the light and, with Joseph, was not 
ashamed to publicly identify with Jesus Christ. Of 
course, when the two men touched His dead body, 
they defiled themselves and could not participate in 
Passover. But, what difference did it make? They had 
found the Lamb of God! 

It seems evident that Joseph and Nicodemus care- 
fully planned their activities at Calvary. They certainly 
could not secure a tomb at the last minute, nor would 
they be able to purchase sixty-five pounds of costly 
spices so quickly during the Passover, when many mer- 
chants would not be doing business. No sooner had 
Jesus died than Joseph went to Pilate and received per- 
mission to take the body. Nicodemus stayed at the 
cross to make sure nothing happened to his Lord’s 
body. The two men might even have been waiting in 
the new tomb, with the spices and wrappings, ready for 
the moment when the Savior would lay down His life. 

Haste was important, and the men worked quickly. 
They could not give Jesus’ body the full ministry of 
washing and anointing that was traditional, but they 
did the best they could. It was important to get the 
body safely away from the Romans and the Jewish lead- 
ers. Of course, Mary of Bethany had already anointed 
His body for burial (Mark 14:8; John 12:1-8). Some of 
the other women watched the two men minister to 
Jesus, and they witnessed His burial (Matt. 27:61; Mark 
15:47). They planned to return after the Sabbath and 
complete the burial procedures (Luke 23:55—24:1). 


All of this raises the question, “How did Joseph and 
Nicodemus know to prepare for His burial?” What fol- 
lows is only conjecture on my part but, to me, it seems 
reasonable. 

When Nicodemus first visited Jesus, he was 
impressed with His miracles and His teachings, but he 
could not understand what it meant to be born again. 
Certainly after that interview, Nicodemus searched the 
Scriptures and asked God for guidance concerning 
these important spiritual matters. 

At the critical council meeting recorded in John 
7:45-53, Nicodemus boldly stood up and defended 
the Savior! His associates ridiculed him for thinking 
that a prophet could come out of Galilee! “Search, and 
look!” they said—and that is exactly what Nicodemus 
did. It is likely that Joseph quietly joined him and 
revealed the fact that he too was more and more con- 
vinced that Jesus of Nazareth was indeed Israel’s 
Messiah, the Son of God. 

As Nicodemus and Joseph searched the Old 
Testament, they would find the messianic prophecies 
and discover that many of them had been fulfilled in 
Jesus Christ. Certainly they would see Him as the 
“Lamb of God” and conclude that He would be sacri- 
ficed at Passover. Jesus had already told Nicodemus 
that He would be “lifted up” (John 3:14), and this 
meant crucifixion. Since the Passover lambs were slain 
about 3 p.m., the two men could know almost the 
exact time when God’s Lamb would die on the cross! 
Surely they would read Isaiah 53 and notice verse 9— 
“And he made his grave with the wicked, and with the 
rich in his death.” Jesus would be buried in a rich man’s 
tomb! 

Joseph arranged to have the tomb hewn out, and 
the men assembled the cloths and spices needed for the 
burial. They may have been hiding in the tomb all dur- 
ing the six hours of our Lord’s agony on the cross. 
When they heard, “It is finished! Father, into thy hands 
I commend my spirit!” they knew that He was dead, 
and they went to work. They boldly identified with 
Jesus Christ at a time when He seemed like a failure 
and His cause hopelessly defeated. As far as we know, 
of all the disciples, only John was with them at the 
cross. 

The Sabbath was about to dawn. Jesus had finished 
the work of the “new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17), and now 
He would rest. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
John 20:1-18 


THE DAWNING OF A NEW DAY 


f the gospel of John were an ordinary biography, 
| there would be no chapter 20. I am an incurable 
reader of biographies, and I notice that almost all of 
them conclude with the death and burial of the subject. 
I have yet to read one that describes the subject’s resur- 
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rection from the dead! The fact that John continued his 
account and shared the excitement of the resurrection 
miracle is proof that Jesus Christ is not like any other 
man. He is, indeed, the Son of God. 

The resurrection is an essential part of the gospel 
message (1 Cor. 15:1-8) and a key doctrine in the 
Christian faith. It proves that Jesus Christ is the Son of 
God (Acts 2:32-36; Rom. 1:4) and that His atoning 
work on the cross has been completed and is effective 
(Rom. 4:24-25). The empty cross and the empty tomb 
are God’s “receipts” telling us that the debt has been 
paid. Jesus Christ is not only the Savior, but He is also 
the Sanctifier (Rom. 6:4-10) and the Intercessor 
(Rom. 8:34). One day He shall return as Judge (Acts 
17:30-31). 

From the very beginning, the enemies of the Lord 
tried to deny the historic fact of the resurrection. The 
Jewish leaders claimed that the Lord’s body had been 
stolen from the tomb. This statement is absurd, for if 
the body was stolen by His followers, how did they do 
it? The tomb was guarded by Roman soldiers and the 
stone sealed by an official Roman seal. Furthermore, 
His disciples did not believe that He was to be raised 
from the dead; it was His enemies who remembered 
His words (Matt. 27:62-66). They certainly would not 
have taken the body! The last thing they wanted was 
anyone believing that Jesus had indeed risen from the 
dead. If His friends could not steal the body, and His 
enemies would not, then who took it? 

Perhaps the disciples had “visions” of the risen Lord 
and interpreted them as evidences for the resurrection. 
But they did not expect to see Him, and that is not the 
land of psychological preparation from which halluci- 
nations are made. And how could more than five 
hundred people have the same hallucination at the 
same time (1 Cor. 15:6)? 

Did the followers of our Lord perhaps go to the 
wrong tomb? Not likely. They carefully watched where 
He was buried (Matt. 27:61; Mark 15:47; Luke 
23:55-57). They loved the Master and were not likely 
to get confused about His resting place. In fact, as the 
women approached the tomb, they were worried about 
who would roll back the heavy stone (Mark 16:1-3), so 
they were acquainted with the situation. 

As to the foolish argument that Jesus did not die, 
but only swooned and was later revived, little need be 
said. It was proved by many witnesses that Jesus was 
dead when His body was taken from the cross. Later, 
He was seen alive by dependable witnesses. The only 
logical conclusion is that He kept His promise and 
arose from the dead. 

But the glorious truth of the resurrection was not 
understood immediately by even His closest followers. 
It gradually dawned on these grieving people that their 
Master was not dead, but alive! And what a difference 
it made when the full realization of His resurrection 
took hold of them! For Mary Magdalene it meant mov- 
ing from tears to joy (John 20:1-18), for the ten 
disciples it meant going from fear to courage (John 
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20:19-23); and for Thomas it meant moving from 
doubt to assurance (John 20:24-31). With Mary, the 
emphasis is on love; with the ten, the emphasis is on 
hope; and with Thomas, the emphasis is on faith. 

As we consider Mary Magdalene’s experience that 
Lord’s Day morning, we can see three stages in her 
comprehension of the truth of the resurrection. Peter 
and John are also a part of this experience. 


Faith Eclipsed (20:1-2) 

Mary Magdalene and several other women agreed to go 
to the tomb early on the first day of the week, so that 
they might show their love for Christ in completing the 
burial preparations. Joseph of Arimathea and 
Nicodemus had been forced by circumstances to pre- 
pare His body hastily, and the women wanted to finish 
the task. Their great concern was how to get into the 
tomb. Perhaps the Roman soldiers would take pity on 
them and give them a hand. 

What they did not know was that an earthquake 
had occurred and the stone had been rolled back by an 
angel! It seems that Mary Magdalene went ahead of 
the other women and got to the tomb first. When she 
saw the stone rolled away from the door of the tomb, 
she concluded that somebody had broken into the 
tomb and stolen the body of her Lord. We may criti- 
cize Mary for jumping to conclusions, but when you 
consider the circumstances, it is difficult to see how 
she would have reached any other conclusion. It was 
still dark, she was alone, and, like the other followers 
of Jesus, she did not believe that He would return 
from the dead. 

She ran to give the news to Peter and John, who 
must have been living together at a place known to the 
other believers. Perhaps it was the Upper Room where 
they had met with Jesus. Mary’s use of the pronoun 
“we” is interesting, for it included the other women 
who at that moment were discovering that Jesus was 
alive (see Mark 16:1-8; Luke 24:1-8)! The women left 
the tomb and carried the angels’ message to the other 
disciples. 

It is significant that the first witnesses of the resur- 
rection of Christ were believing women. Among the 
Jews in that day, the testimony of women was not held 
in high regard. “It is better that the words of the law be 
burned,” said the rabbis, “than be delivered to a 
woman.” But these Christian women had a greater 
message than that of the law, for they knew that their 
Savior was alive. 

Mary’s faith was not extinguished; it was only 
eclipsed. The light was still there, but it was covered. 
Peter and John were in the same spiritual condition, 
but soon all three of them would move out of the shad- 
ows and into the light. 


Faith Dawning (20:3-10) 

John 20:3 suggests that Peter started off first to run to 
the tomb, but John 20:4 reports that John got there 
first. Perhaps John was a younger man in better phys- 
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ical condition, or perhaps John was just a better run- 
ner. It is tempting to “spiritualize” this footrace and 
relate it to Isaiah 40:31 and Hebrews 12:1-2. When a 
believer is out of fellowship with the Lord, it is diffi- 
cult to run the race of faith. However, both men 
deserve credit for having the courage to run into 
enemy territory, not knowing what lay before them. 
The whole thing could have been a clever trap to catch 
the disciples. 

When John arrived at the tomb, he cautiously 
remained outside and looked in. Perhaps he wanted 
Peter to be with him when he went into the burial 
chamber. What did John see? The graveclothes lying on 
the stone shelf without any evidence of violence or 
crime. But the graveclothes were empty! They lay there 
like an empty cocoon, still retaining the shape of Jesus’ 
body. 

Peter arrived and impulsively went into the tomb, 
just as we would expect him to do. He also saw the 
linen clothes lying there empty and the cloth for the 
head carefully rolled and lying by itself. Grave robbers 
do not carefully unwrap the corpse and then leave the 
graveclothes neatly behind. In fact, with the presence 
of the spices in the folds of the clothes, it would be 
almost impossible to unwrap a corpse without damag- 
ing the wrappings. The only way those linen clothes 
could be left in that condition would be if Jesus passed 
through them as He arose from the dead. 

John then entered the tomb and looked at the evi- 
dence. “He saw, and believed.” 

When John wrote this account, he used three differ- 
ent Greek words for seeing. In John 20:5, the verb 
simply means “to glance in, to look in.” In John 20:6, 
the word means “to look carefully, to observe.” The 
word saw in John 20:8 means “to perceive with intelli- 
gent comprehension.” Their resurrection faith was now 
dawning! 

It seems incredible that the followers of Jesus did 
not expect Him to come out of the tomb alive. After 
all, He had told them many times that He would be 
raised from the dead. Early in His ministry He had 
said, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise 
it up” (John 2:19). After His resurrection, the disciples 
remembered that He had said this (John 2:22); how- 
ever, His enemies remembered it too (Matt. 27:40, 
63-64). 

He compared Himself to Jonah (Matt. 12:40), and 
on two occasions clearly announced His resurrection 
after three days (Matt. 16:21; 20:19). On Thursday of 
His last week of ministry He again promised to be 
raised up and meet them in Galilee (Matt. 26:32; and 
see Luke 24:6-7). 

What kind of faith did Peter and John have at that 
stage in their spiritual experience? They had faith based 
on evidence. They could see the graveclothes; they 
knew that the body of Jesus was not there. However, as 
good as evidence is to convince the mind, it can never 
change the life. Those of us who live centuries later 
cannot examine the evidence, for the material evidence 


(the tomb, the graveclothes) is no longer there for us to 
inspect. 

But we have the record in the Word of God (John 
20:9), and that record is true (John 19:35; 21:24). In 
fact, it is faith zm the Word that the Lord really wanted 
to cultivate in His disciples (see John 2:22; 12:16; 
14:26). Peter made it clear that the Word of God, not 
personal experiences, should be the basis for our faith 
(1 Peter 1:12-21). 

The disciples had only the Old Testament 
Scriptures, so that is what is referred to in John 20:9. 
The early church used the Old Testament to prove to 
both Jews and Gentiles that Jesus is the Christ, that He 
died for sinners, and that He arose again (Acts 9:22; 
13:16ff.; 17:1-4; etc.). The gospel includes “and that 
he arose again the third day according to the 
Scriptures” (1 Cor. 15:4). What Scriptures did Paul 
and John have in mind? 

Paul saw the resurrection in Psalm 2:7 (Acts 13:33). 
Peter saw it in Psalm 16:8—11 (Acts 2:23—36, and note 
13:35). Peter also referred to Psalm 110:1 (Acts 
2:34-35). The statement “he shall prolong his days” in 
Isaiah 53:10 is also interpreted as a prediction of 
Christ’s resurrection. Jesus Himself used the prophet 
Jonah to illustrate His own death, burial, and resurrec- 
tion (Matt. 12:38—40), and this would include the 
“three days” part of the message. Paul saw in the Feast 
of Firstfruits a picture of the resurrection (Lev. 
23:9-14; 1 Cor. 15:20-23), and again, this would 
include “the third day.” Some students see the resurrec- 
tion and “the third day” in Hosea 6:2. 

After His resurrection, our Lord did not reveal 
Himself to everyone, but only to selected witnesses 
who would share the good news with others (Acts 
10:39-43). This witness is now found in Scripture, the 
New Testament, and both the Old Testament and the 
New Testament agree in their witness. The law, the 
psalms, the prophets, and the apostles together bear 
witness that Jesus Christ is alive! 

Peter and John saw the evidence and believed. 
Later, the Holy Spirit confirmed their faith through the 
Old Testament Scriptures. That evening, they would 
meet the Master personally! Faith that was eclipsed has 
now started to dawn, and the light will get brighter. 


Faith Shining (20:11-18) 
When I think of Mary Magdalene lingering alone in 
the garden, I recall Proverbs 8:17—“I love them that 
love me; and those that seek me early shall find me.” 
Mary loved her Lord and came early to the garden to 
express that love. Peter and John had gone home by the 
time Mary got back to the tomb, so they did not con- 
vey to her what conclusion they had reached from the 
evidence they had examined. Mary still thought that 
Jesus was dead. Another verse comes to mind—Psalm 
30:5: “Weeping may endure for a night, but joy 
cometh in the morning.” 

Mary’s weeping was the loud lamentation so char- 
acteristic of Jewish people when they express their 
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sorrow (John 11:31, 33). There is certainly nothing 
wrong with sincere sorrow, because God made us to 
shed tears, and weeping is good therapy for broken 
hearts. The sorrow of the Christian, however, must be 
different from the hopeless sorrow of the world (1 
Thess. 4:13-18), because we have been born again 
“unto a living hope by the resurrection of Jesus Christ 
from the dead” (1 Peter 1:3 Nass). We weep—not 
because our believing loved ones have gone to 
heaven—but because they have left us and we miss 
them. 

When Mary looked into the sepulcher, she saw two 
men in white. Their position at either end of the shelf 
where the body had been lying makes us think of the 
cherubim on the mercy seat (Ex. 25:17-19). It is as 
though God is saying, “There is now a new mercy seat! 
My Son has paid the price for sin, and the way is open 
into the presence of God!” Mary apparently was not 
disturbed at seeing these men, and there is no evidence 
that she knew they were angels. The brief conversation 
neither dried her tears nor quieted her mind. She was 
determined to find the body of Jesus. 

Why did Mary turn back and not continue her 
conversation with the two strangers? Did she hear a 
sound behind her? Or did the angels stand and recog- 
nize the presence of their Lord? Perhaps both of these 
speculations are true or neither is true. She was certain 
that the Lord’s body was not in the tomb, so why linger 
there any longer? 

Why did she not recognize the One for whom she 
was so earnestly searching? Jesus may have deliberately 
concealed Himself from her, as He would later do 
when He walked with the Emmaus disciples (Luke 
24:13-32). It was still early and perhaps dark in that 
part of the garden. Her eyes were probably blinded by 
her tears as well. 

Jesus asked her the same question that the angels 
had asked, “Why are you weeping?” How tragic that 
she was weeping when she could have been praising, 
had she realized that her Lord was alive! Then He 
added, “Whom are you seeking?” (He had asked the 
mob the same question in the garden—John 18:4.) It 
is encouraging to us to know that “Jesus knows all 
about our sorrows.” The Savior knew that Mary’s 
heart was broken and that her mind was confused. 
He did not rebuke her; tenderly, He revealed Himself 
to her. 

All He had to do was to speak her name, and Mary 
immediately recognized Him. His sheep hear [recog- 
nize] His voice, and He calls them by name (John 
10:3). Apparently Mary had turned away from Jesus, 
for when He spoke her name, she had to turn back to 
look at Him again. What a blessed surprise it was to see 
the face of her beloved Master! 

All she could say was, “Rabboni—my Master, my 
Teacher.” The title Rabboni is used in only one other 
place in the Gospels, Mark 10:51 (in the Greek text 
“Lord” is “Rabboni”). “Rabbi” and “Rabboni” were 
equivalent terms of respect. In later years, the Jews 


311 


John 20 


recognized three levels of teachers: rab (the lowest), 
rabbi, and rabboni (the highest). 

Mary not only spoke to Him, but she grasped His 
feet and held on to Him. This was a natural gesture: 
now that she had found Him, she did not want to lose 
Him. She and the other believers still had a great deal 
to learn about His new state of glory; they still wanted 
to relate to Him as they had done during the years of 
His ministry before the cross. 

Jesus permitted the other women to hold His feet 
(Matt. 28:9), and He did not forbid them. Why did 
He say to Mary, “Do not cling to me”? One reason was 
that she would see Him again because He had not yet 
ascended to the Father. He remained on earth for forty 
days after His resurrection and often appeared to the 
believers to teach them spiritual truth (Acts 1:1-9). 
Mary had no need to panic; this was not her last and 
final meeting with the Lord. 

A second reason is that she had a job to do—to go 
tell His brethren that He was alive and would ascend to 
the Father. “He is not ashamed to call them brethren” 
(Heb. 2:11). “I will declare thy name unto my 
brethren” (Ps. 22:22). He had called His own servants 
(John 13:16) and friends (John 15:15), but now He 
called them brethren. This meant that they shared His 
resurrection power and glory. 

Some students feel that Jesus did return to the 
Father on that morning, and that was the ascension 
He was referring to, but no other New Testament 
passage corroborates this interpretation. To say that 
He was fulfilling the symbolism of the day of 
Atonement and presenting the blood to the Father is, 
I think, stretching a type too far (Lev. 16). For that 
matter, He had no blood to present; He had presented 
that on the cross when He was made sin for us. In 
His resurrection glory, Jesus was “flesh and bones” 
(Luke 24:39), not “flesh and blood.” The resurrec- 
tion itself was proof that the work of redemption had 
been completed (“raised because of our justifica- 
tion’—Rom. 4:24-25 Nass). What more could He 
do? 

Our Lord never used the phrases “our Father” or 
“our God.” His relationship to the Father was different 
from that of the disciples, and He was careful to make 
that distinction. We say “our Father” and “our God” 
because all believers belong to the same family and 
have an equal standing before God. He reminded Mary 
and the other believers that God was their Father and 
that He would be with the Father in heaven after His 
ascension. In His Upper Room message, He had taught 
them that He would return to the Father so that the 
Spirit might come to them. 

Though it was the same Jesus, only in a glorified 
body, it was not quite the same relationship. We must 
be careful not to relate to Christ “after the flesh” (1 
Cor. 5:16), that is, relate to Him as though He were 
still in His state of humiliation. He is today the exalted 
Son of God in glory, and we must honor Him as such. 
The juvenile familiarity that some people display in 
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public when they testify, pray, or sing only reveals that 
they have little understanding of Paul’s words in 2 
Corinthians 5:16. When John was with Jesus at the 
table, he leaned against His bosom (John 13:23), but 
when John saw Jesus on the Isle of Patmos, he fell at 
His feet as dead (Rev. 1:17)! 

It would have been selfish and disobedient for Mary 
to have clung to Jesus and kept Him to herself. She 
arose and went to where the disciples were gathered 
and gave them the good news that she had seen Jesus 
alive. “I have seen the Lord!” (Note John 20:14, 18, 20, 
25, 29.) Mark reports that these believers were mourn- 
ing and weeping—and that they would not believe her 
(Mark 16:9-11)! Mary herself had been weeping, and 
Jesus had turned her sorrow into joy. If they had 
believed, their sorrow would also have turned. to joy. 
Unbelief has a terribly deadening effect on a person. 
No wonder God warns us against “an evil heart of 
unbelief” (Heb. 3:12). 

Mary not only shared the fact of His resurrection 
and that she had seen Him personally, but she also 
reported the words that He had spoken to her. Again, 
we see the importance of the Word of God. Mary could 
not transfer her experience over to them, but she could 
share the Word, and it is the Word that generates faith 
(Rom. 10:17). The living Christ shared His living 
Word (1 Peter 1:23—25). 

It is good to have faith that is based on solid evi- 
dence, but the evidence should lead us to the Word, 
and the Word should lead us to the Savior. It is one 
thing to accept a doctrine and defend it; it is something 
else to have a personal relationship to the living Lord. 
Peter and John believed that Jesus was alive, but it was 
not until that evening that they met the risen Christ in 
person along with the other disciples. (Jesus appeared 
to Peter sometime during the afternoon, Luke 24:34; 1 
Cor. 15:5.) Evidence that does not lead to experience is 
nothing but dead dogma. The key is faith in the Word 
of God. 

Dr. Robert W. Dale, who was one of Great Britain’s 
leading Congregational pastors and theologians, was 
one day preparing an Easter sermon when a realization 
of the risen Lord struck him with new power. 

“Christ is alive!” he said to himself. “Alive—alive— 
alive!” He paused, and then said, “Can that really be 
true? Living as really as I myself am?” 

He got up from his desk and began to walk about 
the study, repeating, “Christ is living! Christ is living!” 

Dr. Dale had known and believed this doctrine for 
years, but the reality of it overwhelmed him that day. 
From that time on, “the living Christ” was the theme 
of his preaching, and he had his congregation sing an 
Easter hymn every Sunday morning. “I want my peo- 
ple to get hold of the glorious fact that Christ is alive, 
and to rejoice over it; and Sunday, you know, is the day 
on which Christ left the dead.” 

Historical faith says, “Christ lives!” 

Saving faith says, “Christ lives in me!” 

Do you have saving faith? 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
John 20:19-31 


THE POWER OF HIS RESURRECTION 


he news that Jesus was alive began to spread 
[es His followers, at first with hesitation, but 

then with enthusiasm. Even His disciples did not 
believe the first reports, and Thomas demanded proof. 
But wherever people were confronted with the reality 
of His resurrection, their lives were transformed. In 
fact, that same transforming experience can be yours 
today. As you see in John 20:19-31 the changes that 
took place in the lives of people, ask yourself, “Have I 
personally met the risen Christ? Has He changed my 
life?” 


From Fear to Courage (20:19-25) 

Our Lord rested in the tomb on the Sabbath and arose 
from the dead on the first day of the week. Many peo- 
ple sincerely call Sunday “the Christian Sabbath,” but 
Sunday is not the Sabbath day. The seventh day of the 
week, the Sabbath, commemorates God’s finished 
work of creation (Gen. 2:1-3). The Lord’s Day com- 
memorates Christ’s finished work of redemption, the 
“new creation.” God the Father worked for six days and 
then rested. God the Son suffered on the cross for six 
hours and then rested. 

God gave the Sabbath to Israel as a special “sign” 
that they belonged to Him (Ex. 20:8-11; 31:13-17; 
Neh. 9:14). The nation was to use that day for physi- 
cal rest and refreshment both for man and beast, but 
for Israel, it was not commanded as a special day of 
assembly and worship. Unfortunately, the scribes and 
Pharisees added all kinds of restrictions to the Sabbath 
observance until it became a day of bondage instead of 
a day of blessing. Jesus deliberately violated the 
Sabbath traditions, though He honored the Sabbath 
day. 

There were at least five resurrection appearances 
of our Lord on that first day of the week: to Mary 
Magdalene (John 20:11-18), the other women 
(Matt. 28:9-10), Peter (1 Cor. 15:5; Luke 24:34), 
the two Emmaus disciples (Luke 24:13-32), and the 
disciples minus Thomas (John 20:19-25). The next 
Sunday, the disciples met again and Thomas was 
with them (John 20:26-31). It would appear that the 
believers from the very first met together on Sunday 
evening, which came to be called “the Lord’s day” 
(Rev. 1:10). It appears that the early church met on 
the first day of the week to worship the Lord and 
commemorate His death and resurrection (Acts 20:7; 
1 Cor. 16:1-2). 

The Sabbath was over when Jesus arose from the 
dead (Mark 16:1). He arose on the first day of the week 
(Matt. 28:1; Luke 24:1; John 20:1). The change from 
the seventh day to the first day was not effected by 
some church decree; it was brought about from the 


John 20 


beginning by the faith and witness of the first believers. 
For centuries, the Jewish Sabbath had been associated 
with law: six days of work, and then you rest. But the 
Lord’s Day, the first day of the week, is associated with 
grace: first there is faith in the living Christ, then there 
will be works. 

There is no evidence in Scripture that God ever 
gave the original Sabbath command to the Gentiles, or 
that it was repeated for the church to obey. Nine of the 
Ten Commandments are repeated in the church epis- 
tles, but the Sabbath commandment is not repeated. 
However, Paul makes it clear that believers must not 
make “special days” a test of fellowship or spirituality 
(Rom. 14:5ff.; Col. 2:16-23). 

How did our Lord transform His disciples’ fear into 
courage? For one thing, He came to them. We do not 
know where these ten frightened men met behind 
locked doors, but Jesus came to them and reassured 
them. In His resurrection body, He was able to enter 
the room without opening the doors! It was a solid 
body, for He asked them to touch Him—and He even 
ate some fish (Luke 24:41—43). But it was a different 
kind of body, one that was not limited by what we call 
“the laws of nature.” 

It is remarkable that these men were actually afraid. 
The women had reported to them that Jesus was alive, 
and the two Emmaus disciples had added their per- 
sonal witness (Luke 24:33-35). It is likely that Jesus 
had appeared personally to Peter sometime that after- 
noon (Mark 16:7; Luke 24:34; 1 Cor. 15:5), though 
Peter’s public restoration would not take place until 
later (John 21). No wonder Jesus reproached them at 
that time “with their unbelief and hardness of heart” 
(Mark 16:14). 

But His first word to them was the traditional 
greeting, “Shalom—peace!” He could have rebuked 
them for their unfaithfulness and cowardice the previ- 
ous weekend, but He did not. “He hath not dealt with 
us after our sins; nor rewarded us according to our iniq- 
uities” (Ps. 103:10). The work of the cross is peace 
(Rom. 5:1; Eph. 2:14-17), and the message they 
would carry would be the gospel of peace (Rom. 
10:15). Man had declared war on God (Ps. 2; Acts 
4:23-30), but God would declare “Peace!” to those 
who would believe. 

Not only did Jesus come to them, but He reassured 
them. He showed them His wounded hands and side 
and gave them opportunity to discover that it was 
indeed their Master, and that He was not a phantom. 
(The Gospels do not record wounds in His feet, but 
Psalm 22:16 indicates that His feet were also nailed to 
the cross.) 

But the wounds meant more than identification; 
they also were evidence that the price for salvation had 
been paid and man indeed could have “peace with 
God.” The basis for all our peace is found in the per- 
son and work of Jesus Christ. He died for us, He arose 
from the dead in victory, and now He lives for us. In 
our fears, we cannot lock Him out! He comes to us in 
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grace and reassures us through His Word. “Faithful are 
the wounds of a friend” (Prov. 27:6). 

When Jesus saw that the disciples’ fear had now 
turned to jo,.he commissioned them: “As my Father hath 
sent me, even so send I you” (John 20:21). Keep in 
mind that the original disciples were not the only ones 
present; others, including the Emmaus disciples, were 
also in the room. This commission was not the “formal 
ordination” of a church order; rather, it was the dedica- 
tion of His followers to the task of world evangelism. 
We are to take His place in this world (John 17:18). 
What a tremendous privilege and what a great respon- 
sibility! It is humbling to realize that Jesus loves us as 
the Father loves Him (John 15:9; 17:26), and that we 
are in the Father just as He is (John 17:21-22). It is 
equally as humbling to realize that He has sent us into 
the world just as the Father sent Him. As He was about 
to ascend to heaven, He again reminded them of their 
commission to take the message to the whole world 
(Matt. 28:18-20). 

It must have given the men great joy to realize that, 
in spite of their many failures, their Lord was entrust- 
ing them with His Word and His work. They had 
forsaken Him and fled, but now He was sending them 
out to represent Him. Peter had denied Him three 
times, and yet in a few days, Peter would preach the 
Word (and accuse the Jews of denying Him—Acts 
3:13-14!) and thousands would be saved. 

Jesus came to them and reassured them, but He also 
enabled them through the Holy Spirit. John 20:22 
reminds us of Genesis 2:7, when God breathed life into 
the first man. In both Hebrew and Greek, the word for 
“breath” also means “spirit.” The breath of God in the 
first creation meant physical life, and the breath of 
Jesus Christ in the new creation meant spiritual life. 
The believers would receive the baptism of the Spirit at 
Pentecost and be empowered for ministry (Acts 1:4-5; 
2:1-4). Apart from the filling of the Spirit, they could 
not go forth to witness effectively. The Spirit had dwelt 
with them in the person of Christ, but now the Spirit 
would be im them (John 14:17). 

John 20:23 must not be interpreted to mean that 
Jesus gave to a select body of people the right to forgive 
sins and let people into heaven. Jesus had spoken sim- 
ilar words before (Matt. 16:19), but He was not setting 
aside the disciples (and their successors) as a “spiritual 
elite” to deal with the sins of the world. Remember, 
there were others in the room besides the disciples, and 
Thomas was missing! 

A correct understanding of the Greek text helps us 
here. Some years ago, I corresponded with the eminent 
Greek scholar Dr. Julius R. Mantey (now deceased) 
about this verse, and he assured me that the correct 
translation both here and in Matthew 16:19 should be: 
“Whosoever sins you remit [forgive] shall have already 
been forgiven them, and whosoever sins you retain [do 
not forgive] shall have already not been forgiven them.” 
In other words, the disciples did not provide forgive- 
ness; they proclaimed forgiveness on the basis of the 
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message of the gospel. Another Greek scholar, Dr. 
Kenneth Wuest, translates it “they have been previously 
forgiven them.” 

As the early believers went forth into the world, 
they announced the good news of salvation. If sinners 
would repent and believe on Jesus Christ, their sins 
would be forgiven them! “Who can forgive sins but 
God only?” (Mark 2:7). All that the Christian can do is 
announce the message of forgiveness; God performs 
the miracle of forgiveness. If sinners will believe on 
Jesus Christ, we can authoritatively declare to them 
that their sins have been forgiven, but we are not the 
ones who provide the forgiveness. 

By now, their fears had vanished. They were sure 
that the Lord was alive and that He was caring for 
them. They had both “peace with God” and the “peace 
of God” (Phil. 4:6-7). They had a high and holy com- 
mission and the power provided to accomplish it. And 
they had been given the great privilege of bearing the 
good news of forgiveness to the whole world. All they 
now had to do was tarry in Jerusalem until the Holy 
Spirit would be given. 


From Unbelief to Confidence (20:26-28) 

Why was Thomas not with the other disciples when 
they met on the evening of resurrection day? Was he so 
disappointed that he did not want to be with his 
friends? But when we are discouraged and defeated, we 
need our friends all the more! Solitude only feeds dis- 
couragement and helps it grow into self-pity, which is 
even worse. 

Perhaps Thomas was afraid. But John 11:16 seems 
to indicate that he was basically a courageous man, 
willing to go to Judea and die with the Lord! John 14:5 
reveals that Thomas was a spiritually minded man who 
wanted to know the truth and was not ashamed to ask 
questions. There seems to have been a “pessimistic” 
outlook in Thomas. We call him “Doubting Thomas,” 
but Jesus did not rebuke him for his doubts. He 
rebuked him for unbelief: “Be not faithless, but believ- 
ing.” Doubt is often an intellectual problem: we want 
to believe, but the faith is overwhelmed by problems 
and questions. Unbelief is a moral problem; we simply 
will not believe. 

What was it that Thomas would not believe? The 
reports of the other Christians that Jesus Christ was 
alive. The verb said in John 20:25 means that the dis- 
ciples “kept saying to him” that they had seen the Lord 
Jesus Christ alive. No doubt the women and the 
Emmaus pilgrims also added their witness to this testi- 
mony. On the one hand, we admire Thomas for 
wanting personal experience, but on the other hand, we 
must fault him for laying down conditions for the Lord 
to meet. 

Like most people in that day, he had two names: 
“Thomas” is Aramaic, “Didymus” is Greek, and they 
both mean “twin.” Who was Thomas’s twin? We do 
not know—but sometimes you and I feel as if we 
might be his twins! How often we have refused to 


believe and have insisted that God prove Himself to 
us! 

Thomas is a good warning to all of us not to miss 
meeting with God’s people on the Lord’s Day (Heb. 
10:22-25). Because Thomas was not there, he missed 
seeing Jesus Christ, hearing His words of peace, and 
receiving His commission and gift of spiritual life. He 
had to endure a week of fear and unbelief when he 
could have been experiencing joy and peace! 
Remember Thomas when you are tempted to stay 
home from church. You never know what special bless- 
ing you might miss! 

But let’s give him credit for showing up the next 
week. The other ten men had told Thomas that they 
had seen the Lord’s hands and side (John 20:20), so 
Thomas made that the test. Thomas had been there 
when Jesus raised Lazarus, so why should he question 
our Lord’s own resurrection? But, he still wanted proof; 
“seeing is believing.” 

Thomas’s words help us to understand the differ- 
ence between doubt and unbelief: Doubt says, “I cannot 
believe! There are too many problems!” Unbelief says, 
“I will not believe unless you give me the evidence I ask 
for!” In fact, in the Greek text, there is a double nega- 
tive: “I positively will not believe!” 

Jesus had heard Thomas's words; nobody had to 
report them to Him. So, the next Lord’s Day, the Lord 
appeared in the room (again, the doors were locked) 
and dealt personally with Thomas and his unbelief. He 
still greeted them with “Shalom—peace!” Even 
Thomas's unbelief could not rob the other disciples of 
their peace and joy in the Lord. 

How gracious our Lord is to stoop to our level of 
experience in order to lift us where we ought to be. The 
Lord granted Gideon the “tests of faith” that he 
requested (Judg. 6:36—40), and He granted Thomas his 
request as well. There is no record that Thomas ever 
accepted the Lord’s invitation. When the time came to 
prove his faith, Thomas needed no more proof! 

Our Lord’s words translate literally, “Stop becom- 
ing faithless but become a believer.” Jesus saw a 
dangerous process at work in Thomas’s heart, and He 
wanted to put a stop to it. The best commentary on 
this is Hebrews 3, where God warns against “an evil 
heart of unbelief” (Heb. 3:12). 

It is not easy to understand the psychology of doubt 
and unbelief. Perhaps it is linked to personality traits; 
some people are more trustful than others. Perhaps 
Thomas was so depressed that he was ready to quit, so 
he “threw out a challenge” and never really expected 
Jesus to accept it. At any rate, Thomas was faced with 
his own words, and he had to make a decision. 

John 20:29 indicates that Thomas's testimony did 
not come from his touching Jesus, but from his seeing 
Jesus. “My Lord and my God!” is the last of the testi- 
monies that John records to the deity of Jesus Christ. 
The others are John the Baptist (John 1:34); Nathanael 
John 1:49); Jesus Himself (John 5:25; 10:36); Peter 
(John 6:69); the healed blind man (John 9:35); Martha 
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(John 11:27); and, of course, John himself (John 
20:30-31). 

It is an encouragement to us to know that the Lord 
had a personal interest in and concern for “Doubting 
Thomas.” He wanted to strengthen his faith and 
include him in the blessings that lay in store for His 
followers. Thomas reminds us that unbelief robs us of 
blessings and opportunities. It may sound sophisticated 
and intellectual to question what Jesus did, but such 
questions are usually evidence of hard hearts, not of 
searching minds. Thomas represents the “scientific 
approach” to life—and it did not work! After all, when 
a skeptic says, “I will not believe unless—” he is already 
admitting that he does believe! He believes in the valid- 
ity of the test or experiment that he has devised! If he 
can have faith in his own “scientific approach,” why 
can he not have faith in what God has revealed? 

We need to remind ourselves that everybody lives 
by faith. The difference is in the object of that faith. 
Christians put their faith in God and His Word, while 


unsaved people put their faith in themselves. 


From Death to Life (20:29-31) 

John could not end his book without bringing the res- 
urrection miracle to his own readers. We must not look 
at Thomas and the other disciples and envy them, as 
though the power of Christ’s resurrection could never 
be experienced in our lives today. That was why John 
wrote this gospel—so that people in every age could 
know that Jesus is God and that faith in Him brings 
everlasting life. 

It is not necessary to “see” Jesus Christ in order to 
believe. Yes, it was a blessing for the early Christians to 
see their Lord and know that He was alive; but that is 
not what saved them. They were saved, not by seeing, 
but by believing. The emphasis throughout the gospel 
of John is on believing. There are nearly one hundred 
references in this gospel to believing on Jesus Christ. 

You and I today cannot see Christ, nor can we see 
Him perform the miracles (signs) that John wrote 
about in this book. But the record is there, and that is 
all that we need. “So then faith cometh by hearing, and 
hearing by the word of God” (Rom. 10:17; and note 1 
John 5:9-13). As you read John’s record, you come face 
to face with Jesus Christ, how He lived, what He said, 
and what He did. All of the evidence points to the con- 
clusion that He is indeed God come in the flesh, the 
Savior of the world. 

The signs that John selected and described in this 
book are proof of the deity of Christ. They are impor- 
tant. But sinners are not saved by believing in miracles; 
they are saved by believing on Jesus Christ. Many of 
the Jews in Jerusalem believed on Jesus because of His 
miracles, but He did not believe in them (John 
2:23-25)! Great crowds followed Him because of His 
miracles (John 6:2), but in the end, most of them left 
Him for good (John 6:66). Even the religious leaders 
who plotted His death believed that He did miracles, 
but this “faith” did not save them (John 11:47ff.). 
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Faith in His miracles should lead to faith in His 
Word, and to personal faith in Jesus as Savior and Lord. 
Jesus Himself pointed out that faith in His works (mir- 
acles) was but the first step toward faith in the Word of 
God (John 5:36—40). The sinner must “hear” the Word 
if he is to be saved (John 5:24). 

There was no need for John to decribe every mira- 
cle that our Lord performed; in fact, he supposed that 
a complete record could never be written (John 21:25). 
The life and ministry of Jesus Christ were simply too 
rich and full for any writer, even an inspired one, to 
give a complete record. But a complete record is not 
necessary. All of the basic facts are here for us to read 
and consider. There is sufficient truth for any sinner to 
believe and be saved! 

The subject of John’s gospel is “Jesus is the Christ, 
the Son of God.” He presented a threefold proof of this 
thesis: our Lord’s works, our Lord’s walk, and our 
Lord’s words. In this gospel, you see Jesus performing 
miracles; you watch Him living a perfect life in the 
midst of His enemies; and you hear Him speaking 
words that nobody else could speak. 

Either Jesus was a madman, or He was deluded, or 
He was all that He claimed to be. While some of His 
enemies did call Him deranged and deluded, the 
majority of people who watched Him and listened to 
Him concluded that He was unique, unlike anyone else 
they had ever known. How could a madman or a 
deluded man accomplish what Jesus accomplished? 
When people trusted Him, their lives were transformed! 
That does not happen when you trust a madman or a 
deceiver. 

He claimed to be God come in the flesh, the Son of 
God, the Savior of the world. That is what He is! 

John was not content simply to explain a subject. 
He was an evangelist who wanted to achieve an object. 
He wanted his readers to believe in Jesus Christ and be 
saved! He was not writing a biography to entertain or a 
history to enlighten. He was writing an evangel to 
change men’s lives. 

“Life” is one of John’s key words; he uses it at least 
thirty-six times. Jesus offers sinners abundant life and 
eternal life, and the only way they can get it is through 
personal faith in Him. 

If sinners need life, then the implication is that they 
are dead. “And you hath he quickened [made alive, res- 
urrected] who were dead in trespasses and sins” (Eph. 
2:1). Salvation is not resuscitation; it is resurrection 
(John 5:24). The lost sinner is not sick or weak; he is 
dead. 

This life comes “through his name.” What is his 
name? In John’s gospel, the emphasis is on his name “I 
am.” Jesus makes seven great “I am” statements in this 
gospel, offering the lost sinner all that he needs. 

Eternal life is not “endless time,” for even lost peo- 
ple are going to live forever in hell. “Eternal life” means 
the very life of God experienced today. It is a quality of 
life, not a quantity of time. It is the spiritual experience 
of “heaven on earth” today. The Christian does not 
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have to die to have this eternal life; he possesses it in 
Christ today. 

The ten disciples were changed from fear to 
courage, and Thomas was changed from unbelief to 
confidence. Now, John invites you to trust Jesus Christ 
and be changed from death to eternal life. 

If you have already made this life-changing deci- 
sion, give thanks to God for the precious gift of eternal 
life. 

If you have never made this decision, do so right 
now. 

“He that believeth on the Son hath everlasting life; 
and he that believeth not the Son shall not see life, but 
the wrath of God abideth on him” (John 3:36). 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
John 21 


TRANSFORMED TO SERVE 


he average reader would conclude that John com- 
To his book with the dramatic testimony of 

Thomas (John 20:28-31), and the reader would 
wonder why John added another chapter. The main 
reason is the apostle Peter, John’s close associate in 
ministry (Acts 3:1). John did not want to end his gospel 
without telling his readers that Peter was restored to his 
apostleship. Apart from the information in this chapter, 
we would wonder why Peter was so prominent in the 
first twelve chapters of the book of Acts. 

John had another purpose in mind: he wanted to 
refute the foolish rumor that had spread among the 
believers that John would live until the return of the 
Lord (John 21:23). John made it clear that our Lord’s 
words had been greatly misunderstood. 

I think John may have had another purpose in 
mind: he wanted to teach us how to relate to the risen 
Christ. During the forty days between His resurrection 
and ascension, our Lord appeared and disappeared at 
will, visiting with the disciples and preparing them for 
the coming of the Spirit and their future ministries 
(Acts 1:1-9). They never knew when He would appear, 
so they had to stay alert! (The fact that He may return 
for His people today ought to keep us on our toes!) It 
was an important time for the disciples because they 
were about to take His place in the world and begin to 
carry the message to others. 

I see in this chapter three pictures of the believer 
and a responsibility attached to each picture. 


We Are Fishers of Men—Obey Him (21:1-8) 

The Lord had instructed His disciples to meet Him in 
Galilee, which helps to explain why they were at the 
Sea of Galilee, or Sea of Tiberias (Matt. 26:32; 
28:7-10; Mark 16:7). But John did not explain why 
Peter decided to go fishing, and Bible students are not 
in agreement in their suggestions. Some claim that he 
was perfectly within his rights, that he needed to pay 


his bills and the best way to get money was to go fish- 
ing. Why sit around idle? Get busy! 

Others believe that Peter had been called from that 
kind of life (Luke 5:1-11) and that it was wrong for 
him to return. Furthermore, when he went fishing, 
Peter took six other men with him! If he was wrong, 
they were wrong too, and it is a sad thing when a 
believer leads others astray. 

By the way, it is interesting that at least seven of the 
twelve disciples were probably fishermen. Why did 
Jesus call so many fishermen to follow Him? For one 
thing, fishermen are courageous, and Jesus needs brave 
people to follow Him. They are also dedicated to one 
thing and cannot easily be distracted. Fishermen do 
not quit! (We are thinking, of course, of professional 
fishermen, not people relaxing on vacation!) They 
know how to take orders, and they know how to work 
together. 

Whether Peter and his friends were right or wrong 
we cannot prove—though I personally think that they 
were wrong—but we do know this: their efforts were in 
vain. Had they forgotten the Lord’s words, “For with- 
out me, ye can do nothing” (John 15:5)? They toiled all 
night and caught nothing. Certainly, Peter must have 
remembered what happened two years before, when 
Jesus called him into full-time discipleship (Luke 
5:1-11). On that occasion, Peter had fished all night 
and caught nothing, but Jesus had turned his failure 
into success. 

Perhaps Peters impulsiveness and self-confidence 
were revealing themselves again. He was sincere, and he 
worked hard, but there were no results. How like some 
believers in the service of the Lord! They sincerely 
believe that they are doing God’s will, but their labors 
are in vain. They are serving without direction from the 
Lord, so they cannot expect blessing from the Lord. 

After His resurrection, our Lord was sometimes not 
recognized (Luke 24:16; John 20:14), so it was that His 
disciples did not recognize Him when, at dawning, He 
appeared on the shore. His question expected a nega- 
tive reply: “You have not caught anything to eat, have 
you?” Their reply was brief and perhaps a bit embar- 
rassed: “No.” 

It was time for Jesus to take over the situation, just 
as He did when He called Peter into discipleship. He 
told them where to cast the net; they obeyed, and they 
caught 153 fish! The difference between success and 
failure was the width of the ship! We are never far from 
success when we permit Jesus to give the orders, and we 
are usually closer to success than we realize. 

It was John who first realized that the stranger on 
the shore was their own Lord and Master. It was John 
who leaned on the Lord’s breast at the table (John 
13:23) and who stood by the cross when his Lord suf- 
fered and died (John 19:26). It is love that recognizes 
the Lord and shares that good news with others: “It is 
the Lord!” 

With characteristic impulsiveness, Peter quickly put 
on his outer garment (“naked” simply means “stripped 
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for work”) and dove into the water! He wanted to get 
to Jesus! This is in contrast to Luke 5:8, where Peter 
told the Lord to depart from him. The other six men 
followed in the boat, bringing the net full of fish. In the 
experience recorded in Luke 5, the nets began to break, 
but in this experience, the net held fast. 

Perhaps we can see in these two “fishing miracles” 
an illustration of how the Lord helps His people fish 
for lost souls. All of our efforts are useless apart from 
His direction and blessing. During this present age, we 
do not know how many fish we have caught, and it 
often appears that the nets are breaking! But at the end 
of the age, when we see the Lord, not one fish will be 
lost and we will discover how many there are. 

Jesus called the disciples and us to be “fishers of 
men.” This phrase was not invented by Jesus; it had 
been used for years by Greek and Roman teachers. To 
be a “fisher of men” in that day meant to seek to per- 
suade men and “catch” them with the truth. A 
fisherman catches living fish, but when he gets them, 
they die. A Christian witness seeks to catch “dead fish” 
(dead in their sins), and when he or she “catches” them, 
they are made alive in Christ! 

Now we can understand why Jesus had so many 
fishermen in the disciple band. Fishermen know how 
to work. They have courage and faith to go out “into 
the deep.” They have much patience and persistence, 
and they will not quit. They know how to cooperate 
with one another, and they are skilled in using the 
equipment and the boat. What examples for us to fol- 
low as we seek to “catch fish” for Jesus Christ! 

We are indeed “fishers of men,” and there are “fish” 
all around us. If we obey His directions, we will catch 


the fish. 


We Are Shepherds—Love Him (21:9-18) 

Jesus met His disciples on the beach where He had 
already prepared breakfast for them. This entire scene 
must have stirred Peter’s memory and touched his con- 
science. Surely he was recalling that first catch of fish 
(Luke 5:1-11) and perhaps even the feeding of the five 
thousand with bread and fish (John 6). It was at the 
close of the latter event that Peter had given his clear- 
cut witness of faith in Jesus Christ (John 6:66-71). The 
“fire of coals” would certainly remind him of the fire at 
which he denied the Lord (John 18:18). It is good for 
us to remember the past; we may have something to 
confess. 

Three “invitations” stand out in John’s gospel: 
“Come and see” (John 1:39); “Come and drink” (John 
7:37); and “Come and dine” (John 21:12). How loving 
of Jesus to feed Peter before He dealt with his spiritual 
needs. He gave Peter opportunity to dry off, get warm, 
satisfy his hunger, and enjoy personal fellowship. This 
is a good example for us to follow as we care for God’s 
people. Certainly the spiritual is more important than 
the physical, but caring for the physical can prepare the 
way for spiritual ministry. Our Lord does not so 
emphasize “the soul” that He neglects the body. 
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Peter and his Lord had already met privately and no 
doubt taken care of Peter’s sins (Luke 24:34; 1 Cor. 
15:5), but since Peter had denied the Lord publicly, it 
was important that there be a public restoration. Sin 
should be dealt with only to the extent that it is known. 
Private sins should be confessed in private, public sins 
in public. Since Peter had denied his Lord three times, 
Jesus asked him three personal questions. He also 
encouraged him by giving a threefold commission that 
restored Peter to his ministry. 

The key issue is Peter’s love for the Lord Jesus, and 
that should be a key matter with us today. But what did 
the Lord mean by “more than these”? Was He asking, 
“Do you love Me more than you love these other 
men?” Not likely, because this had never been a prob- 
lem among the disciples. They all loved the Lord Jesus 
supremely, even though they did not always obey Him 
completely. Perhaps Jesus meant, “Do you love Me 
more than you love these boats and nets and fish?” 
Again, this is not likely, for there is no evidence that 
Peter ever desired to go back permanently into the fish- 
ing business. Fishing did not seem to compete with the 
Savior’s love. 

The question probably meant, “Do you love 
Me—as you claimed—more than these other disci- 
ples love Me?” Peter had boasted of his love for Christ 
and had even contrasted it with that of the other men. 
“I will lay down my life for thy sake” (John 13:37). 
“Though all men shall be offended because of thee, 
yet will I never be offended” (Matt. 26:33). There is 
more than a hint in these boastful statements that 
Peter believed that he loved the Lord more than did 
the other disciples. 

Many commentaries point out that, in this conver- 
sation, two different words are used for “love.” In His 
questions in John 21:15-16, our Lord used agape, 
which is the Greek word for the highest kind of love, 
sacrificing love, divine love. Peter always used phileo, 
which is the love of friend for friend, fondness for 
another. In John 21:17, Jesus and Peter both used 
phileo. 

However, it is doubtful that we should make too 
much of an issue over this, because the two words are 
often used interchangeably in the gospel of John. In 
John 3:16, God’s love for man is agape love, but in John 
16:27, it is phileo love. The Father’s love for His Son is 
agape love in John 3:35 but phileo love in John 5:20. 
Christians are supposed to love one another. In John 
13:34, this love is agape love, but in John 15:19, it is 
phileo \ove. It would appear that John used these two 
words as synonyms, whatever fine distinctions there 
might have been between them. 

Before we judge Peter too severely, two other mat- 
ters should be considered. When answering the first 
two questions, Peter did affirm his agape love when he 
said, “Yes, Lord!” The fact that Peter himself used 
phileo did not negate his wholehearted assent to the 
Lord’s use of agape. Second, Peter and Jesus undoubt- 
edly spoke in Aramaic, even though the Holy Spirit 
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recorded the conversation in common Greek. It might 
be unwise for us to press the Greek too far in this case. 

In spite of his faults and failures, Peter did indeed 
love the Lord, and he was not ashamed to admit it. 
The other men were certainly listening “over Peter’s 
shoulder” and benefiting from the conversation, for 
they too had failed the Lord after boasting of their 
devotion. Peter had already confessed his sin and been 
forgiven. Now he was being restored to apostleship 
and leadership. 

The image, however, changes from that of the fish- 
erman to that of the shepherd. Peter was to minister 
both as an evangelist (catching the fish) and a pastor 
(shepherding the flock). It is unfortunate when we 
divorce these two because they should go together. 
Pastors ought to evangelize (2 Tim. 4:5) and then shep- 
herd the people they have won so that they mature in 
the Lord. 

Jesus gave three admonitions to Peter: “Feed My 
lambs,” “Shepherd My sheep,” and “Feed My sheep.” 
Both the lambs and the more mature sheep need feed- 
ing and leading, and that is the task of the spiritual 
shepherd. It is an awesome responsibility to be a shep- 
herd of God’s flock (1 Peter 5:2)! There are enemies 
that want to destroy the flock, and the shepherd must 
be alert and courageous (Acts 20:28-35). By nature, 
sheep are ignorant and defenseless, and they need the 
protection and guidance of the shepherd. 

While it is true that the Holy Spirit equips people 
to serve as shepherds, and gives these people to 
churches (Eph. 4: 11ff.), it is also true that each indi- 
vidual Christian must help to care for the flock. Each 
of us has a gift or gifts from the Lord, and we should 
use what He has given us to help protect and perfect 
the flock. Sheep are prone to wander, and we must look 
after each other and encourage each other. 

Jesus Christ is the Good Shepherd (John 10:11), 
the Great Shepherd (Heb. 13:20-21), and the Chief 
Shepherd (1 Peter 5:4). Pastors are “under-shepherds” 
who must obey Him as they minister to the flock. The 
most important thing the pastor can do is to love Jesus 
Christ. If he truly loves Jesus Christ, the pastor will also 
love His sheep and tenderly care for them. The Greek 
word for “sheep” at the end of John 21:17 means “dear 
sheep.” Our Lord’s sheep are dear to Him and He 
wants His ministers to love them and care for them 
personally and lovingly. (See Ezek. 34 for God’s indict- 
ment of unfaithful shepherds, the leaders of Judah.) A 
pastor who loves the flock will serve it faithfully, no 
matter what the cost. 


We Are Disciples—Follow Him (21:19-25) 
Jesus had just spoken about Peter’s life and ministry, 
and now He talks about Peter’s death. This must have 
been a shock to Peter, to have the Lord discuss his 
death in such an open manner. No doubt Peter was 
rejoicing that he had been restored to fellowship and 
apostleship. Why bring up martyrdom? 

The first time Jesus spoke about His own death, 


Peter had opposed it (Matt. 16:21ff.). Peter had even 
used his sword in the garden in a futile attempt to 
protect his Lord. Yet Peter had boasted he would die 
for the Lord Jesus! But when the pressure was on, 
Peter failed miserably. (You and I probably would 
have done worse!) Anyone who yields himself to 
serve the Lord must honestly confront this matter of 
death. 

When a person has settled the matter of death, then 
he is ready to live and to serve! Our Lord’s own death 
is a repeated theme in John’s gospel: He knew that His 
“hour” would come, and He was prepared to obey the 
Father’s will. We as His followers must yield our- 
selves—just as He yielded Himself for us—and be 
“living sacrifices” (Rom. 12:1-2) who are “ready to be 
offered” (2 Tim. 4:6-8) if it is the will of God. 

Earlier that morning, Peter had “girded himself? 
and hurried to shore to meet Jesus (John 21:7). The 
day would come when another would take charge of 
Peter—and kill him (see 2 Peter 1:13-14). Tradition 
tells us that Peter was indeed crucified, but that he 
asked to be crucified upside down, because he was not 
worthy to die exactly as his Master had died. 

But Peter's death would not be a tragedy; it would 
glorify God! The death of Lazarus glorified God (John 
11:4, 40) and so did the death of Jesus (John 12:23ff.). 
Paul’s great concern was that he glorify God, whether 
by life or by death (Phil. 1:20-21). This should be our 
desire as well. 

Our Lord’s words, “Follow me!” must have brought 
new joy and love to Peter’s heart. Literally, Jesus said, 
“Keep on following Me.” Immediately, Peter began to 
follow Jesus, just as he had done before his great denial. 
However, for a moment Peter took his eyes off the Lord 
Jesus, a mistake he had made at least two other times. 
After that first great catch of fish, Peter took his eyes off 
his Lord and looked at himself. “Depart from me; for I 
am a sinful man, O Lord” (Luke 5:8). When he was 
walking on the stormy sea with Jesus, Peter looked 
away from the Lord and began to look at the wind and 
waves, and immediately he began to sink (Matt. 
14:30). It is dangerous to look at the circumstances 
instead of looking to the Lord. 

Why did Peter look away from his Lord and start to 
look back? He heard somebody walking behind him. It 
was the apostle John, who was also following Jesus 
Christ. Peter did a foolish thing and asked Jesus, 
“What shall this man do?” In other words, “Lord, you 
just told me what will happen to me; now, what will 
happen to John?” 

The Lord rebuked Peter and reminded him that 
his job was to follow, not to meddle into the lives of 
other believers. Beware when you get your eyes off the 
Lord and start to look at other Christians! “Looking 
unto Jesus” should be the aim and practice of every 
believer (Heb. 12:1—2). To be distracted by ourselves, 
our circumstances, or by other Christians is to dis- 
obey the Lord and possibly get detoured out of the 
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will of God. Keep your eyes of faith on Him and on 
Him alone. 

This does not mean that we ignore others, because 
we do have the responsibility of caring for one another 
(Phil. 2:14). Rather, it means that we must not permit 
our curiosity about others to distract us from following 
the Lord. God has His plan for us; He also has plans 
for our Christian friends and associates. How He works 
in their lives is His business. Our business is to follow 
Him as He leads us (see Rom. 14:1—13). 

I recall a critical time in my own ministry when I 
was disturbed because other ministers were apparently 
getting God’s “blessing” in abundance, while I seemed 
to be reaping a meager harvest. I must confess that I 
envied them and wished that God had given their gifts 
to me. But the Lord tenderly rebuked me with, “What 
is that to thee? Follow thou me.” It was just the mes- 
sage I needed, and I have tried to heed it ever since. 

Jesus did not say that John would live until His 
return, but that is the way some of the misguided 
believers understood it. More problems are caused by 
confused saints than by lost sinners! Misinterpreting 
the Word of God only creates misunderstanding about 
God’s people and God’s plans for His people. 

However, there is a somewhat enigmatic quality to 
what the Lord said about John. Jesus did not say that 
John would live until He returned, nor did He say that 
John would die before He returned. As it was, John 
lived the longest of all the disciples and did witness the 
Lord’s return when he saw the visions that he recorded 
in the book of Revelation. 

As John came to the close of his book, he affirmed 
again the credibility of his witness. (Remember, witness 
is a key theme in the gospel of John. The word is used 
forty-seven times.) John witnessed these events himself 
and wrote them for us as he was led by the Holy Spirit. 
He could have included so much more, but he wrote 
only what the Spirit told him to write. 

The book ends with Peter and John together fol- 
lowing Jesus, and He led them right into the book of 
Acts! What an exciting thing it was to receive the power 
of the Spirit and to bear witness of Jesus Christ! Had 
they not trusted Him, been transformed by Him, and 
followed Him, they would have remained. successful 
fishermen on the Sea of Galilee, and the world would 
never have heard of them. 

Jesus Christ is transforming lives today. Wherever 
He finds a believer who is willing to yield to His will, 
listen to His Word, and follow His way, He begins to 
transform that believer and accomplish remarkable 
things in that life. He also begins to do wonderful 
things through that life. 

Peter and John have been off the scene (except for 
their books) for centuries, but you and J are still here. 
We are taking His place and taking their place. What a 
responsibility! What a privilege! 

We can succeed only as we permit Him to trans- 
form us. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Acts 1 


THE FAITH OF THE FIRST CHRISTIANS 


famous Hollywood producer once said that for a 
A movie to be successful, it must start with an earth- 

quake and work up to a climax. Luke certainly 
didn’t follow that formula when he wrote the book of 
Acts. Except for the ascension of Jesus Christ, events 
recorded in Acts 1 are anything but dramatic. After all, 
what is exciting about a business meeting? 

Then why record these events? Why didn’t Luke just 
start with the story of Pentecost? For several reasons. 

To begin with, Luke was writing volume two of a 
work that started with what we call the gospel of Luke 
(see Luke 1:1—4), and he had to begin with the proper 
salutation and introduction. We don’t know who 
Theophilus was or even if he was a believer, but Luke’s 
salutation suggests that he may have been an important 
Roman official (see Acts 23:26; 24:3; 26:25). Likely 
Theophilus was a Christian or at least a seeker who was 
carefully studying the Christian faith. His name means 
“friend of God,” and we hope he lived up to his name. 

But even more important, Luke had to build a 
bridge between his gospel and the book of Acts (Luke 
24:50-53). At the close of his gospel, he had left the 
believers in the temple, praising God. Now he had to 
pick up the story and explain what happened next. 
Imagine how confused you would be if, in reading your 
New Testament, you turned the last page of the gospel 
of John and discovered—Romans! “How did the 
church get to Rome?” you would ask yourself; the 
answer is found in the book of Acts. 

The book of Acts is also the account of the work of 
the Holy Spirit in and through the church. The gospel 
of Luke records what Jesus “began both to do and 
teach” in His human body, and the book of Acts tells 
us what Jesus continued to do and teach through His 
spiritual body, the church. Even today, congregations 
can learn much about church life and ministry from 
this book, and this even includes the business meetings! 

In this chapter, we see the believers taking care of 
“unfinished business” and getting ready for Pentecost. 
What they said and did reveals to us the faith of the 
church. In what did they really believe? 


They Believed in the Risen Christ (1:1-11) 


After His resurrection, Jesus remained on earth for 
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forty days and ministered to His disciples. He had 
already opened their minds to understand the Old 
Testament message about Himself (Luke 24:44—-48), 
but there were other lessons they needed to learn before 
they could launch out in their new ministry. Jesus 
appeared and disappeared during those forty days, and 
the believers never knew when He might show up. It 
was excellent preparation for the church because the 
days were soon coming when He would no longer be 
on earth to instruct them personally. We believers 
today never know when our Lord may return, so our 
situation is somewhat similar to theirs. 

The Lord taught them several important lessons 
during that time of special ministry. 

The reality of His resurrection (v. 3a). Some of 
the believers may have had their doubts forty days 
before (Mark 16:9-14), but there could be no ques- 
tion now that Jesus had indeed been raised from the 
dead. To strengthen their faith, He gave them “many 
infallible proofs,” which Luke did not explain. We 
know that when Jesus met His disciples, He invited 
them to touch His body, and He even ate before them 
(Luke 24:38-43). Whatever proofs He gave, they were 
convincing. 

Faith in His resurrection was important to the 
church because their own spiritual power depended on 
it. Also, the message of the gospel involves the truth of 
the resurrection (Rom. 10:9-10; 1 Cor. 15:1-8), and, 
if Jesus were dead, the church would be speechless. 
Finally, the official Jewish position was that the disci- 
ples had stolen Jesus’ body from the tomb (Matt. 
28:11-15), and the believers had to be able to refute 
this as they witnessed to the nation. 

These believers were chosen to be special witnesses 
of Christ’s resurrection, and that was the emphasis in 
their ministry (Acts 1:22; 2:32; 3:15; 5:30-32). Most 
of the people in Jerusalem knew that Jesus of Nazareth 
had been crucified, but they did not know that He had 
been raised from the dead. By their words, their walk, 
and their mighty works, the believers told the world 
that Jesus was alive. This was “the sign of Jonah” that 
Jesus had promised to the nation (Matt. 12:38-41)— 
His death, burial, and resurrection. 

The coming of His kingdom (v. 3b). This refers 
to the reign of God over the hearts and lives of those 
who have trusted Him (see Matt. 6:33; Rom. 14:17; 1 
John 3:1-9). When you read the four gospels, you dis- 
cover that the apostles had a strongly political view of 
the kingdom and were especially concerned about their 
own positions and privileges. Being loyal Jews, they 


longed for the defeat of their enemies and the final 
establishment of the glorious kingdom under the rule 
of King Messiah. They did not realize that there must 
first be a spiritual change in the hearts of the people 
(see Luke 1:67-79). 

Jesus did not rebuke them when they “kept asking” 
about the future Jewish kingdom (Acts 1:7). After all, 
He had opened their minds to understand the 
Scriptures (Luke 24:44), so they knew what they were 
asking. But God has not revealed His timetable to us, 
and it is futile for us to speculate. The important thing 
is not to be curious about the future but to be busy in 
the present, sharing the message of God’s spiritual 
kingdom. This is another emphasis in the book of Acts 
(see Acts 8:12; 14:22; 20:25; 28:23, 31). 

The power of His Holy Spirit (vv. 4-8). John the 
Baptist had announced a future baptism of the Holy 
Spirit (Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:8; Luke 3:16; John 1:33; 
and see Acts 11:16), and now that prophecy would be 
fulfilled. Jesus had also promised the coming of the 
Spirit John 14:16-18, 26; 15:26-27; 16:7-15). It 
would be an enduement of power for the disciples so 
that they would be able to serve the Lord and accom- 
plish His will (Luke 24:49). John had spoken about 
“the Holy Spirit and fire,” but Jesus said nothing about 
fire. Why? Because the “baptism of fire” has to do with 
future judgment, when the nation of Israel will go 
through tribulation (Matt. 3:11-12). The appearing of 
“tongues of fire” at Pentecost (Acts 2:3) could not be 
termed a “baptism.” 

Acts 1:8 is a key verse. To begin with, it explains 
that the power of the church comes from the Holy 
Spirit and not from man (see Zech. 4:6). God’s people 
experienced repeated fillings of the Spirit as they faced 
new opportunities and obstacles (Acts 2:4; 4:8, 31; 
9:17; 13:9). Ordinary people were able to do extraor- 
dinary things because the Spirit of God was at work in 
their lives. The ministry of the Holy Spirit is not a lux- 
ury; it is an absolute necessity. 

“Witness” is a key word in the book of Acts and is 
used twenty-nine times as either a verb or a noun. A 
witness is somebody who tells what he has seen and 
heard (Acts 4:19-20). When you are on the witness 
stand in court, the judge is not interested in your ideas 
or opinions; he only wants to hear what you know. Our 
English word martyr comes from the Greek word trans- 
lated “witness,” and many of God’s people have sealed 
their witness by laying down their lives. 

We hear a great deal these days about “soul win- 
ning,” and the emphasis is a good one. However, while 
some of God's people have a calling to evangelism (Eph. 
4:11), all of God’s people are expected to be witnesses 
and tell the lost about the Savior. Not every Christian 
can bring a sinner to the place of faith and decision 
(though most of us could do better), but every 
Christian can bear faithful witness to the Savior. “A 
true witness delivereth souls” (Prov. 14:25). 

Acts 1:8 also gives us a general outline of the book 
of Acts as it describes the geographical spread of the 
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gospel: from Jerusalem (Acts 1—7) to Judea and 
Samaria (Acts 8—9), and then to the Gentiles and to 
the ends of the earth (Acts 10—28). No matter where 
we live, as Christians we should begin our witness at 
home and then extend it “into all the world.” As Dr. 
Oswald J. Smith used to say, “The light that shines the 
farthest will shine the brightest at home.” 

The assurance of His coming again (vv. 9-11). 
Our Lord’s ascension into heaven was an important 
part of His ministry, for if He had not returned to the 
Father, He could not have sent the promised gift of 
the Holy Spirit (John 16:5-15). Also, in heaven 
today, the Savior is our interceding High Priest, giv- 
ing us the grace that we need for life and service (Heb. 
4:14-16). He is also our Advocate before the Father, 
forgiving us when we confess our sins (1 John 1:9— 
2:2). The exalted and glorified Head of the church is 
now working with His people on earth and helping 
them accomplish His purposes (Mark 16:19-20). 

As the believers watched Jesus being taken up to 
glory, two angels appeared and gently rebuked them. 
Angels play an important role in the ministry described 
in Acts, just as they do today, even though we cannot 
see them (see Acts 5:19-20; 8:26; 10:3-7; 12:7-10, 
23; 27:23). The angels are the servants of the saints 
(Heb. 1:14). 

The two messengers gave the believers assurance 
that Jesus Christ would come again, just as He had 
been taken from them. This seems to refer to His pub- 
lic “coming in the clouds” (Matt. 24:30; 26:64; Rev. 
1:7) rather than to His coming for His church “in a 
moment, in the twinkling of an eye” (1 Cor. 15:51-52; 
1 Thess. 4:13-18). Regardless of what views different 
people may take of God’s prophetic program, 
Christians agree that Jesus is coming again and that He 
can come at any time. This in itself is a great motiva- 
tion for faithful Christian service (Luke 12:34—48). 


They Believed in Each Other (1:12-14) 

They obeyed their Lord’s commandment and returned 
to Jerusalem “with great joy” (Luke 24:52). It is likely 
that the group met in the Upper Room where the last 
Passover had been celebrated, but they were also found 
at worship in the temple (Luke 24:53). 

What a variety of people made up that first assem- 
bly of believers! There were men and women, apostles 
and “ordinary” people, and even members of the Lord’s 
earthly family (see Matt. 13:55; Mark 6:3). His 
“brethren” had not believed in Him during His min- 
istry (John 7:5), but they did come to trust Him after 
the resurrection (Acts 1:14). Mary was there as a mem- 
ber of the assembly, participating in worship and 
prayer along with the others. The center of their fellow- 
ship was the risen Christ, and all of them adored and 
magnified Him. 

How easy it would have been for someone to bring 
division into this beautiful assembly of humble people! 
The members of the Lord’s family might have claimed 
special recognition, or Peter could have been criticized 


523 


Acts 1 


for his cowardly denial of the Savior. Or perhaps Peter 
might have blamed John, because it was John who 
brought him into the high priest’s house (John 
18:15-16). John might well have reminded the others 
that Ae had faithfully stood at the cross, and had even 
been chosen by the Savior to care for His mother. But 
there was none of this. In fact, nobody was even argu- 
ing over who among them was the greatest! 

The key phrase is “with one accord,” a phrase that 
is found six times in Acts (1:14; 2:1, 46; 4:24; 5:12; 
15:25; and note also 2:44). There was among these 
believers a wonderful unity that bound them together 
in Christ (Ps. 133; Gal. 3:28), the kind of unity that 
Christians need today. “I do not want the walls of sep- 
aration between different orders of Christians to be 
destroyed,” said the godly British preacher Rowland 
Hill, “but only lowered, that we may shake hands a lit- 
tle easier over them!” 

It is not enough for Christians to have faith in the 
Lord; they must also have faith in one another. To these 
120 people (Acts 1:15) the Lord had given the solemn 
responsibility of bearing witness to a lost world, and 
none of them could do the job alone. They would 
experience severe persecution in the days ahead, and 
one of them, James, would lay down his life for Christ. 
It was not a time for asking, “Who is the greatest?” or, 
“Who committed the greatest sin?” It was a time for 
praying together and standing together in the Lord. As 
they waited and worshipped together, they were being 
better prepared for the work that lay before them. 


They Believed in Prayer (1:15, 24-25) 

Prayer plays a significant role in the story of the church 
as recorded in the book of Acts. The believers prayed 
for guidance in making decisions (Acts 1:15-26) and 
for courage to witness for Christ (Acts 4:23-31). In 
fact, prayer was a normal part of their daily ministry 
(Acts 2:42—47; 3:1; 6:4). Stephen prayed as he was 
being stoned (Acts 7:55—60). Peter and John prayed for 
the Samaritans (Acts 8:14-17), and Saul of Tarsus 
prayed after his conversion (Acts 9:11). Peter prayed 
before he raised Dorcas from the dead (Acts 9:36—43). 
Cornelius prayed that God would show him how to be 
saved (Acts 10:1—-4), and Peter was on the housetop 
praying when God told him how to be the answer to 
Cornelius’s prayers (Acts 10:9). 

The believers in John Mark’s house prayed for Peter 
when he was in prison, and the Lord delivered him 
both from prison and from death (Acts 12:1-11). The 
church at Antioch fasted and prayed before sending out 
Barnabas and Paul (Acts 13:1—3; and note 14:23). It 
was at a prayer meeting in Philippi that God opened 
Lydia’s heart (Acts 16:13), and another prayer meeting 
in Philippi opened the prison doors (Acts 16:25ff.). 
Paul prayed for his friends before leaving them (Acts 
20:36; 21:5). In the midst of a storm, he prayed for 
God’s blessing (Acts 27:35), and after a storm, he 
prayed that God would heal a sick man (Acts 28:8). In 
almost every chapter in Acts you find a reference to 
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prayer, and the book makes it very clear that something 
happens when God’s people pray. 

This is certainly a good lesson for the church today. 
Prayer is both the thermometer and the thermostat of 
the local church, for the “spiritual temperature” either 
goes up or down, depending on how God’s people 
pray. John Bunyan, author of Pilgrim’ Progress, said, 
“Prayer is a shield to the soul, a sacrifice to God, and a 
scourge to Satan.” In the book of Acts, you see prayer 
accomplishing all of these things. 


They Believed in God’s Leading (1:16-23) 

The Lord Jesus was no longer with them to give them 
personal directions, but they were not without the 
leading of the Lord, for they had the Word of God and 
prayer. In fact, the Word of God and prayer formed the 
foundation for the ministry of the church as recorded 
in the book of Acts (Acts 6:4). 

Peter has been criticized for taking charge, but I 
believe he was doing the will of God. Jesus had made it 
clear that Peter was to be their leader (Matt. 16:19; 
Luke 22:31-32; John 21:15-17). Peter was “first 
among equals,” but he was their recognized leader. His 
name is mentioned first in each listing of the apostles, 
including Acts 1:13. 

But should Peter and the others have waited until 
the Spirit had been given? We must not forget that the 
Lord had previously “breathed” on them and imparted 
the Spirit to them (John 20:22). When the Spirit came 
at Pentecost, it was for the purpose of filling them with 
power and baptizing them into one body in Christ. 

We must also remember that the Lord had opened 
up their minds to understand the Scriptures (Luke 
24:45). When Peter referred to Psalms 69:25 and 
109:8, he was not doing this on his own, but was being 
led by the Spirit of God. These people definitely 
believed in the divine inspiration of the Old Testament 
Scriptures (Acts 1:16; and see 3:18; 4:25), and they 
also believed that these Scriptures had a practical appli- 
cation to their situation. 

A radio listener once wrote to ask me, “Why do you 
teach from the Old Testament? After all, it’s ancient 
history and it’s all been fulfilled by Jesus!” I explained 
that the only “Bible” the early church had was the Old 
Testament, and yet they were able to use it to discover 
the will of God. We need both the Old and the New; 
in fact, the New Testament writers often quote from 
the Old Testament to prove their point. St. Augustine 
said, “The New is in the Old concealed; the Old is by 
the New revealed.” 

Certainly we must interpret the Old by the New, 
but we must not think that God no longer speaks to 
His people through the Old Testament Scriptures. “AX 
Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is prof- 
itable” (2 Tim. 3:16, italics mine). “Man shall not live 
by bread alone, but by every word that proceedeth out 
of the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4, italics mine). We 
must use the whole Bible and balance Scripture with 
Scripture as we seek to discover the mind of God. 


“But it was wrong for them to select a new apostle,” 
some claim, “because Paul was the one who was chosen 
by God to fill up the ranks. They chose Matthias and 
he was never heard of again!” 

Except for Peter and John, none of the original 
Twelve are mentioned by name in the book of Acts after 
1:13! Paul could not have “filled up the ranks” because 
he could never have met the divine qualifications laid 
down in Acts 1:21-22. Paul was not baptized by John 
the Baptist; he did not travel with the apostles when 
Jesus was with them on earth; and, though he saw the 
glorified Christ, Paul was not a witness of the resurrec- 
tion as were the original apostles. 

Paul made it clear that he was not to be classified 
with the Twelve (1 Cor. 15:8; Gal. 1:15—24), and the 
Twelve knew it. If the Twelve thought that Paul was 
supposed. to be one of them, they certainly did not 
show it! In fact, they refused to admit Paul into the 
Jerusalem fellowship until Barnabas came to his rescue 
(Acts 9:26-27)! The twelve apostles ministered prima- 
rily to the twelve tribes of Israel, while Paul was sent to 
the Gentiles (Gal. 2:1-10). 

No, Paul was not meant to be the twelfth apostle. 
Peter and the other believers were in the will of God 
when they selected Matthias, and God gave His 
endorsement to Matthias by empowering him with the 
same Spirit that was given to the other men whom 
Jesus had personally selected (Acts 2:1-4, 14). 

It was necessary that twelve men witness at 
Pentecost to the twelve tribes of Israel, and also that 
twelve men be prepared to sit on twelve thrones to 
judge the twelve tribes (Luke 22:28-30). From Acts 
2—7, the witness was primarily to Israel, “to the Jew 
first” (see Rom. 1:16; Acts 3:26; 13:46). Once the mes- 
sage had gone to the Gentiles (Acts 10—11), this 
Jewish emphasis began to decline. When the apostle 
James was martyred, he was not replaced (Acts 12). 
Why? Because the official witness to Israel was now 
completed, and the message was going out to Jews and 
Gentiles alike. There was no more need for twelve 
apostles to give witness to the twelve tribes of Israel. 

Peter’s account of the purchase of the land and the 
death of Judas appears to contradict the record in 
Matthew 27:3-10, but actually it complements it. 
Judas did not buy the field personally, but since it was 
his money that paid for it, in that sense, he was the 
buyer. And, since the thirty pieces of silver were consid- 
ered “blood money,” the field was called “the field of 
blood” (Matt. 27:8). It was not Judas’s blood that gave 
the field its name, for the Jews would not use as a 
sacred cemetery a place that had been defiled by a sui- 
cide. Judas hanged himself, and apparently the rope 
broke and his body (possibly already distended) burst 
open when it hit the ground. 

The believers prayed for God’s guidance before they 
“voted,” because they wanted to select the man that 
God had already chosen (Prov. 16:33). Their exalted 
Lord was working in them and through them from 
heaven. This is the last instance in the Bible of the cast- 
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ing of lots, and there is no reason why believers today 
should use this approach in determining God’s will. 
While it is not always easy to discover what God wants 
us to do, if we are willing to obey Him, He will reveal 
His will to us John 7:17). What is important is that we 
follow the example of the early church by emphasizing 
the Word of God and prayer. 

Not all our Lord’s followers were in the Upper 
Room, for there were only 120 present and 1 
Corinthians 15:6 states that at least 500 persons saw 
the risen Christ at one time. Bible scholars do not agree 
on the size of the population of Palestine at that time, 
and their estimates run from 600,000 to 4 million. But 
regardless of what figure you select, the 120 believers 
were still a minority, yet they turned their world upside 
down for Christ! 

What was their secret? The power of the Holy 
Spirit! 

Dr. Luke explains this in Acts 2. 


CHAPTER TWO 
Acts 2 


POWER FROM HEAVEN! 


e are not going to move this world by criticism 
W of it nor conformity to it, but by the combus- 

tion within it of lives ignited by the Spirit of 
God.” 

Vance Havner made that statement and he was 
right. The early church had none of the things that we 
think are so essential for success today—buildings, 
money, political influence, social status—and yet the 
church won multitudes to Christ and saw many 
churches established throughout the Roman world. 
Why? Because the church had the power of the Holy 
Spirit energizing its ministry. They were a people who 
“were ignited by the Spirit of God.” 

That same Holy Spirit power is available to us 
today to make us more effective witnesses for Christ. 
The better we understand His working at Pentecost, 
the better we will be able to relate to Him and experi- 
ence His power. The ministry of the Spirit is to glorify 
Christ in the life and witness of the believer (John 
16:14), and that is what is important. Acts 2 helps us 
understand the Holy Spirit by recording four experi- 
ences in the life of the church. 


The Church Waiting for the Spirit (2:1) 

Pentecost means “fiftieth” because this feast was held 
fifty days after the Feast of Firstfruits (Lev. 23:15—22). 
The calendar of Jewish feasts in Leviticus 23 is an out- 
line of the work of Jesus Christ. Passover pictures His 
death as the Lamb of God (John 1:29; 1 Cor. 5:7), and 
the Feast of Firstfruits pictures His resurrection from 
the dead (1 Cor. 15:20-23). Fifty days after Firstfruits 
is the Feast of Pentecost, which pictures the formation 
of the church. At Pentecost, the Jews celebrated the 
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giving of the law, but Christians celebrate it because of 
the giving of the Holy Spirit to the church. 

The Feast of Firstfruits took place on the day after 
the Sabbath following Passover, which means it was 
always on the first day of the week. (The Sabbath is the 
seventh day.) Jesus arose from the dead on the first day 
of the week and “became the firstfruits of them that 
slept” (1 Cor. 15:20). Now, if Pentecost was fifty days 
later—seven weeks plus one day—then Pentecost also 
took place on the first day of the week. Christians 
assemble and worship on Sunday, the first day of the 
week, because on that day our Lord arose from the 
dead, but it was also the day on which the Holy Spirit 
was given to the church. 

On the Feast of Firstfruits, the priest waved a sheaf of 
grain before the Lord, but on Pentecost, he presented two 
loaves of bread. Why? Because at Pentecost, the Holy 
Spirit baptized the believers and united them into one 
body. The Jewish believers received this baptism at 
Pentecost, and the Gentile believers received this bap- 
tism in the home of Cornelius (Acts 10). This explains 
the presence of two loaves of bread (see 1 Cor. 10:17). 
The fact that there was leaven (yeast) in the loaves indi- 
cates the presence of sin in the church on earth. The 
church will not be perfect until it gets to heaven. 

We must not conclude that this ten-day prayer 
meeting brought about the miracles of Pentecost, or 
that we today may pray as they did and experience 
“another Pentecost.” Like our Lord’s death at 
Calvary, Pentecost was a once-for-all event that will 
not be repeated. The church may experience new fill- 
ings of the Spirit, and certainly patient prayer is an 
essential element to spiritual power, but we would 
not ask for another Pentecost any more than we 
would ask for another Calvary. 


The Church Worshipping the Lord (2:2-13) 

As we study the events of Pentecost, it is important that 
we separate the accidentals from the essentials. The 
Spirit came and the people heard the sound of rushing 
wind and saw tongues of fire. The Spirit baptized and 
filled the believers, and then spoke as they praised God 
in various languages. The Spirit empowered Peter to 
preach, and then He convicted the listeners so that three 
thousand of them trusted Christ and were saved. Lets 
consider these ministries one by one. 

The Spirit came (vv. 2-3). The Holy Spirit had 
been active prior to Pentecost and had worked in cre- 
ation (Gen. 1:1-2), in Old Testament history (Judg. 
6:34; 1 Sam. 16:13), and in the life and ministry of 
Jesus (Luke 1:30-37; 4:1, 14; Acts 10:38). However, 
now there would be two changes: the Spirit would dwell 
in people and not just come on them, and His presence 
would be permanent, not temporary (John 14:16-17). 
The Spirit could not have come sooner, for it was essen- 
tial that Jesus die, be raised from the dead, and return 
to heaven before the Spirit could be given (John 
7:37-39; 16:7ff.). Remember the Jewish calendar in 
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There were three startling signs that accompanied 
the coming of the Spirit: the sound of a rushing wind, 
tongues of fire, and the believers praising God in various 
languages. The word Spirit is the same as “wind” in both 
the Hebrew and the Greek (John 3:8). The people did 
not feel the wind; they heard the sound of a mighty wind. 
It is likely the believers were in the temple when this 
occurred (Luke 24:53). The word house in Acts 2:2 can 
refer to the temple (see Acts 7:47). The tongues of fire 
symbolized the powerful witness of the church to the 
people. Campbell Morgan reminds us that our tongues 
can be set on fire either by heaven or by hell (James 
3:5-6)! Combine wind and fire and you have—a blaze! 

The Spirit baptized (1:5). The Greek word bap- 
tizo has two meanings, one literal and the other 
figurative. The word literally means “to submerge,” but 
the figurative meaning is “to be identified with.” The 
baptism of the Spirit is that act of God by which He 
identified believers with the exalted Head of the 
church, Jesus Christ, and formed the spiritual body of 
Christ on earth (1 Cor. 12:12-14). Historically, this 
took place at Pentecost; today, it takes place whenever 
a sinner trusts Jesus Christ and is born again. 

When you read about “baptism” in the New 
Testament, you must exercise discernment to deter- 
mine whether the word is to be interpreted literally or 
symbolically. For example, in Romans 6:3-4 and 
Galatians 3:27-28, the reference is symbolic since 
water baptism cannot put a sinner into Jesus Christ. 
Only the Holy Spirit can do that (Rom. 8:9; 1 Cor. 
12:13; see Acts 10:44-48). Water baptism is a public 
witness of the person’s identification with Jesus Christ, 
while Spirit baptism is the personal and private experi- 
ence that identifies the person with Christ. 

It is important to note that historically, the baptism of 
the Spirit took place in two stages: the Jewish believers 
were baptized at Pentecost, and the Gentiles were bap- 
tized and added to the body in the home of Cornelius 
(Acts 10:44-48; 11:15-17; and see Eph. 2:11-22). 

The Spirit filled (v. 4). The filling of the Spirit has 
to do with power for witness and service (Acts 1:8). We 
are not exhorted to be baptized by the Spirit, for this is 
something God does once and for all when we trust 
His Son. But we are commanded to be filled with the 
Spirit (Eph. 5:18), for we need His power constantly if 
we are to serve God effectively. At Pentecost, the 
Christians were filled with the Spirit and experienced 
the baptism of the Spirit, but after that, they experi- 
enced many fillings (Acts 4:8, 31; 9:17; 13:9) but no 
more baptisms. 

Occasionally someone says, “What difference does 
it make what words we use? The important thing is 
that we have the experience!” I doubt that they would 
apply that same approach to any other area of life such 
as medicine, cooking, or mechanics. What difference 
does it make if the pharmacist uses arsenic or aspirin in 
the prescription, just so long as you get well? Or if the 
mechanic installs an alternator or a carburetor, just so 
long as the car works? 


The Holy Spirit has revealed God’s truth to us in 
words (1 Cor. 2:12-13), and these words have definite 
meanings that must not be changed. Regeneration 
must not be confused with justification, nor propitia- 
tion with adoption. Each of these words is important 
in God’s plan of salvation and must be defined accu- 
rately and used carefully. 

The baptism of the Spirit means that I belong to 
His body; the fullness of the Spirit means that my body 
belongs to Him. The baptism is final; the fullness is 
repeated as we trust God for new power to witness. The 
baptism involves all other believers, for it makes us one 
in the body of Christ (Eph. 4:1-6); while the fullness 
is personal and individual. These are two distinct expe- 
riences and they must not be confused. 

The Spirit spoke (vv. 5-13). Note that the believ- 
ers were praising God, not preaching the gospel, and 
that they used known languages, not an “unknown 
tongue” (Acts 2:6, 8). Luke named fifteen different geo- 
graphical locations and clearly stated that the citizens of 
those places heard Peter and the others declare God’s 
wonderful works in languages they could understand. The 
Greek word translated “language” in Acts 2:6 and 
“tongue” in Acts 2:8 is dialektos and refers to a language 
or dialect of some country or district (Acts 21:40; 22:2; 
26:14). Unless we are instructed otherwise in Scripture, 
we must assume that when “speaking in tongues” is 
mentioned elsewhere in Acts, or in 1 Corinthians, it 
refers to an identical experience: believers praising God 
in the Spirit in languages that are known. 

Why did God do this? For one thing, Pentecost was 
a reversal of the judgment at the Tower of Babel when 
God confused man’s language (Gen. 11:1-9). God’s 
judgment at Babel scattered the people, but God’s bless- 
ing at Pentecost united the believers in the Spirit. At 
Babel, the people were unable to understand each other, 
but at Pentecost, men heard God’s praises and under- 
stood what was said. The Tower of Babel was a scheme 
designed to praise men and make a name for men, but 
Pentecost brought praise to God. The building of Babel 
was an act of rebellion, but Pentecost was a ministry of 
humble submission to God. What a contrast! 

Another reason for this gift of tongues was to let the 
people know that the gospel was for the whole world. 
God wants to speak to every person in his or her own 
language and give the saving message of salvation in 
Jesus Christ. The emphasis in the book of Acts is on 
worldwide evangelization, “unto the uttermost part of 
the earth” (Acts 1:8). “The Spirit of Christ is the spirit of 
missions,” said Henry Martyn, “and the nearer we get to 
Him, the more intensely missionary we must become.” 

Apparently the sound of the wind drew the people 
to the temple where the believers were gathered, but it 
was the praise by the believers that really captured their 
attention. The careless listeners mocked and accused 
the believers of being drunk, but others were sincerely 
concerned to find out what was going on. The people 
were perplexed (Acts 2:6), amazed (Acts 2:7, 12), and 
they marveled (Acts 2:7). 
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It is interesting that the mockers should accuse the 
believers of being drunk, for wine is associated with the 
Holy Spirit (Eph. 5:18). Paul relates the two in contrast, 
for when a man is filled with strong drink, he loses con- 
trol of himself and ends up being ashamed, but when a 
person is filled with the Spirit, he has self-control and 
glorifies God. Strong drink can bring a temporary 
exhilaration, but the Spirit gives a deep satisfaction and 
a lasting joy. 


The Church Witnessing to the Lost (2:14-41) 

Peter did not preach in tongues; he addressed his audi- 
ence in the everyday Aramaic that they understood. The 
message was given by a Jew, to Jews (Acts 2:14, 22, 29, 
36), on a Jewish holy day, about the resurrection of the 
Jewish Messiah whom their nation had crucified. The 
Gentiles who were there were proselytes to the Jewish 
religion (Acts 2:10). Peter would not open the door of 
faith to the Gentiles until he visited Cornelius (Acts 10). 

There are three explanations in Peter’s sermon. 

He explained what happened: the Spirit had 
come (vv. 14-21). The joyful worship of the believers 
was not the result of too much wine; it was the evi- 
dence of the arrival of God’s Holy Spirit to dwell in His 
people. Orthodox Jews did not eat or drink before 9 
a.m. on the Sabbath or on a holy day, nor did they usu- 
ally drink wine except with meals. 

Peter did not say that Pentecost was the fulfillment 
of the prophecy of Joel 2:28-32, because the signs and 
wonders predicted had not occurred. When you read 
Joel’s prophecy in context, you see that it deals with the 
nation of Israel in the end times, in connection with 
“the day of the Lord.” However, Peter was led by the 
Spirit to see in the prophecy an application to the 
church. He said, “This is that same Holy Spirit that 
Joel wrote about. He is here!” Such an announcement 
would seem incredible to the Jews, because they 
thought God’s Spirit was given only to a few select peo- 
ple (see Num. 11:28-29). But here were 120 of their 
fellow Jews, men and women, enjoying the blessing of 
the same Holy Spirit that had empowered Moses, 
David, and the prophets. 

It was indeed the dawning of a new age, the “last 
days” in which God would bring to completion His 
plan of salvation for mankind. Jesus had finished the 
great work of redemption, and nothing more had to be 
done except to share the good news with the world, 
beginning with the nation of Israel. The invitation is, 
“Whosoever shall call on the name of the Lord shall be 
saved” (Acts 2:21). 

He explained how it happened: Jesus was alive 
(vv. 22-35). News travels fast in the East, and proba- 
bly most of the adults in Jerusalem, residents and 
visitors, knew about the arrest, trial, and crucifixion of 
Jesus of Nazareth. They also had heard rumors of an 
“official announcement” that His followers had stolen 
the body of Jesus just to make people think that He 
had kept His word and been raised from the dead. 

But Peter told them the truth: Jesus of Nazareth 
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had indeed been raised from the dead, and the resur- 
rection proves that He is the Messiah! Peter gave them 
four proofs of the resurrection of Jesus Christ of 
Nazareth, and then he called on them to believe on 
Christ and be saved. 

His first proof was the person of Jesus Christ (vv. 
22-24). Peters audience knew that Jesus was a real 
Person from the town of Nazareth and that He had 
performed many signs and miracles. (On “Jesus of 
Nazareth,” see Acts 2:22; 3:6; 4:10; 6:14; 10:38; 22:8; 
26:9; also 24:5.) It was clear that God’s hand was on 
Him. They had heard Him speak and had watched His 
life. They had even seen Him raise the dead, yet they 
could find no fault in Him—and these things were not 
“done in a corner” (Acts 26:26)! 

It was incredible that such a Man should be defeated 
by death. From one point of view, the crucifixion of 
Jesus was a terrible crime (Acts 2:23), but from another 
point of view it was a wonderful victory (Acts 2:24). 
The word translated “pains” means “birth pangs,” sug- 
gesting that the tomb was a “womb” out of which Jesus 
was “born” in resurrection glory (see Acts 13:33). 

Peters second proof was the prophecy of David (vv. 
25-31). He quoted Psalm 16:8-11, verses that obvi- 
ously could not apply to David who was already dead 
and buried. Being a prophet of God, David wrote 
about the Messiah, that His soul would not remain in 
hades (the realm of the dead) or His body in the grave 
where it would decay. 

The third proof was the witness of the believers (v. 33). 
After His resurrection, Jesus did not appear to the 
world at large, but to His own followers whom He had 
commissioned to give witness to others that He was 
alive (Acts 1:3, 22). But were these people dependable 
witnesses? Can we trust them? We certainly can! Prior 
to Christ’s resurrection, the disciples did not even 
believe that He would be raised from the dead, and 
they themselves had to be convinced (Mark 16:9-14; 
Acts 1:3). They had nothing to gain by preaching a lie, 
because their message aroused official opposition and 
even led to the imprisonment and death of some of the 
believers. A few fanatics might be willing to believe and 
promote a lie for a time, but when thousands believe a 
message, and when that message is backed up by mira- 
cles, you cannot easily dismiss it. These witnesses were 
trustworthy. 

Peter’ fourth proof of the resurrection of Christ was the 
presence of the Holy Spirit (vv. 33-35). Follow his logic. 
If the Holy Spirit is in the world, then God must have 
sent Him. Joel promised that one day the Spirit would 
come, and Jesus Himself had promised to send the gift 
of the Holy Spirit to His people (Luke 24:49; John 
14:26; 15:26; Acts 1:4). But if Jesus is dead, He cannot 
send the Spirit; therefore, He must be alive. 
Furthermore, He could not send the Spirit unless He 
had returned to heaven to the Father (John 16:7); so, 
Jesus has ascended to heaven! To back up this state- 
ment, Peter quoted Psalm 110:1, a verse that certainly 
could not be applied to David (note Matt. 22:41—46). 


528 


Peter’s conclusion was both a declaration and an 
accusation: Jesus is your Messiah, but you crucified Him 
(see Acts 2:23)! Peter did not present the cross as the 
place where the sinless substitute died for the world, 
but where Israel killed her own Messiah! They commit- 
ted the greatest crime in history! Was there any hope? 
Yes, for Peter gave a third explanation that was good 
news to their hearts. 

He explained why it happened: to save sinners 
(vv. 36-41). The Holy Spirit took Peter’s message and 
used it to convict the hearts of the listeners. (In Acts 
5:33 and 7:54, a different Greek word is used that sug- 
gests anger rather than conviction for sin.) After all, if 
they were guilty of crucifying their Messiah, what 
might God do to them! Note that they addressed their 
question to the other apostles as well as to Peter, for all 
twelve were involved in the witness that day, and Peter 
was only first among equals. 

Peter told them how to be saved: they had to repent 
of their sins and believe on Jesus Christ. They would 
give proof of the sincerity of their repentance and faith 
by being baptized in the name of Jesus Christ, thus 
identifying themselves publicly with their Messiah and 
Savior. Only by repenting and believing on Christ 
could they receive the gift of the Spirit (Gal. 3:2, 14), 
and this promise was for both the Jews and the “far off” 
Gentiles (Eph. 2:13-19). 

It is unfortunate that the translation of Acts 2:38 in 
the King James Version suggests that people must be 
baptized in order to be saved, because this is not what 
the Bible teaches. The Greek word eis (which is trans- 
lated “for” in the phrase “for the remission of sins”) can 
mean “on account of or “on the basis of.” In Matthew 
3:11, John the Baptist baptized on the basis that peo- 
ple had repented. Acts 2:38 should not be used to teach 
salvation by baptism. If baptism is essential for salva- 
tion, it seems strange that Peter said nothing about 
baptism in his other sermons (Acts 3:12—26; 5:29-32; 
10:34-43). In fact, the people in the home of 
Cornelius received the Holy Spirit before they were bap- 
tized (Acts 10:44—48)! Since believers are commanded 
to be baptized, it is important that we have a clean con- 
science by obeying (1 Peter 3:21), but we must not 
think that baptism is a part of salvation. If so, then 
nobody in Hebrews 11 was saved, because none of 
them was ever baptized. 

Acts 2:40 indicates that the apostles continued to 
share the Word and to urge the people to trust Jesus 
Christ. They looked on the nation of Israel as a 
“crooked generation” that was under condemnation 
(Matt. 16:4; 17:17; Phil. 2:15). Actually, the nation 
would have about forty years before Rome would come 
and destroy the city and the temple and scatter the peo- 
ple. History was repeating itself. During the forty years 
in the wilderness, the new generation “saved itself” 
from the older generation that rebelled against God. 
Now, God would give His people another forty years of 
grace, and on that day, three thousand people repented, 
believed, and were saved. 


The Church Walking in the Spirit (2:42-47) 

The believers continued to use the temple for their 
place of assembly and ministry, but they also met in 
various homes. The three thousand new converts 
needed instruction in the Word and fellowship with 
God’s people if they were to grow and become effective 
witnesses. The early church did more than make con- 
verts; they also made disciples (Matt. 28:19-20). 

Two phrases in Acts 2:42 may need explanation. 
“Breaking of bread” probably refers to their regular 
meals, but at the close of each meal, they probably 
paused to remember the Lord by observing what we 
call “the Lord’s Supper.” Bread and wine were the com- 
mon fare at a Jewish table. The word fellowship means 
much more than “being together.” It means “having in 
common” and probably refers to the sharing of mate- 
rial goods that was practiced in the early church. This 
was certainly not a form of modern communism, for 
the program was totally voluntary, temporary (Acts 
11:27-30), and motivated by love. 

The church was unified (Acts 2:44), magnified 
(Acts 2:47a), and multiplied (Acts 2:47b). It had a 
powerful testimony among the unsaved Jews, not only 
because of the miracles done by the apostles (Acts 
2:43), but also because of the way the members of the 
fellowship loved each other and served the Lord. The 
risen Lord continued to work with them (Mark 16:20), 
and people continued to be saved. What a church! 

The Christians you meet in the book of Acts were 
not content to meet once a week for “services as usual.” 
They met daily (Acts 2:46), cared daily (Acts 6:1), won 
souls daily (Acts 2:47), searched the Scriptures daily 
(Acts 17:11), and increased in number daily (Acts 
16:5). Their Christian faith was a day-to-day reality, 
not a once-a-week routine. Why? Because the risen 
Christ was a living reality to them, and His resurrection 
power was at work in their lives through the Spirit. 

The promise is still good: “Whosoever shall call on 
the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Acts 2:21; Rom. 
10:13). Have you called? Have you trusted Jesus Christ 
to save you? 


CHAPTER THREE 
Acts 3:1—4:4 
THE POWER OF HIS NAME 


he emphasis in Acts 3 and 4 is on the name of the 
Te Jesus (Acts 3:6, 16; 4:7, 10, 12, 17-18, 30). 

A name, of course, implies much more than iden- 
tification; it carries with it authority, reputation, and 
power. When somebody says, “You can use my name!” 
you sincerely hope the name is worth using. If an order 
is given in the name of the President of the United 
States or the Prime Minister of Great Britain, those 
who receive the order know that they are obligated to 
obey. If I were to issue orders at the White House or at 
No. 10 Downing Street (even if I could get in), nobody 
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would pay much attention because my name has no 
official authority behind it. 

But the name of the Lord Jesus has all authority 
behind it, for He is the Son of God (Matt. 28:18). 
Because His name is “above every name” (Phil. 
2:9-11), He deserves our worship and obedience. The 
great concern of the first Christians was that the name 
of Jesus Christ, God’s Son, be glorified, and believers 
today should have that same concern. 

As we study this section, we should note that the 
Jewish emphasis is very pronounced. Peter addressed 
Jewish men (Acts 3:12) and called them “children of 
the prophets and of the covenant” (Acts 3:25). He 
referred to the Jewish fathers (Acts 3:13) as well as to 
the prophets (Acts 3:18, 21-25). The phrase “times of 
restitution” (Acts 3:21) is definitely Jewish and refers to 
the messianic kingdom promised in the prophets. The 
message is still going out “to the Jew first” (Acts 3:26) 
and is presented in Jewish terms. 

There are three stages in this event, and each stage 
reveals something wonderful about Jesus Christ. 


Amazement: Jesus the Healer (3:1-10) 

The believers were still attached to the temple and to the 
traditional hours of prayer (Ps. 55:17; Dan. 6:10; Acts 
10:30). Keep in mind that Acts 1—10 describes a grad- 
ual transition from Israel to the Gentiles and from 
“Jewish Christianity” (note Acts 21:20) to the “one body” 
made up of both Jews and Gentiles. It took several years 
before many of the Jewish believers really understood the 
place of the Gentiles in God’s program, and this under- 
standing did not come without its conflicts. 

The contrast between Acts 2 and 3 is interesting: 
Peter the preacher—Peter the personal worker; multi- 
tudes—one poor man; ministry resulting in 
blessing—ministry resulting in arrest and persecution. 
The events in Acts 3 are an illustration of the last 
phrase in Acts 2:47, showing us how the Lord added to 
His church daily. While the Holy Spirit is not named 
in this chapter, He was certainly at work in and 
through the apostles, performing His ministry of glori- 
fying Jesus Christ (John 16:14). 

Peter and John are often found together in 
Scripture. They were partners in the fishing business 
(Luke 5:10); they prepared the last Passover for Jesus 
(Luke 22:8); they ran to the tomb on the first Easter 
Sunday morning (John 20:3—4); and they ministered 
to the Samaritans who believed on Jesus Christ (Acts 
8:14). Now that they were filled with the Holy Spirit, 
the apostles were no longer competing for greatness, 
but were at last working faithfully together to build the 
church (Ps. 133). 

That Peter noticed the lame beggar is another evi- 
dence of the Spirit’s ministry. No doubt thousands of 
people were near the temple (Acts 4:4), and perhaps 
scores of beggars, but the Lord told Peter to heal a lame 
man lying at the Beautiful Gate. There were nine gates 
that led from the court of the Gentiles into the temple 
itself. Scholars are not agreed, but the Beautiful Gate 


329 


Acts 3—4 


was probably the “Eastern Gate” that led into the court 
of the women. Made of Corinthian bronze, the gate 
looked like gold, and it certainly was a choice place for 
a lame man to beg. 

The giving of alms was an important part of the 
Jewish faith, so beggars found it profitable to be near 
the temple. Since the believers had pooled their 
resources (Acts 2:44-45), the two apostles had no 
money to give, but money was not what the man 
needed most. He needed salvation for his soul and heal- 
ing for his body, and money could provide neither. 
Through the power of the name of Jesus, the beggar was 
completely healed, and he was so happy and excited 
that he acted like a child, leaping and praising God. 

It is easy to see in this man an illustration of what 
salvation is like. He was born lame, and all of us are 
born unable to walk so as to please God. Our father 
Adam had a fall and passed his lameness on to all of his 
descendants (Rom. 5:12-21). The man was also poor, 
and we as sinners are bankrupt before God, unable to 
pay the tremendous debt that we owe Him (Luke 
7:36-50). He was “outside the temple,” and all sinners 
are separated from God, no matter how near to the 
door they might be. The man was healed wholly by the 
grace of God, and the healing was immediate (Eph. 
2:8-9). He gave evidence of what God had done by 
“walking, and leaping, and praising God” (Acts 3:8) 
and by publicly identifying himself with the apostles, 
both in the temple (Acts 3:11) and in their arrest (Acts 
4:14). Now that he could stand, there was no question 
where this man stood! 


Indictment: Jesus, the Son of God (3:11-16) 
The healing of the lame beggar drew a crowd around the 
three men. Solomon’s Porch, on the east side of the tem- 
ple, was a corridor where our Lord had ministered (John 
10:23) and where the church worshipped (Acts 5:12). 

In his sermon at Pentecost, Peter had to refute the 
accusation that the believers were drunk. In this ser- 
mon, he had to refute the notion that he and John had 
healed the man by their own power. (Paul and 
Barnabas would face a similar situation after healing a 
lame man. See Acts 14:8-18.) Peter immediately iden- 
tified the source of the miracle—Jesus Christ, the Son 
of God. Wisely, Peter said that this was the God of 
their fathers, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 

The Spirit certainly gave Peter boldness as he 
reminded the Jews of the way they had treated Jesus. 
They had denied Him and delivered Him up to be 
crucified. Even worse, they had asked for a guilty 
man, Barabbas, to be set free so that an innocent pris- 
oner might be crucified! In order to convince them of 
their crimes, Peter used several different names and 
titles for our Lord: God’s Son, Jesus, the Holy One, 
the Just One, the Prince (Pioneer) of life. This was no 
ordinary man that they had handed over to the 
Romans to crucify! 

Calvary may have been man’s last word, but the 
empty tomb was God’s last word. He glorified His Son 
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by raising Him from the dead and taking Him back to 
heaven. The enthroned Christ had sent His Holy 
Spirit and was working through His church. The 
healed beggar was proof that Jesus was alive. If ever a peo- 
ple were guilty, it was the people Peter addressed in the 
temple. They were guilty of killing their own Messiah! 

This is probably not the kind of message we would 
give at an evangelistic meeting today, because it was 
designed especially for Peters Jewish audience. As at 
Pentecost, Peter was addressing people who knew the 
Scriptures and were acquainted with the recent events 
in Jerusalem (see Luke 24:18). It was not a group of 
ignorant pagans with no religious background. 
Furthermore, the Jewish leaders had indeed perpe- 
trated a great injustice when they arrested and 
condemned Jesus and asked Pilate to have Him cruci- 
fied. How many citizens agreed with their decision, we 
do not know, but you can imagine the remorse of the 
people when they learned that they had betrayed and 
killed their own Messiah. 

There must be conviction before a sinner can expe- 
rience conversion. Unless a patient is convinced that he 
is sick, he will never accept the diagnosis or take the 
treatment. Peter turned the temple into a courtroom 
and laid all the evidence out for everybody to see. How 
could two ordinary fishermen perform such a great 
miracle unless God was with them? Nobody would 
dare deny the miracle because the beggar stood there 
before them all in “perfect soundness” (Acts 3:16; 
4:14). To accept the miracle would have been to admit 
that Jesus Christ is indeed the living Son of God and 


that His name has power. 


Encouragement: Jesus, the Savior (3:17—4:4) 

But Peter did not leave the people without hope. In 
fact, he almost seemed to defend them by pointing out 
that they had acted in ignorance (Acts 3:17) while at 
the same time they had fulfilled the Word of God (Acts 
3:18). 

In the Old Testament law, there is a difference 
between deliberate sins and sins of ignorance (see Lev. 
4—5; Num. 15:22-31). The person who sinned pre- 
sumptuously was a rebel against God and was guilty of 
great sin. He was to be “cut off” from his people 
(Num. 15:30-31), which could mean excommunica- 
tion and even death. The defiant “high-handed” sinner 
was condemned, but the person who sinned unwit- 
tingly and without deliberate intent was given 
opportunity to repent and seek God’s forgiveness. 
Ignorance does not remove the sinner’s guilt, but it 
does mitigate the circumstances. 

Jesus had prayed, “Father, forgive them; for they 
know not what they do” (Luke 23:34), and God had 
answered that prayer. Instead of sending judgment, He 
sent the Holy Spirit to empower His church and to 
convict lost sinners. Israel’s situation was something 
like that of the “manslayer” who killed his neighbor 
without prior malicious intent, and fled to the nearest 
city of refuge (Num. 35:9-34). So long as he remained 


in the city, he was safe, for then the avengers could not 
reach him and kill him. He was free to go home only 
after the death of the high priest. Peter invited these 
“murderers” to flee by faith to Jesus Christ and find 
refuge in Him (Heb. 6:18). 

In his previous sermon, Peter had explained that the 
cross was the meeting place of divine sovereignty and 
human responsibility (Acts 2:23), and he repeated this 
truth in this second sermon (Acts 3:17—18). There are 
mysteries here that the human mind cannot fully 
understand, so we must accept them by faith. God had 
a plan from all eternity, yet His plan did not force men 
to act against their own will. The prophets had foretold 
the sufferings and death of the Messiah, and the nation 
fulfilled these prophecies without realizing what they 
were doing. When God cannot rule, He overrules and 
always accomplishes His divine purposes and decrees. 

Having announced the crime, presented the evi- 
dence, and explained the nature of their sin, Peter then 
offered them pardon (Acts 3:19-26)! What a strange 
thing for the prosecuting attorney to become the 
defense attorney and the pardoning judge! Peter’s bur- 
den was to encourage his people to trust Christ and 
experience His gracious salvation. 

What did he tell them to do? First of all, they had 
to repent of their sins (see Acts 2:38; 5:31; 17:30), which 
means to have a change of mind about themselves, 
their sin, and Jesus Christ. Repentance is much more 
than “feeling sorry for your sins.” As the little Sunday 
school girl said, “It means feeling sorry enough to 
quit!” False sorrow for sin could be mere regret (“I’m 
sorry I got caught!”) or remorse (“I feel terrible!”), and 
such feelings have a tendency to pass away. Repentance 
is not the same as “doing penance,” as though we have 
to make a special sacrifice to God to prove that we are 
sincere. True repentance is admitting that what God 
says is true, and because it is true, to change our mind 
about our sins and about the Savior. 

The message of repentance was not new to the Jews, 
for John the Baptist had preached it and so had Jesus 
(Matt. 3:2; 4:17). In one sense, repentance is a gift 
from God (Acts 11:18); in another sense, it is the 
heart’s response to the convicting ministry of the Spirit 
of God (Acts 26:20). The person who sincerely repents 
will have little problem putting his faith in the Savior. 

Second, they had to be converted, “to turn again,” 
and exercise saving faith in Jesus Christ. The biblical 
message is “repentance toward God, and faith toward 
our Lord Jesus Christ” (Acts 20:21), and the two go 
together. Unless we turn from our sins, we cannot put 
saving faith in Jesus Christ. It is unfortunate that some 
preachers have so ignored the doctrine of repentance 
that their “converts” lack a true sense of conviction of 
sin. Balanced evangelism presents to the sinner both 
repentance and faith. 

Peter announced what would happen if they 
repented and turned to Jesus Christ: “in order that 
your sins may be blotted out, in order that the times 
of refreshing may come from the presence of the 
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Lord, in order that He may send Jesus Christ” (literal 
translation). There was a promise for the individual 
(sins forgiven) and a promise for the nation (times of 
spiritual refreshing). Peter was actually calling for 
national repentance, for the nation through its leaders 
had denied its Messiah and condemned Him to die. 
The declaration is that, if the nation repented and 
believed, the Messiah would return and establish the 
promised kingdom. The nation did not repent—and 
certainly God knew this would happen—so the mes- 
sage eventually moved from the Jews to the 
Samaritans (Acts 8) and to the Gentiles (Acts 10). 

The emphasis in Acts 3:22-25 is on the prophets 
who had announced the coming of the Messiah. Peter 
quoted from Moses (Deut. 18:15, 18-19) and 
reminded his listeners that Moses had predicted the 
arrival of a prophet, and this prophet was the Messiah 
(see Luke 24:19; John 1:19-28; 6:14). Not to obey 
(“hear”) this prophet meant condemnation. But Moses 
was not the only one who foretold the coming of Jesus 
Christ, for all the prophets united in their witness to 
Him (see Luke 24:25-27, 44-48). 

When Peter spoke about “these days,” to what 
“days” was he referring? The days of the life and min- 
istry of Jesus Christ, the days when God’s prophet 
would speak to His people and offer them salvation. 
The nation’s rejection of Him made them especially 
guilty because the Jews were the privileged “sons of the 
prophets and of the covenant.” They had sinned 
against a flood of light! 

When God called Abraham, He made an uncondi- 
tional covenant with him and his descendants that 
through them the nations of the world would be blessed 
(Gen. 12:1-3). This promise was fulfilled when Jesus 
Christ came into the world through the Jewish nation 
(Gal. 3:6-14). The gospel message came “to the Jew 
first” because the Jews were God’s chosen instrument 
through whom the Gentiles would be blessed (Acts 
3:26; 13:46; Rom. 1:16). The first Christians were Jews, 
and the first missionaries were Jews. 

But notice that Peter did not permit the “national 
blessings” to overshadow the personal responsibility of 
the individuals listening to his message (Acts 3:26). 
God raised up Jesus Christ and sent Him to each one 
who would turn away from his iniquities (note Acts 
3:20). National repentance depends on personal repen- 
tance, the response of individual sinners to the message 
of salvation. Peter was addressing a large crowd, but he 
still made the application personal. 

His message produced two opposite results: (1) 
some two thousand Jews believed the Word and were 
converted, and (2) the religious leaders of the nation 
rejected the message and tried to silence the apostles. 
We have here the beginning of the persecution about 
which Jesus had already warned His followers (Matt. 
10:17-18; Luke 21:12-15; John 15:18—16:4). 

We would expect the Sadducees to oppose the 
message because they did not believe in the resurrec- 
tion of the human body (Acts 23:6-8). Peter’s fearless 
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declaration that Jesus Christ had been raised from the 
dead ran contrary to their religious beliefs. If the com- 
mon people questioned the theology of their spiritual 
leaders, it could undermine the authority of the whole 
Jewish council. Instead of honestly examining the evi- 
dence, the leaders arrested the apostles and kept them in 
custody overnight, intending to try them the next day. 
However, the arrival of the temple guards could not pre- 
vent two thousand men from trusting Jesus Christ and 
identifying themselves with the believers in Jerusalem. 

As you review this section of Acts, you cannot help 
but be impressed with some practical truths that 
should encourage all of us in our witnessing for Christ. 

1. God is long suffering with lost sinners. The lead- 
ers of Israel had rejected the ministry of John the 
Baptist (Matt. 21:23-27) and the ministry of Jesus, 
and yet God gave them another opportunity to repent 
and be saved. They had denied and slain their own 
Messiah, and yet God patiently held back His judg- 
ment and sent His Spirit to deal with them. God’s 
people today need patience as we witness to a lost 
world. 

2. True witness involves the “bad news” of sin and 
guilt as well as the “good news” of salvation through 
faith in Jesus Christ. There can be no true faith in 
Christ unless first there is repentance from sin. It is the 
ministry of the Holy Spirit to convict lost sinners (John 
16:7-11), and He will do this if we faithfully witness 
and use God’s Word. 

3. The way to reach the masses is by helping the 
individual sinner. Peter and John won the crippled 
beggar, and his transformed life led to the conversion 
of two thousand men! The servant of God who has no 
time for personal work with individual sinners will 
not be given many opportunities for ministering to 
great crowds. Like Jesus, the apostles took time for 
individuals. 

4. The best defense of the truth of the Christian 
faith is a changed life. The healed beggar was “exhibit 
A” in Peter’s defense of the resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
In his evangelistic ministries, the Methodist preacher 
Samuel Chadwick used to pray for “a Lazarus” in every 
campaign, some “great sinner” whose conversion 
would shock the community. He got the idea from 
John 12:9-11. God answered his prayers in meeting 
after meeting as infamous wicked men trusted Christ 
and became witnesses through their changed lives. Let’s 
go after the “hard cases” and see what God can do! 

5. Whenever God blesses, Satan shows up to 
oppose the work and silence the witness, and often he 
uses religious people to do his work. The same crowd 
that opposed the ministry of Jesus Christ also opposed 
the work of the apostles, and they will oppose our min- 
istry today. Expect it—but don’t let it stop you! The 
important thing is not that we are comfortable, but 
that the name of the Lord is glorified through the 
preaching of the gospel. 

6. God has promised to bless and use His Word, so 


let’s be faithful to witness. Jesus even prayed that our 
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witness would have success (John 17:20), so we have 
every reason to be encouraged. There is power in the 
name of Jesus, so we need not fear to witness and call 
sinners to repent. 

7. The name of Jesus Christ still has power! While 
we may not perform the same apostolic miracles today 
that were seen in the early church, we can still claim 
the authority of Jesus Christ as He has instructed us in 
the Word. 

We can preach the “remission of sins” in His name 
(Luke 24:47) so that people might believe and have “life 
through his name” (John 20:31). We can give someone 
a cup of cold water in His name (Mark 9:41), and we 
can receive a child in His name (Matt. 18:5). These 
ministries may not seem as spectacular as healing a crip- 
ple, but they are still important to the work of God. 

We can ask in His name as we pray (John 
14:13-14; 15:16; 16:23—26). When we ask the Father 
for something “in the name of Jesus Christ,” it is as 
though Jesus Himself were asking it. If we remember 
this, it will help to keep us from asking for things 
unworthy of His name. 

Yes, the name of Jesus Christ still has authority and 
power. Let’s go forth in His name and conquer! 


CHAPTER FOUR 
Acts 4:5-31 


PERSECUTION, PRAYER, AND POWER 


he early church had none of the “advantages” that 
Te ministries boast of and depend on today. 

They did not have big budgets provided by 
wealthy donors. Their pastors lacked credentials from 
the accepted schools, nor did they have the endorse- 
ment of the influential political leaders of that day. 
Most of their ministers had jail records and would 
probably have a hard time today joining our churches, 
let alone leading them. What really was the secret of 
their success? This chapter provides the answer: the 
Christians of the early church knew how to pray so that 
God’s hand could work in mighty power. 

When asked to explain the secret of his remarkable 
ministry, the noted British preacher Charles Haddon 
Spurgeon replied, “My people pray for me.” St. 
Augustine said, “Pray as though everything depended 
on God, and work as though everything depended on 
you.” Prayer is not an escape from responsibility; it is 
our response to God’s ability. True prayer energizes us 
for service and battle. 

Once again, the focus of attention is on the name 
of the Lord Jesus Christ (Acts 4:7, 10, 12, 17-18). In 
this chapter, we see what three groups of people do 
with His name. 


The Apostles: Defending His Name (4:5-14) 
The court (vv. 5-7). The court was essentially com- 
posed of the high priest’s family. The Jewish religious 


system had become so corrupt that the offices were 
passed from one relative to another without regard for 
the Word of God. When Annas was deposed from the 
priesthood, Caiaphas his son-in-law was appointed. In 
fact, five of Annas’s sons held the office at one time or 
another. Somebody has defined a “nepotist” as “a man 
who, being evil, knows how to give good gifts to his 
children.” Annas certainly qualified. 

This was an official meeting of the Sanhedrin (Acts 
4:15), the same council that a few months before had 
condemned Jesus to die. In fact, these officials recog- 
nized Peter and John as the associates of Jesus (Acts 
4:13). The Sanhedrin was charged with the responsibil- 
ity of protecting the Jewish faith, and this meant that 
they had to examine every new teacher and teaching 
that appeared in the land (see Deut. 13). They certainly 
had the right to investigate what the church was doing, 
but they did not have the right to arrest innocent men 
and then refuse to honestly examine the evidence. 

Their question was legal, but they did everything 
they could to avoid admitting that a miracle had taken 
place (Acts 4:14). They were evasive and merely 
referred to the miracle as “this.” They were probably 
scornful as well, so that their question might be para- 
phrased, “Where did common people like you get the 
power and authority to do a thing like this?” It was 
once again the question of “By whose name?” After all, 
the apostles might be in league with the devil! Even 
Satan can perform miracles! 

The case (vv. 8-14). Peter spoke in the power of 
the Holy Spirit of God. Note that Peter was again filled 
with the Spirit (see Acts 2:4) and would experience 
another filling before the day ended (Acts 4:31). There 
is one baptism of the Spirit, and this is at conversion (1 
Cor. 12:13), but there must be many fillings of the 
Spirit if the believer is to be an effective witness for 
Jesus Christ (Eph. 5:18ff.). 

Peter respectfully began with an explanation of how 
the miracle occurred. Certainly the members of the 
Sanhedrin had seen the crippled beggar many times, 
and perhaps they had even given alms to him and 
piously prayed for him. How was this well-known man 
healed? “By the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth!” 
Those words must have pierced the hearts of the mem- 
bers of the council! They thought they had finished 
with the prophet from Nazareth, and now His follow- 
ers were telling everybody that Jesus was alive! Since the 
Sadducees did not believe in the resurrection of the 
dead, Peter’s statement was almost a declaration of war! 

But the Spirit was telling Peter what to say (see 
Luke 21:12-15), and the apostle quoted Psalm 118:22, 
definitely a messianic reference (see Matt. 21:42; 1 
Peter 2:4-8). He made it clear that the members of the 
council were “the builders” and that they had rejected 
God’s Stone, Jesus, the Son of God. 

The image of “the stone” was not new to these men 
who were experts in the Old Testament Scriptures. 
They knew that the “rock” was a symbol of God (Deut. 
32:4, 15, 18, 31; 2 Sam. 22:2; Ps. 18:2; Isa. 28:16), 
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and that the prophet Daniel had used the rock to pic- 
ture Messiah and the coming of His kingdom on earth 
(Dan. 2:31-45). The Jews stumbled over the Rock 
(Rom. 9:32; 1 Cor. 1:23) and rejected Him, just as 
Psalm 118:22 had predicted. However, to those who 
have trusted Him, Jesus Christ is the precious 
Cornerstone (1 Peter 2:4—8) and the chief Cornerstone 
(Eph. 2:20). 

Peter went on to explain that Jesus is not only the 
Stone, but He is also the Savior (Acts 4:12). Peter saw 
in the healing of the beggar a picture of the spiritual 
healing that comes in salvation. “Made whole” in Acts 
4:9 is a translation of the same Greek word that is 
translated “saved” in Acts 4:12, for salvation means 
wholeness and spiritual health. Jesus Christ is the Great 
Physician who alone can heal mankind’s greatest mal- 
ady, the sickness of sin (Mark 2:14-17). Of course, 
Peter also had “all the people of Israel” in mind as he 
spoke (see Acts 4:10) because the message was still 
going out exclusively to the Jews. Even Psalm 118, 
from which Peter quoted, speaks of a future national 
salvation for Israel. 


The Council: Opposing His Name (4:15-22) 

Their problem (vv. 13-14). They were in a dilemma; 
no matter which way they turned, they were “trapped.” 
They could not deny the miracle, because the man was 
standing before them, and yet they could not explain 
how “uneducated and untrained men” (Nass) could 
perform such a mighty deed. Peter and John were ordi- 
nary fishermen, not professional scribes or authorized 
ministers of the Jewish religion. They were disciples of 
Jesus of Nazareth, but—He was dead! The council took 
notice of the courage and confidence of Peter and John, 
as well as the power of Peter’s words, and it all added 
up to perplexity. 

It is important to note that, of itself, the miracle 
was not proof of the resurrection of Christ or even of 
the truth of Peter’s message. Satan can perform mira- 
cles (2 Thess. 2:9-10) and false prophets can do 
wonders (Deut. 13:1-5). The miracle and the mes- 
sage, in the context of all that had been going on since 
Pentecost, was one more evidence that Jesus Christ was 
alive and at work in the church by His Holy Spirit. In 
both sermons, Peter used the Old Testament to sup- 
port and explain his claims, and this is one evidence of 
a true prophet of God (Deut. 13:1-5; Isa. 8:20). 
Miracles are not a substitute for the Word of God 
(Luke 16:27-31). 

Their deliberation (vv. 15-18). The council did 
not seek for truth, but rather sought for some way to 
avoid the truth! Had they honestly considered the evi- 
dence and meekly listened to the message, they might 
have been saved, but their pride and hardness of heart 
stood in the way. Some of the chief priests and elders 
had experienced a similar dilemma during Passover 
when they had tried to trap Jesus in the temple (Matt. 
21:23-27). Some people never learn! But their 
response is proof that miracles alone can never convict 
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or convert the lost sinner. Only the Word of God can 
do that (see John 11:45-53; Acts 14:1-20). 

Their conclusion. They wanted to “let the thing 
die a natural death.” This meant threatening the apos- 
tles and forbidding them to teach and preach in the 
name of Jesus. This official sentence shows how much 
the enemy fears the witness of the church, for Satan has 
been trying to silence God’s people from the very 
beginning. Sad to say, he has succeeded with far too 
many Christians, the “silent witnesses” of the church. 
Even the existential philosopher Albert Camus said, 
“What the world expects of Christians is that 
Christians should speak out, loud and clear ... in such 
a way that never a doubt, never the slightest doubt, 
could arise in the heart of the simplest man.” 

The council did not want the gospel message to 
spread, and yet that is exactly what happened! From 
120 praying men and women in Acts 1, the church 
increased to more than 3,000 on the day of Pentecost, 
and now there were more than 5,000 disciples in the 
fellowship. In the days that followed, “believers were 
the more added to the Lord, multitudes both of men 
and women” (Acts 5:14; and see 6:1, 7). Satan’s 
attempts to silence the church only led to a stronger 
witness for the Lord. 

The failure of the council (vv. 19-22). This was 
evident when Peter refused to be intimidated by their 
threats. All of us need to follow Peter’s example and 
make our decisions on the basis of “Is it right?” and not 
“Is it popular?” or “Is it safe?” However, we must be 
sure that we have the clear teaching of the Word of 
God on our side before we take a stand against the 
authority of the government. Peter knew what the Lord 
had commanded the believers to do (Acts 1:8), and he 
was going to obey Him at any cost. 

It is popular today to promote various causes by 
defying the government, disobeying the law, and 
defending these actions on the basis of conscience. 
Since even some Christians are involved in this 
approach to social action, it is important to understand 
the kind of “civil disobedience” practiced by people in 
the Bible. Peter and John are not the only ones who 
disobeyed the authorities in order to serve God. A list 
of “dedicated conscientious objectors” would include, 
among others, the Jewish midwives (Ex. 1), Moses’ par- 
ents (Heb. 11:23), Daniel (Dan. 1; 6), and the three 
Hebrew children (Dan. 3). When you examine the 
records, you discover the biblical principles by which 
they operated, principles that are not always followed 
today. 

To begin with, each of these “objectors” had a mes- 
sage from God that could not be questioned. The 
midwives and Moses’ parents knew that it was wrong 
to murder the babies. Daniel and his friends, and the 
three Hebrew men, knew that it was wrong to eat food 
offered to idols or to bow down to idols in worship. 
Peter and John knew that they were under orders from 
their Master to preach the gospel to the ends of the 
earth, and that it would be wrong to obey the 
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Sanhedrin. All of these people were faithfully obeying 
a clear word from God and not just following some 
selfish personal whim of their own. 

Second, their convictions touched every area of 
their lives, In other words, they did everything “with 
conscience toward God” (1 Peter 2:19) because they 
belonged to God. The university student today whose 
conscience permits him to cheat on exams or drive 
while drunk, but not register for military service, does 
not convince me that he is really cultivating a healthy 
conscience. When a person's total life is under the direc- 
tion of a godly conscience, then I find it easier to have 
confidence in his unpopular decisions. 

Note also that our examples from the Bible acted 
with respect and courtesy, even when they defied the 
law. It is possible for Christians to respect authority 
and at the same time disobey the authorities (see Rom. 
13; Titus 3:1-2; 1 Peter 2:13-25). Daniel tried to 
avoid getting his guard into trouble, and the apostles 
used their arrests as opportunities for witness. This is 
quite a contrast to some of the modern “Christian 
objectors” who seem to major on denunciation and 
accusation rather than loving witness. 

Of course, the greatest example of unjust suffering 
is that of Jesus Christ, and we must imitate Him (see 
1 Peter 2:13-25). Jesus teaches us that righteous 
protest against injustice always involves sacrifice and 
suffering, and must be motivated by love. God’s peo- 
ple must be careful not to clothe their prejudice in the 
garments of “righteous indignation” and pass them- 
selves off as courageous soldiers of conscience. We 
must examine our own hearts honestly to make certain 
we are not conducting a “holy war” just to satisfy inner 
frustrations. 

Because they had no real case to offer, the council 
could only threaten the men and let them go. After all, 
when you have a living miracle before you, as well as an 
approving public around you, you must be careful 
what you do! 


The Church: Calling on His Name (4:23-31) 

The greatest concentration of power in Jerusalem that 
day was in the prayer meeting that followed the trial. 
This is one of the truly great prayers recorded in the 
Bible, and it is a good example for us to follow. 

To begin with, it was a prayer that was born out of 
witness and service for the Lord. Peter and John had 
just come in “from the trenches,” and the church met 
to pray in order to defeat the enemy. Too often today, 
believers gather for prayer as though attending a con- 
cert or a party. There is little sense of urgency and 
danger because most of us are comfortable in our 
Christian walk. If more of God’s people were witness- 
ing for Christ in daily life, there would be more 
urgency and blessing when the church meets for prayer. 

It was a united prayer meeting as they “lifted up 
their voice to God with one accord” (Acts 4:24; see 
1:14). The people were of one heart and mind, and 
God was pleased to answer their requests. Division in 


the church always hinders prayer and robs the church 
of spiritual power. 

Their praying was based solidly on the Word of 
God, in this case, Psalm 2. The Word of God and 
prayer must always go together (John 15:7). In His 
Word, God speaks to us and tells us what He wants to 
do. In prayer, we speak to Him and make ourselves 
available to accomplish His will. True prayer is not 
telling God what to do, but asking God to do His will 
in us and through us (1 John 5:14-15). It means get- 
ting God’s will done on earth, not man’s will done in 
heaven. 

They did not pray to have their circumstances 
changed or their enemies put out of office. Rather, they 
asked God to empower them to make the best use of 
their circumstances and to accomplish what He had 
already determined (Acts 4:28). This was not “fatalism” 
but faith in the Lord of history who has a perfect plan 
and is always victorious. They asked for divine enable- 
ment, not escape, and God gave them the power that 
they needed. 

“Do not pray for easy lives,” wrote Phillips Brooks. 
“Pray to be stronger men and women. Do not pray for 
tasks equal to your powers. Pray for powers equal to 
your tasks.” That is the way the early Christians prayed, 
and that is the way God’s people should pray today. 

They addressed God as “Sovereign Lord,” the God 
who is in control of all things. The Greek word gives us 
our English word despot, a ruler who exercises absolute 
power, either benevolently or abusively. Simeon used 
this same title when he prayed in the temple (Luke 
2:29). It is good to know the Sovereign Lord when you 
are experiencing persecution. 

They also approached Him as the Creator, for, after 
all, if your Father is “Lord of heaven and earth,” what 
have you to fear (see Matt. 11:25-30)? Nehemiah 
approached God on this same basis (Neh. 9:6), and so 
did the psalmist (see Ps. 145) and the prophet Isaiah 
(Isa. 42). Years later, when he wrote his first epistle, 
Peter encouraged suffering saints to yield themselves to 
the faithful Creator (1 Peter 4:19). 

Psalm 2 describes the revolt of the nations against 
the Lord and His Christ. The psalm originally grew 
out of the crowning of a new king in Israel, perhaps 
David, but its ultimate message points to the King of 
Kings, Jesus Christ. Whenever a new king was 
enthroned, the vassal rulers around were required to 
come and submit to him, but some of them refused 
to do this. God only laughed at their revolt, for He 
knew that they could never stand up against His 
King. 

The early believers applied the message of this 
psalm to their own situation and identified their adver- 
saries as Herod, Pilate, the Romans, and the Jews. 
These enemies had “ganged up” against Jesus Christ 
and even crucified Him, yet God raised Him from the 
dead and enthroned Him in heaven. All of this was a 
part of God’s perfect plan (see Acts 2:23; 3:18), so there 
was no need to fear. 
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The early church strongly believed in God’s sover- 
eignty and His perfect plan for His people. But note 
that they did not permit their faith in divine sovereignty 
to destroy human responsibility, for they were faithful 
to witness and pray. It is when God’s people get out of 
balance and overemphasize either sovereignty or respon- 
sibility that the church loses power. Again, we are 
reminded of Augustine’s wise words, “Pray as though 
everything depends on God, and work as though every- 
thing depended on you.” Faith in a sovereign Lord is a 
tremendous encouragement for God’s people to keep 
serving the Lord when the going is difficult. 

They did not ask for protection; they asked for 
power. They did not ask for fire from heaven to destroy 
the enemy (see Luke 9:51-56) but for power from 
heaven to preach the Word and heal the sick (see Matt. 
5:10-12, 43-48). Their great desire was for boldness in 
the face of opposition (see Acts 4:17). The emphasis is 
on the hand of God at work in the life of the church 
(Acts 4:28, 30), not the hand of man at work for God. 
Believing prayer releases Gods power and enables 
God’s hand to move (Isa. 50:2; 64:1-8). 

Finally, note that they wanted to glorify God’s 
Child (Servant) Jesus Christ (Acts 4:27, 30). It was His 
name that gave them power to minister the Word and 
to perform miracles, and His name alone deserved the 
glory. The glory of God, not the needs of men, is the 
highest purpose of answered prayer. 

God’s answer was to shake the place where they 
were meeting and to fill the people once again with the 
Spirit of God (Acts 4:31). This gave them the boldness 
that they needed to continue to serve God in spite of 
official opposition. This was not a “second Pentecost” 
because there cannot be another Pentecost any more 
than there can be another Calvary. It was a new filling 
of the Spirit to equip the believers to serve the Lord and 
minister to the people. 

We will consider Acts 4:32-37 in our next study, 
but it is worth noting that the new fullness of the Spirit 
also created a deeper unity among the people (Acts 
4:34) and a greater desire to sacrifice and share with 
one another. They enjoyed “great power” and “great 
grace,” which ought to be the marks of a “great” 
church. This led to a great ingathering of souls for the 
Lord. 

“Lord, thou art God!” What a declaration of faith 
and what a practical application of good theology! 
However, if their lives had not been submitted to His 
control, they could not have prayed that way. 
Boldness in prayer is the result of faithfulness in life 
and service. The sovereignty of God is not an abstract 
doctrine that we accept and defend. It is a living truth 
that we act on and depend on for every need. When 
you are loyal to the Lord and put Him first (Acts 
4:19), then you can trust Him to be faithful to you 
and see you through. 

The name of Jesus Christ has not lost its power, but 
many of God’s people have lost their power because 
they have stopped praying to the sovereign God. 
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“Nothing lies beyond the reach of prayer except that 
which lies outside the will of God.” I don’t know who 
first said that, but the statement is absolutely true. Dr. 
R. A. Torrey, the noted evangelist and educator, said, 
“Pray for great things, expect great things, work for 
great things, but above all—pray.” 

The early church prayed, and God answered in 
mighty power. 


CHAPTER FIVE 
Acts 4:32—5:16 


BEWARD OF THE SERPENT! 


atan had failed completely in his attempt to 

silence the witness of the church. However, the 

enemy never gives up; he simply changes his strat- 
egy. His first approach had been to attack the church 
from the outside, hoping that arrest and threats would 
frighten the leaders. When that failed, Satan decided to 
attack the church from the inside and use people who 
were a part of the fellowship. 

We must face the fact that Satan is a clever foe. If 
he does not succeed as the “devouring lion” (1 Peter 
5:8), then he attacks again as the “deceiving serpent” or 
an “angel of light” (2 Cor. 11:3, 13-14). Satan is both 
a murderer and a liar (John 8:44), and the church must 
be prepared for both attacks. 


The Generosity of the Believers (4:32-37) 

The believers had prayed and God’s Spirit had filled 
them and given them new power. The church that 
depends on believing prayer will know the blessing of 
the Holy Spirit in its ministry. How can we tell when a 
local church is really filled with the Spirit? When you 
go back to the record of the first filling at Pentecost 
(Acts 2:44—47), you discover three outstanding charac- 
teristics of a Spirit-filled church. 

It is unified (2:44, 46). This is a God-given spiri- 
tual unity, not a man-made organizational uniformity. 
The church is an organism that is held together by life, 
and that life comes through the Holy Spirit. Of course, 
the church must be organized, for ifan organism is not 
organized, it will die. However, when the organization 
starts to hinder spiritual life and ministry, then the 
church becomes just another religious institution that 
exists to keep itself going. When the Holy Spirit is at 
work, God’s people will be united in their doctrinal 
beliefs, as well as in fellowship, giving, and worship 
(Acts 4:42). 

A Spirit-filled church is magnified and will have 
“favor with all the people” (2:47). In spite of the 
opposition of the rulers, the common people were 
drawn to the believers because something new and 
exciting was happening. When the religious leaders 
tried to silence the church, it was their fear of the peo- 
ple that restrained them (Acts 4:21; 5:26). Yes, a 
Spirit-filled church will have its enemies, but what the 
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Lord is doing will attract the attention and the admira- 
tion of people who are hungry to know God. 

A Spirit-filled church is multiplied, because the 
Lord will daily add new believers to the church 
(2:47). Evangelism will not be the work of a chosen 
few, but the daily delight and ministry of the whole 
congregation. In the early church, each member sought 
to be an effective witness for Jesus Christ, no matter 
where he happened to be. No wonder the church grew 
from 120 to over 5,000 in just a short time! 

How did Satan’s attack affect the spiritual condition 
of the church? It had no affect at all! The fact that Peter 
and John were arrested, tried, and threatened had 
absolutely no effect on the spiritual life of the church, 
for the church was still unified (Acts 4:32), magnified 
(Acts 4:33), and multiplied (Acts 4:32)! 

One evidence of the unity of the church was the 
way they sacrificed and shared with one another. When 
the Holy Spirit is at work, giving is a blessing and not 
a burden. We must keep in mind that this “Christian 
communism” was very unlike the political 
Communism of our day. What the believers did was 
purely voluntary (Acts 5:4) and was motivated by love. 
No doubt many of the new believers were visitors in 
Jerusalem, having come for the feasts, and they had to 
depend on their Christian friends to help meet their 
daily needs. 

Nor should we think that every believer sold all his 
goods and brought the money to the apostles. Acts 
4:34 indicates that some of the members “from time to 
time” sold various pieces of property and donated to 
the common treasury. When the assembly had a need, 
the Spirit directed someone to sell something and meet 
the need. 

While the early church’s spirit of sacrifice and lov- 
ing generosity is worthy of our emulation, believers 
today are not required to imitate these practices. The 
principles of Christian giving are outlined in the 
Epistles, especially in 2 Corinthians 8—9, and 
nowhere are we instructed to bring our money and lay 
it at the pastor's feet (Acts 4:35) as though he were an 
apostle. It is the spirit of their giving that is important 
to us today and not the “letter” of their system. 

Joseph, nicknamed “Barnabas” (son of encourage- 
ment), is introduced at this point for several reasons. 
First, he was a generous giver and illustrated the very 
thing Dr. Luke was describing. Second, his noble act 
apparently filled Ananias and Sapphira with envy so 
that they attempted to impress the church with their 
giving and ended up being killed. Third, Barnabas had 
a most important ministry in the church and is men- 
tioned at least twenty-five times in the book of Acts 
and another five times in the Epistles. In fact, it is 
Barnabas who encouraged Paul in his early service for 
the Lord (Acts 9:26-27; 11:19-30; 13:1-5) and who 
gave his cousin John Mark the encouragement he 
needed after his failure (Acts 13:13; 15:36-41; Col. 
4:10). 


Levites were not permitted to own land, so it is 


difficult to understand how Barnabas acquired the 
property that he sold. Perhaps that particular law 
(Num. 18:20; Deut. 10:9) applied only in Palestine 
and the property was in Cyprus, or perhaps the corrupt 
religious leaders had become lax in enforcing the law. 
There is much we do not know about Joseph Barnabas, 
but this we do know: he was a Spirit-filled man who 
was an encouragement to the church because he gave 
his all to the Lord. Not every believer can be like Peter 
and John, but we can all be like Barnabas and have a 
ministry of encouragement. 


The Hypocrisy of Ananias and Sapphira (5:1-11) 
George MacDonald wrote, “Half of the misery in the 
world comes from trying to lok, instead of trying to 
be, what one is not.” The name that Jesus gave to this 
practice is “hypocrisy,” which simply means “wearing a 
mask, playing the actor.” We must not think that fail- 
ure to reach our ideals is hypocrisy, because no believer 
lives up to all that he or she knows or has in the Lord. 
Hypocrisy is deliberate deception, trying to make peo- 
ple think we are more spiritual than we really are. 

When I was pastoring my first church, the Lord led 
us to build a new sanctuary. We were not a wealthy 
congregation, so our plans had to be modest. At one 
point in the planning, I suggested to the architect that 
perhaps we could build a simple edifice with a more 
elaborate facade at the front to make it look more like 
an expensive church. 

“Absolutely not!” he replied. “A church stands for 
truth and honesty, and any church I design will not 
have a facade! A building should tell the truth and not 
pretend to be what it isn’t.” 

Years later, I ran across this poem, which is a ser- 
mon in itself: 


They build the front just like St. Mark’s, 
Or like Westminster Abbey; 

And then, as if to cheat the Lord, 

They make the back parts shabby. 


That was the sin of Ananias and Sapphira: putting 
on a lovely “front” in order to conceal the shabby sin in 
their lives, sin that cost them their lives. 

Ananias means “God is gracious,” but he learned 
that God is also holy, and Sapphira means “beautiful,” 
but her heart was ugly with sin. No doubt some people 
are shocked when they read that God killed two people 
just because they lied about a business transaction and 
about their church giving. But when you consider the 
features connected with this sin, you have to agree that 
God did the right thing by judging them. 

It is worth noting that the Lord judges sin severely 
at the beginning of a new period in salvation history. Just 
after the tabernacle was erected, God killed Nadab and 
Abihu for trying to present “false fire” to the Lord (Lev. 
10). He also had Achan killed for disobeying orders 
after Israel had entered the Promised Land (Josh. 7). 
While God was certainly not responsible for their sins, 
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He did use these judgments as warnings to the people, 
and even to us (1 Cor. 10:11—12). 

To begin with, the sin of Ananias and Sapphira was 
energized by Satan (Acts 5:3), and that is a serious mat- 
ter. If Satan cannot defeat the church by attacks from 
the outside, he will get on the inside and go to work 
(Acts 20:28-31). He knows how to lie to the minds 
and hearts of church members, even genuine 
Christians, and get them to follow his orders. We for- 
get that the admonition about the spiritual armor 
(Eph. 6:10-18) was written to God’s people, not to 
unbelievers, because it is the Christians who are in dan- 
ger of being used by Satan to accomplish his evil 
purposes. 

Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote, “Sin has many tools, 
but a lie is the handle which fits them all.” Satan is a 
liar and a murderer (John 8:44). He lied to and through 
this couple, and the lie led to their deaths. When God 
judged Ananias and Sapphira, He was also judging 
Satan. He was letting everybody know that He would 
not tolerate deception in His church. 

Their sin was motivated by pride, and pride is a sin 
that God especially hates and judges (Prov. 8:13). No 
doubt the church was praising God for the generous 
offering that Barnabas had brought when Satan whis- 
pered to the couple, “You can also bask in this kind of 
glory! You can make others think that you are as spiri- 
tual as Barnabas!” Instead of resisting Satan’s 
approaches, they yielded to him and planned their 
strategy. 

Jesus made it very clear that we must be careful how 
we give, lest the glory that belongs to God should be 
given to us (Matt. 6:1—4, 19-34). The Pharisees were 
adept at calling attention to their gifts, and they 
received the praises of men—but that’s all they 
received! Whatever we possess, God has given to us; we 
are stewards, not owners. We must use what He gives 
us for His glory alone (see John 5:44). 

Daniel Defoe called pride “the first peer and pres- 
ident of hell.” Indeed, it was pride that transformed 
Lucifer into Satan (Isa. 14:12-15), and it was pride 
(“Ye shall be as gods”) that caused our first parents to 
sin (Gen. 3). Pride opens the door to every other sin, 
for once we are more concerned with our reputation 
than our character, there is no end to the things we 
will do just to make ourselves “look good” before 
others. 

A third feature of their sin was especially wicked: 
their sin was directed against Gods church. We have 
reason to believe that Ananias and Sapphira were 
believers. The spiritual level of the church at that time 
was so high that it is doubtful that a mere “professor” 
could have gotten into the fellowship without being 
detected. The fact that they were able to lie to the 
Spirit (Acts 5:3) and tempt the Spirit (Acts 5:9) 
would indicate that they had the Spirit of God living 
within. 

God loves His church and is jealous over it, for 


the church was purchased by the blood of God’s Son 
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(Acts 20:28; Eph. 5:25) and has been put on earth to 
glorify Him and do His work. Satan wants to destroy 
the church, and the easiest way to do it is to use those 
who are within the fellowship. Had Peter not been 
discerning, Ananias and Sapphira would have 
become influential people in the church! Satan 
would have been working through them to accom- 
plish his purposes! 

The church is “the pillar and ground of the truth” 
(1 Tim. 3:15), and Satan attacks it with his lies. The 
church is God’s temple in which He dwells (1 Cor. 
3:16), and Satan wants to move in and dwell there too. 
The church is God’s army (2 Tim. 2:1-4), and Satan 
seeks to get into the ranks as many traitors as he can. 
The church is safe so long as Satan is attacking from 
the outside, but when he gets on the inside, the church 
is in danger. 

It is easy for us to condemn Ananias and Sapphira 
for their dishonesty, but we need to examine our own 
lives to see if our profession is backed up by our prac- 
tice. Do we really mean everything we pray about in 
public? Do we sing the hymns and gospel songs sin- 
cerely or routinely? “These people honor me with their 
lips, but their hearts are far from me” (Matt. 15:8 nrv). 
If God killed “religious deceivers” today, how many 
church members would be left? 

What is described in this chapter is not a case of 
church discipline. Rather it is an example of God’s per- 
sonal judgment. “The Lord shall judge his people. It is 
a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God” 
(Heb. 10:30-31). Had Ananias and Sapphira judged 
their own sin, God would not have judged them (1 
Cor. 11:31), but they agreed to lie, and God had to 
deal with them. 

Ananias was dead and buried, and Sapphira did not 
even know it! Satan always keeps his servants in the 
dark, while God guides His servants in the light (John 
15:15). Peter accused her of tempting God’s Spirit, that 
is, deliberately disobeying God and seeing how far God 
would go (Ex. 17:2; Deut. 6:16). They were actually 
defying God and daring Him to act—and He acted, 
with swiftness and finality. “Thou shalt not tempt the 
Lord thy God” (Matt. 4:7). 

We must keep in mind that their sin was not in rob- 
bing God of money but in lying to Him and robbing 
Him of glory. They were not required to sell the prop- 
erty, and, having sold it, they were not required to give 
any of the money to the church (Acts 5:4). Their lust 
for recognition conceived sin in their hearts (Acts 5:4, 
9), and that sin eventually produced death (James 
1:15). 

The result was a wave of godly fear that swept over 
the church and over all those who heard the story (Acts 
5:11). We have moved from “great power” and “great 
grace” (Acts 4:33) to “great fear,” and all of these ought 
to be present in the church. “Let us have grace, 
whereby we may serve God acceptably with reverence 
and godly fear: for our God is a consuming fire” (Heb. 
12:28-29). 
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The Ministry of the Apostles (5:12-16) 

We have learned that the Spirit-filled church is unified, 
magnified, and multiplied. Satan wants to divide the 
church, disgrace the church, and decrease the church, 
and he will do it, if we let him. 

But the church described here completely tri- 
umphed over the attacks of Satan! The people were still 
unified (Acts 5:12), magnified (Acts 5:13), and multi- 
plied (Acts 5:14). Multitudes were added to the Lord, 
and for the first time, Luke mentions the salvation of 
women. Both in his gospel and in Acts, Luke has a 
great deal to say about women and their relationship to 
Christ and the church. There are at least a dozen refer- 
ences in Acts to women, as Luke shows the key role 
women played in the apostolic church. This is a 
remarkable thing when you consider the general posi- 
tion of women in the culture of that day (see Gal. 
3:26-28). 

God gave the apostles power to perform great mir- 
acles. While it is true that some of the ordinary 
members exercised miraculous powers (Acts 6:8), it was 
primarily the apostles who did the miracles. These 
“signs and wonders” were God’s way of authenticating 
their ministry (Rom. 15:18-19; 2 Cor. 12:12; Heb. 
2:4). 

Just as there were special judgments at the begin- 
ning of a new era, so there were also special miracles. 
We find no miracles performed in Genesis, but at the 
beginning of the age of law, Moses performed great 
signs and wonders. Elijah and Elisha were miracle 
workers at the beginning of the great era of the 
prophets, and Jesus and the apostles performed signs 
and wonders when the Gospel Age was inaugurated. 
Each time God opened a new door, He called man’s 
attention to it. It was His way of saying, “Follow these 
leaders, because I have sent them.” 

The mighty wonders performed by the apostles 
were the fulfillment of the Lord’s promise that they 
would do “greater works” in answer to believing prayer 
(John 14:13-14). When Jesus performed miracles dur- 
ing His ministry on earth, He had three purposes in 
mind: (1) to show compassion and meet human need; 
(2) to present His credentials as the Son of God; and 
(3) to convey spiritual truth. For example, when He fed 
the five thousand, the miracle met their physical need, 
revealed Him as the Son of God, and gave Him oppor- 
tunity to preach a sermon about the Bread of Life 
(John 6). 

The apostolic miracles followed a similar pattern. 
Peter and John healed the crippled beggar and met his 
need, but Peter used that miracle to preach a salvation 
sermon and to prove to the people and the council that 
he and John were indeed the servants of the living 
Christ. One of the qualifications for an apostle was that 
he had seen the risen Christ (Acts 1:22; 1 Cor. 9:1), 
and, since nobody can claim that experience today, 
there are no apostles in the church. The apostles and 
prophets laid the foundation for the church (Eph. 


2:20), and the pastors, teachers, and evangelists are 


building on it. If there are no apostles, there can be no 
“signs of an apostle” as are found in the book of Acts (2 
Cor. 12:12). 

This certainly does not mean that God is limited 
and can no longer perform miracles for His people! But 
it does mean that the need for confirming miracles has 
passed away. We now have the completed Word of 
God, and we test teachers by their message, not by mir- 
acles (1 John 2:18-29; 4:1-6). And we must keep in 
mind that Satan is a counterfeiter and well able to 
deceive the unwary. In the Old Testament, any prophet 
who performed miracles but, at the same time, led the 
people away from God’s Word, was considered a false 
prophet and was killed (Deut. 13). The important 
thing was not the miracles, but whether his message 
was true to the Word of God. 

A radio listener wrote me and wanted to debate 
this issue with me, insisting that there were instances 
today of people being raised from the dead. I wrote 
him a kind letter and asked him to send me the testi- 
monies of the witnesses, the kind of evidence that 
could be presented in court. He wrote back and hon- 
estly admitted that that kind of evidence was not 
available, but he still believed it because he had heard 
a TV preacher say it was so. Most of the miracles 
recorded in the Bible were out in the open for every- 
body to see, and it would not be difficult to prove 
them in a court of law. 

Peter and the other apostles found themselves min- 
istering as their Lord had ministered, with people 
coming from all over, bringing their sick and afflicted 
(Matt. 4:23-25; Mark 1:45; 2:8—-12). The Twelve must 
have found it very difficult to walk down the street, for 
people crowded around them and laid before them sick 
people on their pallets. Some of the people even had 
the superstitious belief that there was healing in Peter’s 
shadow. 

It is significant that all of these people were healed. 
There were no failures and nobody was sent away 
because he or she “did not have faith to be healed.” 
These were days of mighty power when God was 
speaking to Israel and telling them that Jesus of 
Nazareth was indeed their Messiah and Savior. “For the 
Jews require a sign” (1 Cor. 1:22), and God gave signs 
to them. The important thing was not the healing of 
the afflicted, but the winning of lost souls, as multi- 
tudes were added to the fellowship. The Spirit gave 
them power for wonders and power for witness (Acts 
1:8), for miracles apart from God’s Word cannot save 
the lost. 

The greatest miracle of all is the transformation of 
a lost sinner into a child of God by the grace of God. 
That is the miracle that meets the greatest need, lasts 
the longest, and costs the greatest price—the blood of 
God’s Son. 

And that is one miracle we can all participate in as 
we share the message of the gospel, “the power of God 
unto salvation to every one that believeth” (Rom. 


1:16). 
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CHAPTER SIX 
Acts 5:17-42 


TRUTH AND CONSEQUENCES 


fter Pentecost, the message of the resurrection of 
Ai: Christ spread rapidly in Jerusalem as Spirit- 

empowered witnesses shared the gospel with the 
lost. Signs and wonders accompanied the preaching of 
the Word, and no one could deny that God was at 
work in a new way among His ancient people. 

But not everybody was happy with the success of 
the church. The “religious establishment” that had 
opposed the ministry of Jesus, and then crucified Him, 
took the same hostile approach toward the apostles. “If 
they persecuted Me, they will also persecute you,” said 
Jesus. “They will put you out of the synagogues; yes, 
the time is coming that whoever kills you will think 
that he offers God service” (John 15:20; 16:2 NKJV). 
These words were beginning to be fulfilled. 

It was the age-old conflict between living truth and 
dead tradition. The new wine could not be put into the 
old wineskins, nor could the new cloth be sewn on the 
worn-out garments (Matt. 9:14-17). The English mar- 
tyr Hugh Latimer said, “Whenever you see 
persecution, there is more than a probability that truth 
is on the persecuted side.” 

We see in this account four different responses to 
God’s truth, responses we still see today. 


The Council: Attacking the Truth (5:17-28) 

The high priest and his associates had three reasons for 
arresting the apostles (this time it was all of the apos- 
tles) and bringing them to trial. To begin with, Peter 
and John had not obeyed the official orders to stop 
preaching in the name of Jesus Christ. They were guilty 
of defying the law of the nation. Second, the witness of 
the church was refuting the doctrines held by the 
Sadducees, giving every evidence that Jesus Christ was 
alive. Third, the religious leaders were filled with envy 
(“indignation”) at the great success of these untrained 
and unauthorized men (see Matt. 27:18; Acts 13:45). 
The traditions of the fathers had not attracted that 
much attention or gained that many followers in such 
a short time. It is amazing how much envy can be hid- 
den under the disguise of “defending the faith.” 

The apostles did not resist arrest or organize a pub- 
lic protest. They quietly went along with the temple 
guard and actually spent a few hours in the public jail. 
But during the night, an angel set them free and told 
them to return to their witnessing in the temple. (The 
Sadducees, of course, did not believe in angels. See Acts 
23:8.) In the book of Acts, you will find several 
instances of angelic ministries as God cared for His 
people (Acts 8:26; 10:3, 7; 12:7-11, 23; 27:23). The 
angels are servants who minister to us as we serve the 
Lord (Heb. 1:14). 

As in Peter’s deliverance (Acts 12:7—11), neither the 
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guards nor the leaders knew that the prisoners had 
been liberated. You are tempted to smile as you imag- 
ine the surprised looks on the faces of the guards when 
they discovered that their most important prisoners 
were gone. And just imagine the astonishment of the 
envious members of the Sanhedrin when they heard 
the report! Here they were trying to stop the miracles, 
but their actions only multiplied the miracles! 

What a contrast between the apostles and the mem- 
bers of the council. The council was educated, 
ordained, and approved, and yet they had no ministry 
of power. The apostles were ordinary laymen, yet God’s 
power was at work in their lives. The council was try- 
ing desperately to protect themselves and their dead 
traditions, while the apostles were risking their lives to 
share the living Word of God. The dynamic church was 
enjoying the new; the dead council was defending the 
old. 

You find a variety of emotions in this section: envy 
(Acts 5:17), bewilderment (Acts 5:24), and fear (Acts 
5:26; see 4:21 and Matt. 21:26). Yet, when the apostles 
came in, the high priest boldly accused them of defy- 
ing the law and causing trouble. He would not even use 
the name of Jesus Christ, but instead said “this name” 
and “this man’s blood,” lest by speaking His name he 
would defile his lips or bring down the wrath of God 
(see John 15:21). 

But even this hateful indictment was an admission 
that the church was increasing and getting the job 
done! The wrath of man was bringing praise to the 
Lord (Ps. 76:10). The high priest realized that if the 
apostles were right, then the Jewish leaders had been 
wrong in condemning Jesus Christ. Indeed, if the apos- 
tles were right, then the council was guilty of His blood 
(Matt. 27:25; 1 Thess. 2:14-16). As this “trial” pro- 
gressed, the apostles became the judges and the council 
became the accused. 


The Apostles: Affirming the Truth (5:29-32) 
The apostles did not change their convictions (Acts 
4:19-20). They obeyed God and trusted Him to take 
care of the consequences. They could not serve two 
masters, and they had already declared whose side they 
were on. Had they been diplomats instead of ambassa- 
dors (2 Cor. 5:20), they could have pleased everybody 
and escaped a beating. But they stood firmly for the 
Lord, and He honored their courage and faith. 

Neither did they change their message (Acts 
5:30-32). Peter indicted the leaders for the death of 
Jesus (see Acts 3:13-14; 4:10), and boldly affirmed 
once again that Jesus Christ had been raised from the 
dead. Not only was Jesus raised from the dead, but He 
was also exalted by God to heaven. The work of the 
Holy Spirit in recent days was evidence that Jesus had 
returned to heaven and sent His Spirit as He promised. 
The Sadducees certainly did not rejoice to hear the 
apostles speak about resurrection from the dead. 

That Jesus Christ is at God’s right hand is a key 
theme in the Scriptures. The right hand is, of course, 
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the place of honor, power, and authority. Psalm 110:1 
is the basic prophecy, but there are numerous refer- 
ences: Matthew 22:44; Mark 14:62; 16:19; Acts 
2:33-34; 5:31; Romans 8:34; Ephesians 1:20; 
Colossians 3:1; Hebrews 1:3; 8:1; 10:12; 12:2; and 1 
Peter 3:22. Soon, Stephen would see Jesus standing at 
God’s right hand (Acts 7:55). 

In his second sermon, Peter had called Jesus “the 
Prince of life” (Acts 3:15); and here he called Him “a 
Prince and a Savior.” The word Prince means “a pio- 
neer, one who leads the way, an originator.” The 
Sanhedrin was not interested in pioneering anything; 
all they wanted to do was protect their vested interests 
and keep things exactly as they were (see John 
11:47-52). As the “Pioneer of life,” Jesus saves us and 
leads us into exciting experiences as we walk “in new- 
ness of life” (Rom. 6:4). There are always new trails to 
blaze. 

Hebrews 2:10 calls Him “the Pioneer [captain] of 
their salvation,” for our salvation experience must 
never become static. The Christian life is not a parking 
lot; it is a launching pad! It is not enough just to be 
born again; we must also grow spiritually (2 Peter 3:18) 
and make progress in our walk. In Hebrews 12:2, Jesus 
is called “the Pioneer [author] ... of our faith,” which 
suggests that He leads us into new experiences that test 
our faith and help it to grow. One of the major themes 
of Hebrews is “let us press on to maturity” (Heb. 6:1 
NASB), and we cannot mature unless we follow Christ, 
the Pioneer, into new areas of faith and ministry. 

The title Savior was not new to the members of the 
council, for the word was used for physicians (who save 
people's lives), philosophers (who solve people’s prob- 
lems), and statesmen (who save people from danger 
and war). It was even applied to the emperor. But only 
Jesus Christ is the true and living Savior who rescues 
from sin, death, and judgment all who will trust Him. 

Peter again called the nation to repentance (Acts 
2:36; 3:19-26; 4:10-12) and promised that the gift of 
the Spirit would be given to all who “obey Him.” This 
does not imply that the gift of the Spirit is a reward for 
obedience, for a gift can be received only by faith. The 
phrase “obey him” is the same as “obedient to the faith” 
in Acts 6:7, and means “to obey God’s call and trust 
God’s Son.” God does not suggest that sinners repent 
and believe; He commands it (Acts 17:30). 

It was a bold witness that the apostles gave before 
the highest Jewish religious court. The Spirit of God 
enabled them and they were not afraid. After all, Jesus 
had promised to be with them and, through His Holy 
Spirit, empower them for witness and service. They 
were His witnesses of His resurrection (Acts 1:22; 2:24, 
32; 3:15, 26; 4:10), and He would see them through. 


Gamaliel: Avoiding the Truth (5:33-39) 

Gamaliel was a Pharisee who probably did not want to 
see the Sadducees win any victories. He was a scholar 
highly esteemed by the people, rather liberal in his 
applications of the law, and apparently moderate in 


his approach to problems. “When Rabban Gamaliel 
the Elder died,” said the Jews, “the glory of the law 
ceased and purity and abstinence died.” Paul was 
trained by Gamaliel (Acts 22:3). Gamaliel’s “counsel” 
was unwise and dangerous, but God used it to save 
the apostles from death. That the Sadducees would 
heed the words of a Pharisee shows how distinguished 
a man Gamaliel was. 

In spite of the fact that Gamaliel tried to use cool 
logic rather than overheated emotions, his approach 
was still wrong. To begin with, he automatically classi- 
fied Jesus with two rebels, which means he had already 
rejected the evidence. To him, this “Jesus of Nazareth” 
was just another zealous Jew, trying to set the nation 
free from Rome. But did Theudas or Judas ever do the 
things that Jesus did? Were they raised from the dead? 
With a clever twist of bad logic, Gamaliel convinced 
the council that there was really nothing to worry 
about! Troublemakers come and go, so be patient. 

Furthermore, Gamaliel assumed that “history 
repeats itself.” Theudas and Judas rebelled, were sub- 
dued, and their followers were scattered. Give these 
Galileans enough time and they too will disband, and 
you will never again hear about Jesus of Nazareth. 
While some students do claim to see “cycles” in history, 
these “cycles” are probably only in the eyes of the 
beholder. By selecting your evidence carefully, you can 
prove almost anything from history. The birth, life, 
death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ had never hap- 
pened before and would never happen again. God had 
broken into history and visited this earth! 

Gamaliel also had the mistaken idea that, if some- 
thing is not of God, it must fail. But this idea does not 
take into consideration the sinful nature of man and 
the presence of Satan in the world. Mark Twain said 
that a lie runs around the world while truth is still put- 
ting on her shoes. In the end, God’s truth will be 
victorious, but meanwhile, Satan can be very strong 
and influence multitudes of people. 

Success is no test of truth, in spite of what the prag- 
matists say. False cults often grow faster than God’s 
church. This world is a battlefield on which truth and 
error are in mortal combat, and often it looks as if truth 
is “on the scaffold,” while wrong sits arrogantly on the 
throne. How long should the council wait to see if the 
new movement would survive? What tests would they 
use to determine whether or not it was successful? 
What is success? No matter how you look at it, 
Gamaliel’s “wisdom” was foolish. 

But the biggest weakness of his advice was his 
motive: he encouraged neutrality when the council was 
facing a life-and-death issue that demanded decision. 
“Wait and see!” is actually not neutrality; it is a definite 
decision. Gamaliel was voting “No!” but he was preach- 
ing “maybe someday.” 

There are many matters in life that do not demand 
a courageous decision of conscience. I had a friend in 
seminary who became emotionally disturbed because 
he tried to make every decision a matter of conscience, 
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including the cereal he ate at breakfast and the route 
he took when he walked to the store. But when we 
face a serious matter of conscience, we had better 
examine the evidence carefully. This, Gamaliel 
refused to do. He lost an opportunity for salvation 
because he turned the meeting into a petty discussion 
about Jewish insurrectionists. 

Jesus made it clear that it is impossible to be neutral 
about Him and His message. “He that is not with me 
is against me; and he that gathereth not with me scat- 
tereth abroad” (Matt. 12:30). The members of the 
council knew the words of Elijah, “How long will you 
waver between two opinions?” (1 Kings 18:21 nrv). 
There are times when being neutral means making a 
quiet (and perhaps cowardly) decision to reject God’s 
offer. It is significant that the first group named among 
those who go to hell is “the fearful” (Rev. 21:8), the 
people who knew the truth but were afraid to take their 
stand. 

If Gamaliel was really afraid of fighting against 
God, why did he not honestly investigate the evidence, 
diligently search the Scriptures, listen to the witnesses, 
and ask God for wisdom? This was the opportunity of 
a lifetime! Daniel Defoe, author of Robinson Crusoe, 
claimed that nobody was born a coward. “Truth makes 
a man of courage,” he wrote, “and guilt makes that 
man of courage a coward.” What some men call cau- 
tion, God would call cowardice. The apostles were true 
ambassadors; Gamaliel was really only a “religious 
politician.” 


The Church: Announcing the Truth (5:40-42) 

Part of the council wanted to kill the apostles (Acts 
5:33), but Gamaliel’s speech tempered their violence. 
In a compromise move, the council decided to have the 
apostles beaten, so the men were given thirty-nine 
strokes (see Deut. 25:1-3; 2 Cor. 11:24). Then the 
apostles were commanded to stop speaking in the 
name of Jesus Christ lest something worse happen to 
them. (Review Acts 2:22; 3:6, 16; 4:10, 12, 17-18, 
30.) 

When people refuse to deal with disagreements on 
the basis of principle and truth, they often resort to 
verbal or physical violence, and sometimes both. The 
sad thing is that this violence often masquerades as 
patriotism or as religious zeal. When understanding 
fails, violence starts to take over, and people begin to 
destroy each other in the name of their nation or their 
God. It is tragic that even the history of religion is 
punctuated with accounts of persecutions and “holy 
wars.” William Temple said that Christians are “called 
to the hardest of all tasks: to fight without hatred, to 
resist without bitterness, and in the end, if God grant 
it so, to triumph without vindictiveness.” 

How did the apostles respond to this illegal treat- 
ment from their nation’s religious leaders? They 
rejoiced! Jesus had told them to expect persecution and 
had instructed them to rejoice in it (Matt. 5:10-12). 
The opposition of men meant the approval of God, 
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and it was actually a privilege to suffer for His name 
(Phil. 1:29). 

To paraphrase Phillips Brooks, the purpose of life is 
to glorify God by the building of character through 
truth. The Sanhedrin thought that it had won a great 
victory, when actually the council had experienced a 
crushing defeat. No doubt they congratulated each 
other for doing such a good job of defending the faith! 
But it was the apostles who were the winners, because 
they grew in godliness as they yielded to God’s will and 
suffered for their Master. In later years, Peter would 
have much to say in his first epistle about the meaning 
of suffering in the life of the believer, but now he was 
learning the lessons. 

Neither the threats nor the beatings stopped them 
from witnessing for Jesus Christ. If anything, this per- 
secution only made them trust God more and seek 
greater power in their ministry. True believers are not 
“quitters.” The apostles had a commission to fulfill, 
and they intended to continue as long as their Lord 
enabled them. Acts 5:42 summarizes the apostolic pat- 
tern for evangelism, an excellent pattern for us to 
follow. 

To begin with, they witnessed “daily.” This meant 
that they took advantage of witnessing opportunities 
no matter where they were (Eph. 5:15—-16). Every 
Christian is a witness, either a good one or a bad one, 
and our witness either draws others to Christ or drives 
them away. It is a good practice to start each day ask- 
ing the Lord for the wisdom and grace needed to be a 
loving witness for Christ that day. If we sincerely look 
for opportunities and expect God to give them to us, 
we will never lack for open doors. 

D. L. Moody was fearless in his witness for Christ 
and sought to speak about spiritual matters to at least 
one soul each day. “How does your soul prosper 
today?” he would ask; or, “Do you love the Lord? Do 
you belong to Christ?” Some were offended by his 
blunt manner, but not a few were led to Christ then 
and there. “The more we use the means and opportu- 
nities we have,” he said, “the more will our ability and 
our opportunities be increased.” He also said, “I live for 
souls and for eternity; I want to win some soul to 
Christ.” He was not satisfied only to address great 
crowds; he also felt constrained to speak to people per- 
sonally and urge them to trust Jesus Christ. 

The believers witnessed “in the temple.” After all, 
that was where the “religious” people gathered, and it 
was easier to reach them there. For several years, the 
church was looked on as another “sect” of the Jewish 
faith, and both the temple and the many synagogues 
were open to believers. In his missionary journeys, Paul 
always went first to the local synagogue or Jewish place 
of prayer, and he witnessed there until he was thrown 
out. 

My counsel to new Christians has usually been, 
“Go back to your home and church, be a loving witness 
for Christ, and stay until they ask you to leave” (see 1 
Cor. 7:17-24). The apostles did not abandon the 
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Jewish temple, though they knew the old dispensation 
was ended and that one day the temple would be 
destroyed. They were not compromising; they were 
“buying up the opportunity” to reach more people for 
Christ. 

While I was ministering at the Moody Church in 
Chicago, it was my joy to lead a pastor to Christ, a 
gifted man who ministered to a wealthy congregation. 
He went back to his church and began to share Christ, 
and numbers of his people were saved. Then the 
denominational leaders stepped in and started to 
threaten him with dismissal. 

“What do I do?” he asked, and I said, “Stay there 
until they throw you out. Be loving and kind, but don’t 
give in!” Eventually he was forced out of the church, 
but not before his witness had influenced many both in 
the church and in the community. Today, God is using 
him in a remarkable way to witness for Christ and to 
train others to witness. He is able to get into churches 
and groups that might never invite me! 

The early Christians also witnessed “in every 
house.” Unlike congregations today, these people had 
no buildings that were set aside for worship and fellow- 
ship. Believers would meet in different homes, 
worshipping the Lord, listening to teaching, and seek- 
ing to win the lost (see Acts 2:46). Paul referred to a 
number of “house fellowships” when he greeted the 
saints in Rome (Rom. 16:5, 10-11, 14). The early 
church took the Word right into the homes, and we 
should follow their example. This does not mean that 
it is wrong to have special buildings set aside for church 
ministry, but only that we must not confine the min- 
istry to the four walls of a church building. 

Their ministry went on without ceasing. The 
authorities had told them to stop witnessing, but they 
only witnessed all the more! Their motive was not defi- 
ance to the law but rather obedience to the Lord. It was 
not something they turned on and off, depending on 
the situation. They were “always at it,” and they kept at 
it as long as God gave them opportunities. 

The witness of the church included both teaching 
and preaching, and that is a good balance. The word 
translated “preach” gives us our English word evangel- 
ize, and this is the first of fifteen times it is used in Acts. 
It simply means “to preach the gospel, to share the 
good news of Jesus Christ.” (See 1 Cor. 15:1-8 for the 
official statement of the gospel message.) 

However, proclamation must be balanced with 
instruction (see Acts 2:42) so that the sinners know 
what to believe and the new converts understand why 
they believed. The message cannot produce fruit unless 
the person understands it and can make an intelligent 
decision (Matt. 13:18-23). Believers cannot grow 
unless they are taught the Word of God (1 Peter 
2:1-3). 

Finally, it was Jesus Christ who was the center of 
their witness. That was the very name that the Sanhedrin 
had condemned! The early church did not go about 
arguing religion or condemning the establishment: they 


simply told people about Jesus Christ and urged them to 
trust in Him. “For we preach not ourselves, but Christ 
Jesus the Lord” (2 Cor. 4:5). “Ye shall be witnesses unto 
me” (Acts 1:8). 

It was my privilege to speak at a service celebrating 
the fortieth anniversary of a pastor friend whose min- 
istry has blessed many. A number of his friends shared 
in the service and quite candidly expressed their love 
for him and their appreciation for his ministry. My 
friend became more and more embarrassed as the 
meeting progressed, and when it came time for me to 
bring the message, he leaned over and whispered in my 
ear, “Warren, please tell them about Jesus!” 

In his clever and convicting book The Gospel Blimp, 
the late Joe Bayly wrote: “Jesus Christ didn’t commit 
the gospel to an advertising agency; He commissioned 
disciples.” 

That commission still stands. 

In your life, is it commission—or omission? 


CHAPTER SEVEN 
Acts 6—7 


STEPHEN, THE MAN GOD CROWNED 


here are two words for “crown” in the New 
[ee diadema, which means “a royal crown” 

and gives us the English word diadem; and 
stephanos, the “victors crown,” which gives us the pop- 
ular name Stephen. You can inherit a diadema, but the 
only way to get a stephanos is to earn it. 

Acts 6 and 7 center on the ministry and martyrdom 
of Stephen, a Spirit-filled believer who was crowned by 
the Lord. “Be thou faithful unto death, and I will give 
thee a crown of life” (Rev. 2:10). He was faithful both 
in life and in death and therefore is a good example for 
us to follow. 

These chapters present Stephen as a faithful believer 
in four different areas of ministry. 


Stephen the Servant (6:1-7) 

The church was experiencing “growing pains,” and this 
was making it difficult for the apostles to minister to 
everybody. The “Grecians” were the Greek-speaking 
Jews who had come to Palestine from other nations, 
and therefore may not have spoken Aramaic, while the 
“Hebrews” were Jewish residents of the land who spoke 
both Aramaic and Greek. The fact that the “outsiders” 
were being neglected created a situation that could 
have divided the church. However, the apostles han- 
dled the problem with great wisdom and did not give 
Satan any foothold in the fellowship. 

When a church faces a serious problem, this presents 
the leaders and the members with a number of oppor- 
tunities. For one thing, problems give us the 
opportunity to examine our ministry and discover what 
changes must be made. In times of success, it is easy for 
us to maintain the status quo, but this is dangerous. 
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Henry Ward Beecher called success “a last-year’s nest 
from which the birds have flown.” Any ministry or 
organization that thinks its success will go on automat- 
ically is heading for failure. We must regularly examine 
our lives and our ministries lest we start taking things 
for granted. 

The apostles studied the situation and concluded 
that they were to blame: they were so busy serving 
tables that they were neglecting prayer and the ministry 
of the Word of God. They had created their own prob- 
lem because they were trying to do too much. Even 
today, some pastors are so busy with secondary tasks 
that they fail to spend adequate time in study and in 
prayer. This creates a “spiritual deficiency” in the 
church that makes it easy for problems to develop. 

This is not to suggest that serving tables is a menial 
task, because every ministry in the church is important. 
But it is a matter of priorities; the apostles were doing 
jobs that others could do just as well. D. L. Moody 
used to say that it was better to put ten men to work 
than to try to do the work of ten men. Certainly it is 
better for you, for the workers you enlist, and for the 
church as a whole. 

Church problems also give us an opportunity to 
exercise our faith, not only faith in the Lord, but also 
faith in each other. The leaders suggested a solution, 
and all the members agreed with it. The assembly 
selected seven qualified men, and the apostles set them 
apart for ministry. The church was not afraid to adjust 
their structure in order to make room for a growing 
ministry. When structure and ministry conflict, this 
gives us an opportunity to trust God for the solution. 
It is tragic when churches destroy ministry because 
they refuse to modify their structure. The apostles were 
not afraid to share their authority and ministry with 
others. 

Problems also give us the opportunity to express 
our love. The Hebrew leaders and the predominantly 
Hebrew members selected six men who were Hellenists 
and one man who was both a Gentile and a proselyte! 
What an illustration of Romans 12:10 and Philippians 
2:1-4! When we solve church problems, we must think 
of others and not of ourselves only. 

We commonly call these seven men of Acts 6 “dea- 
cons” because the Greek noun diakonos is used in Acts 
6:1 (“ministration”), and the verb diakoneo (“serve”) is 
used in Acts 6:2. However, this title is not given to 
them in this chapter, although you find deacons men- 
tioned in Philippians 1:1 and their qualifications given 
in 1 Timothy 3:8-13. The word simply means “a ser- 
vant.” These seven men were humble servants of the 
church, men whose work made it possible for the apos- 
tles to carry on their important ministries among the 
people. Stephen was one of these men. The emphasis in 
Stephen's life is on fullness: he was full of the Holy 
Spirit and wisdom (Acts 6:3, 10), full of faith (Acts 
6:5), and full of power (Acts 6:8). In Scripture, to be 
“full of” means “to be controlled by.” This man was 
controlled by the Spirit, faith, wisdom, and power. He 
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was a God-controlled man yielded to the Holy Spirit, a 
man who sought to lead people to Christ. 

What was the result? The blessing of God contin- 
ued and increased! The church was still unified (Acts 
6:5), multiplied (Acts 6:7), and magnified (Acts 6:8). 
Acts 6:7 is one of several “summaries” found in the 
book, statements that let us know that the story has 
reached an important juncture (see Acts 2:41; 4:4; 
5:12-16; 6:7; 9:31; 12:24; 16:5; 19:20; and 28:31). In 
Acts 6:7, Dr. Luke describes the climax of the ministry 
in Jerusalem, for the persecution following Stephen's 
death will take the gospel to the Samaritans and then 
to the Gentiles. It has been estimated that there were 
eight thousand Jewish priests attached to the temple 
ministry in Jerusalem, and “a great company” of them 
trusted Jesus Christ as Savior! 


Stephen the Witness (6:8-15) 

This Spirit-filled man did not limit his ministry to the 
serving of tables; he also won the lost and even did mir- 
acles. Up to this point, it was the apostles who 
performed the miracles (Acts 2:43; 5:12), but now God 
gave this power to Stephen also. This was part of His 
plan to use Stephen to bear witness to the leaders of 
Israel. Stephen’s powerful testimony would be the cli- 
max of the church’s witness to the Jews. Then the 
message would go out to the Samaritans and then to 
the Gentiles. 

Jews from many nations resided in Jerusalem in 
their own “quarters,” and some of these ethnic groups 
had their own synagogues. The freedmen (“libertines”) 
were the descendants of Jews who had previously been 
in bondage but had won their freedom from Rome. 
Since Paul came from Tarsus in Cilicia (Acts 21:39), it 
is possible that he heard Stephen in the synagogue and 
may have debated with him. However, nobody could 
match or resist Stephen’s wisdom and power (see Luke 
21:15). Their only alternative was to destroy him. 

Their treatment of Stephen parallels the way the 
Jewish leaders treated Jesus. First, they hired false wit- 
nesses to testify against him. Then, they stirred up the 
people who accused him of attacking the law of Moses 
and the temple. Finally, after listening to his witness, 
they executed him (see Matt. 26:59-62; John 
2:19-22). 

The Jews were jealous over their law and could not 
understand how Christ had come to fulfill the law and 
to bring in the new age. They were proud of their tem- 
ple and refused to believe that God would permit it to 
be destroyed. Stephen faced the same spiritual blind- 
ness that Jeremiah faced in his ministry (see Jer. 7). The 
church faced the opposition of Jewish tradition for 
many years to come, from within its own ranks (Acts 
15) and from false teachers coming in from the outside 
(Gal. 2:4). 

The enemy surprised Stephen and arrested him 
while he was ministering (“having came upon him sud- 
denly” is Wuest’s translation of Acts 6:12), and they 
took him before the same council that had tried Jesus 
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and the apostles. It was not even necessary for Stephen 
to speak in order to give witness, for the very glow on 
his face told everybody that he was a servant of God. 
Certainly the members of the Sanhedrin would recall 
Moses’ shining face (Ex. 34:29-30). It was as though 
God was saying, “This man is not against Moses! He is 
like Moses—he is My faithful servant!” 


Stephen the Judge (7:1-53) 

This is the longest address in the book of Acts and one 
of the most important. In it, Stephen reviewed the his- 
tory of Israel and the contributions made by their 
revered leaders: 

Abraham (Acts 7:2-8), Joseph (Acts 7:9-17), 
Moses (Acts 7:18—44), Joshua (Acts 7:45), and David 
and Solomon (Acts 7:46-50). But this address was 
more than a recitation of familiar facts; it was also a 
refutation of their indictments against Stephen and a 
revelation of their own national sins. Stephen proved 
from their own Scriptures that the Jewish nation was 
guilty of worse sins than those they had accused him of 
committing. What were these sins? 

They misunderstood their own spiritual roots 
(vv. 1-8). Stephen’s address opens with “the God of 
glory” and closes with the glory of God (Acts 7:55), 
and all the time he spoke, his face radiated that same 
glory! Why? Because Israel was the only nation privi- 
leged to have the glory of God as a part of its 
inheritance (Rom. 9:4). Alas, the glory of God had 
departed, first from the tabernacle (1 Sam. 4:19-22) 
and then from the temple (Ezek. 10:4, 18). God’s glory 
had come in His Son (John 1:14), but the nation had 
rejected Him. 

Abraham was the founder of the Hebrew nation, 
and his relationship to God was one of grace and faith. 
God had graciously appeared to him and called him 
out of heathen darkness into the light of salvation, and 
Abraham had responded by faith. Abraham was saved 
by grace, through faith, and not because he was cir- 
cumcised, kept a law, or worshipped in a temple. All of 
those things came afterward (see Rom. 4; Gal. 3). He 
believed the promises of God and it was this faith that 
saved him. 

God promised the land to Abraham's descendants, 
and then told Abraham that his descendants would suf- 
fer in Egypt before they would enter and enjoy the 
land, and this took place just as God promised. From 
the very beginning, God had a wise plan for His peo- 
ple, and that plan would be fulfilled as long as they 
trusted His Word and obeyed His will. 

The Jews greatly revered Abraham and prided 
themselves in being his “children.” But they confused 
physical descent with spiritual experience and 
depended on their national heritage rather than their 
personal faith. John the Baptist had warned them 
about this sin (Matt. 3:7-12) and so had Jesus (John 
8:33-59). The Jews were blind to the simple faith of 
Abraham and the patriarchs, and they had cluttered 
it with man-made traditions that made salvation a 


matter of good works, not faith. God has no grand- 
children. Each of us must be born into the family of 
God through personal faith in Jesus Christ (John 
1:11-13). 

The Jews prided themselves in their circumcision, 
failing to understand that the rite was symbolic of an 
inner spiritual relationship with God (Deut. 10:16; Jer. 
4:4; 6:10; Acts 7:51; Gal. 5:1-6; Phil. 3:3; Col. 
2:11-12). Over the years, the fulfilling of ritual had 
taken the place of the enjoyment of reality. This hap- 
pens in churches even today. 

They rejected their God-sent deliverers (vv. 
9-36). I have combined the sections dealing with 
Joseph and Moses because these two Jewish heroes have 
this in common: they were both rejected as deliverers 
the first time, but were accepted the second time. 
Joseph's brethren hated their brother and sold him into 
servitude, yet later he became their deliverer. They rec- 
ognized Joseph “at the second time” (Acts 7:13) when 
they returned to Egypt for more food. Israel rejected 
Moses when he first tried to deliver them from 
Egyptian bondage, and he had to flee for his life (Ex. 
2:11-22). But when Moses came to them the second 
time, the nation accepted him and he set them free 
(Acts 7:35). 

These two events illustrate how Israel treated Jesus 
Christ. Israel rejected their Messiah when He came to 
them the first time (John 1:11), but when He comes 
again, they will recognize Him and receive Him (Zech. 
12:10; Rev. 1:7). In spite of what they did to His Son, 
God has not cast away His people (Rom. 11:1-6). 
Israel today is suffering from a partial spiritual blind- 
ness that one day will be taken away (Rom. 11:25-32). 
Individual Jews are being saved, but the nation as a 
whole is blind to the truth about Jesus Christ. 

Before leaving this section, we must deal with some 
seeming contradictions between Stephen's address and 
the Old Testament Scriptures. 

Genesis 46:26-27 states that seventy people made 
up the household of Jacob, including Joseph’s family 
already in Egypt, but Stephen claimed that there were 
seventy-five (Acts 7:14; and see Ex. 1:1-5). The 
Hebrew text has seventy in both Genesis and Exodus, 
but the Septuagint (Greek translation of the Old 
Testament) has seventy-five. Where did the number 
seventy-five come from in the Septuagint? In their 
count, the translators included Joseph’s grandchildren 
(1 Chron. 7:14-15, 20-25). Being a Hellenistic Jew, 
Stephen would naturally use the Septuagint. There is 
no real contradiction; your total depends on the factors 
you include. 

Acts 7:16 suggests that Jacob was buried at 
Shechem, but Genesis 50:13 states that he was buried 
in the cave of Machpelah at Hebron, along with 
Abraham, Isaac, and Sarah (Gen. 23:17). It was Joseph 
who was buried at Shechem (Josh. 24:32). It is likely 
that the children of Israel carried out of Egypt the 
remains of all the sons of Jacob, and not just Joseph 
alone, and buried them together in Shechem. The 
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“fathers” mentioned in Acts 7:15 would be the twelve 
sons of Jacob. 

But who purchased the burial place in Shechem— 
Abraham or Jacob? Stephen seems to say that 
Abraham bought it, but the Old Testament record says 
that Jacob did (Gen. 33:18-20). Abraham purchased 
the cave of Machpelah (Gen. 23:14-20). The simplest 
explanation is that Abraham actually purchased both 
pieces of property and that Jacob later had to purchase 
the Shechem property again. Abraham moved around 
quite a bit, and it would be very easy for the residents 
of the land to forget or ignore the transactions he had 
made. 

They disobeyed their law (vv. 37—43). Stephen's 
opponents had accused him of speaking against the 
sacred law of Moses, but the history of Israel revealed 
that the nation had repeatedly broken that law. God 
gave the law to His congregation (“church”) in the 
wilderness at Mount Sinai, His living Word through 
the mediation of angels (see Acts 7:53; Gal. 3:19). No 
sooner had the people received the law than they dis- 
obeyed it by asking Aaron to make them an idol (Ex. 
32), and thereby broke the first two of the Ten 
Commandments (Ex. 20:1-6). 

The Jews had worshipped idols in Egypt (Josh. 
24:14; Ezek. 20:7-8), and after their settlement in the 
Promised Land they gradually adopted the gods of the 
pagan nations around them. God repeatedly disci- 
plined His people and sent them prophets to warn 
them, until finally He carried them off to Babylon, 
where they were finally cured of idolatry. 

Acts 7:42 should be compared with Romans 
1:24-28, for all of these verses describe the judgment 
of God when He “takes His hands off” and permits 
sinners to have their own way. When Stephen quoted 
Amos 5:25-27, he revealed what the Jews had really 
been doing all those years: in outward form, they were 
worshipping Jehovah, but in their hearts, they were 
worshipping foreign gods! The form of the question in 
Acts 7:42 demands a negative reply: “No, you were not 
offering those sacrifices to the Lord!” 

In this day of “pluralism” of religions and an 
emphasis on “toleration,” we must understand why 
God hated the pagan religions and instructed Israel to 
destroy them. To begin with, these religions were 
unspeakably obscene in their worship of sex and their 
use of religious prostitutes. Their practices were also 
brutal, even to the point of offering children as sacri- 
fices to their gods. It was basically demon worship, and 
it opened the way for all kinds of godless living on the 
part of the Jews. Had the nation turned from the true 
God and succumbed to idolatry, it could have meant 
the end of the godly remnant and the fulfillment of the 
promise of the Redeemer. 

God’s law was given to the Jews to protect them 
from the pagan influence around them, and to enable 
them to enjoy the blessings of the land. It was the law 
that made them a holy people, different from the 
other nations. When Israel broke down that wall of 
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distinction by disobeying God’s law, they forfeited the 
blessing of God and had to be disciplined. 

They despised their temple (vv. 44-50). The wit- 
nesses accused Stephen of seeking to destroy the 
temple, but that was exactly what the Jewish nation 
did! Moses built the tabernacle and God’s glory gra- 
ciously dwelt in the Holy of Holies (Ex. 40:34-38). 
Solomon built the temple, and once again God’s glory 
came in (1 Kings 8:10-11). But over the years, the 
worship at the temple degenerated into mere religious 
formality, and eventually there were idols placed in the 
temple (2 Kings 21:1-9; Ezek. 8:7-12). Jeremiah 
warned people against their superstitious faith in the 
temple and told them that they had turned God’s 
house into a den of thieves (Jer. 7:1—-16). 

Had the nation heeded their own prophets, they 
would have escaped the horrors of the Babylonian siege 
(see the book of Lamentations) and the destruction of 
their city and temple. Even Solomon recognized the 
truth that God did not live in buildings (1 Kings 8:27), 
and the prophet Isaiah made it even clearer (Isa. 
66:1-2). We really make nothing for God, because 
everything comes from Him, and how can the Creator 
of the universe be contained in a man-made building 
(Acts 17:24)? The Jewish defense of their temple was 
both illogical and unscriptural. 

They stubbornly resisted their God and His 
truth (vv. 51-53). This is the climax of Stephen's 
speech, the personal application that cut his hearers to 
the heart. Throughout the centuries, Israel had refused 
to submit to God and obey the truths He had revealed 
to them. Their ears did not hear the truth, their hearts 
did not receive the truth, and their necks did not bow 
to the truth. As a result, they killed their own Messiah! 

The nation refused to accept the new truth that 
God was revealing from age to age. Instead of seeing 
God’s truth as seed that produces fruit and more seed, 
the religious leaders “embalmed” the truth and refused 
to accept anything new. By the time Jesus came to 
earth, the truth of God was encrusted with so much 
tradition that the people could not recognize God’s 
truth when He did present it. Man’s dead traditions 
had replaced God’s living truth (see Matt. 15:1-20). 


Stephen the Martyr (7:54-60) 

You wonder what kind of a world we live in when good 
and godly men like Stephen can be murdered by reli- 
gious bigots! But we have similar problems in our 
“enlightened” age today: taking hostages, bombings 
that kill or maim innocent people, assassinations, and 
all in the name of politics or religion. The heart of man 
has not changed, nor can it be changed apart from the 
grace of God. 

What were the results of Stephen’s death? For 
Stephen, death meant coronation (Rev. 2:10). He saw 
the glory of God and the Son of God standing to 
receive him to heaven (see Luke 22:69). Our Lord sat 
down when He ascended to heaven (Ps. 110:1; Mark 
16:19), but He stood up to welcome to glory the first 


346 


Christian martyr (Luke 12:8). This is the last time the 
title “Son of man” is used in the Bible. It is definitely a 
messianic title (Dan. 7:13-14), and Stephen’s use of it 
was one more witness that Jesus is indeed Israel’s 
Messiah. 

Stephen was not only tried in a manner similar to 
that of our Lord, but he also died with similar prayers 
on his lips (Luke 23:34, 46; Acts 7:59-60). A heckler 
once shouted to a street preacher, “Why didn’t God do 
something for Stephen when they were stoning him?” 
The preacher replied, “God did do something for 
Stephen. He gave him the grace to forgive his murder- 
ers and to pray for them!” A perfect answer! 

For Israel, Stephen’s death meant condemnation. 
This was their third murder: they had permitted John 
the Baptist to be killed; they had asked for Jesus to be 
killed; and now they were killing Stephen themselves. 
When they allowed Herod to kill John, the Jews sinned 
against God the Father who had sent John (Matt. 
21:28-32). When they asked Pilate to crucify Jesus, 
they sinned against God the Son (Matt. 21:33—46). 
When they stoned Stephen, Israel sinned against the 
Holy Spirit who was working in and through the apos- 
tles (Matt. 10:1-8; Acts 7:51). Jesus said that this sin 
could never be forgiven (Matt. 12:31-32). Judgment 
finally came in AD 70 when Titus and the Roman 
armies destroyed Jerusalem and the temple. 

For the church in Jerusalem, the death of Stephen 
meant liberation. They had been witnessing “to the Jew 
first” ever since Pentecost, but now they would be 
directed to take the message out of Jerusalem to the 
Samaritans (Acts 8) and even to the Gentiles (Acts 
11:19-26). The opposition of the enemy helped pre- 
vent the church from becoming a Jewish “sect” and 
encouraged them to fulfill the commission of Acts 1:8 
and Matthew 28:18-20. 

Finally, as far as Saul (Acts 7:58) was concerned, the 
death of Stephen eventually meant salvation. He never 
forgot the event (Acts 22:17-21), and no doubt 
Stephen’s message, prayers, and glorious death were 
used of the Spirit to prepare Saul for his own meeting 
with the Lord (Acts 9). God never wastes the blood of 
His saints. Saul would one day see the same glory that 
Stephen saw and would behold the Son of God and 
hear Him speak! 

When Christians die, they “fall asleep” (John 11:11; 
1 Thess. 4:13). The body sleeps and the spirit goes to 
be with the Lord in heaven (Acts 7:59; 2 Cor. 5:6-9; 
Phil. 1:23; Heb. 12:22-23). When Jesus returns, He 
will bring with Him the spirits of those who have died 
(1 Thess. 4:14), their bodies will be raised and glori- 
fied, and body and spirit will be united in glory to be 
“forever with the Lord.” Even though we Christians 
weep at the death of a loved one (Acts 8:2), we do not 
sorrow hopelessly, for we know we shall meet again 
when we die or when the Lord returns. 

God does not call all of us to be martyrs, but He 
does call us to be “living sacrifices” (Rom. 12:1-2). In 
some respects, it may be harder to ve for Christ than 


to die for Him, but if we are living for Him, we will be 
prepared to die for Him if that is what God calls us to 
do. 

In 1948, Auca martyr Jim Elliot wrote in his jour- 
nal, “I seek not a long life, but a full one, like You, Lord 
Jesus.” Two years later, he wrote: “I must not think it 
strange if God takes in youth those whom I would have 
kept on earth till they were older. God is peopling 
Eternity, and I must not restrict Him to old men and 
women.” 

Like Stephen, Jim Elliot and his four comrades 
were called on January 8, 1956, to “people Eternity” as 
they were slain by the people they were seeking to 
reach. What has happened to the Aucas since then is 
proof that the blood of the martyrs is indeed the seed 
of the church. Many Aucas are now Christians. 

“Be thou faithful unto death, and I will give thee a 
crown of life” (Rev. 2:10). 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
Acts 8 


A CHURCH ON THE MOVE 


here is one thing stronger than all the armies in the 
Toit’ wrote Victor Hugo, “and that is an idea 
whose time has come.” 

The gospel of Jesus Christ is much more than an 
idea. The gospel is “the power of God to salvation for 
everyone who believes” (Rom. 1:16 Nxyv). It is God’s 
“dynamite” for breaking down sin’s barriers and setting 
the prisoners free. Its time had come and the church 
was on the move. The “salt” was now leaving the 
“Jerusalem saltshaker” to be spread over all Judea and 
Samaria, just as the Lord had commanded (Acts 1:8). 

The events in Acts 8 center around four different 
men. 


A Zealous Persecutor—Saul (8:1-3) 

The book of Acts and the Epistles give sufficient data 
for a sketch of Saul’s early life. He was born in Tarsus 
in Cilicia (Acts 22:3), a “Hebrew of the Hebrews” (see 
2 Cor. 11:22; Phil. 3:5), the “son of a Pharisee” (Acts 
23:6), and a Roman citizen (Acts 16:37; 22:25—28). 
He was educated in Jerusalem by Gamaliel (Acts 22:3) 
and became a devoted Pharisee (Acts 26:4—5; Phil. 
3:5). Measured by the law, his life was blameless (Phil. 
3:6). He was one of the most promising young 
Pharisees in Jerusalem, well on his way to becoming a 
great leader for the Jewish faith (Gal. 1:14). 

Saul’s zeal for the law was displayed most vividly in 
his persecution of the church (Gal. 1:13-14; Phil. 3:6). 
He really thought that persecuting the believers was 
one way of serving God, so he did it with a clear con- 
science (2 Tim. 1:3). He obeyed the light that he had, 
and, when God gave him more light, he obeyed that 
and became a Christian! 

In what ways did Saul persecute the church? He 
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“made havoc of the church,” and the verb here describes 
a wild animal mangling its prey. When Christ spoke to 
Saul on the Damascus road, He compared him to a 
beast (Acts 9:5)! The stoning of Stephen, which Saul 
approved, shows the lengths to which he would go to 
achieve his purpose. He persecuted both men and 
women “unto the death” (Acts 22:4), entering both 
houses and synagogues (Acts 22:19). He had the believ- 
ers imprisoned and beaten (Acts 22:19; 26:9-11). If 
they renounced their faith in Jesus Christ (“compelling 
them to blaspheme”—Acts 26:11), they were set free; if 
they did not recant, they could be killed. 

In later years, Paul described himself as “exceedingly 
mad against them” (Acts 26:11), “a blasphemer [he 
denounced Jesus Christ], and a persecutor, and injuri- 
ous [violent]” (1 Tim. 1:13). He was a man with great 
authority whose devotion to Moses completely con- 
trolled his life, and almost destroyed his life. He did it 
“ignorantly in unbelief” (1 Tim. 1:13), and God 
showed him mercy and saved him. Saul of Tarsus is the 
last person in Jerusalem you would have chosen to be 
the great apostle to the Gentiles! 


A Faithful Preacher—Philip (8:4-8) 

Persecution does to the church what wind does to seed: 
it scatters it and only produces a greater harvest. The 
word translated “scattered” (diaspeiro, Acts 8:1, 4) 
means “to scatter seed.” The believers in Jerusalem were 
God’s seed, and the persecution was used of God to 
plant them in new soil so they could bear fruit (Matt. 
13:37-38). Some went throughout Judea and Samaria 
(see Acts 1:8), and others went to more distant fields 
(Acts 11:19ff.). 

The Samaritans were a “half-breed” people, a mix- 
ture of Jew and Gentile. The nation originated when 
the Assyrians captured the ten northern tribes in 732 
BC, deported many of the people, and then imported 
others who intermarried with the Jews. The Samaritans 
had their own temple and priesthood and openly 
opposed fraternization with the Jews (John 4:9). 

We have no reason to believe that God permitted 
this persecution because His people were negligent and 
had to be “forced” to leave Jerusalem. The fact that 
Saul persecuted believers “even unto strange [foreign] 
cities” (Acts 26:11) would suggest that their witness 
was bearing fruit even beyond Jerusalem. Nor should 
we criticize the apostles for remaining in the city. If 
anything, we should commend them for their courage 
and devotion to duty. After all, somebody had to 
remain there to care for the church. 

Because of the witness and death of Stephen, it is 
possible that the focus of the persecution was against 
the Hellenistic Jews rather than the “native” Jews. It 
would be easier for Saul and his helpers to identify the 
Hellenistic believers since many of the “native” Jews 
were still very Jewish and very much attached to the 
temple. Peter was still keeping a “kosher home” when 
he was sent to evangelize the household of Cornelius 


(Acts 10:9-16). 
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Philip was chosen as a deacon (Acts 6:5) but, like 
Stephen, he grew in his ministry and became an effec- 
tive evangelist (see Acts 21:8). God directed him to 
evangelize in Samaria, an area that had been prohibited 
to the apostles (Matt. 10:5-6). Both John the Baptist 
and Jesus had ministered there (John 3:23; 4:1ff.), so 
Philip entered into their labors (John 4:36-38). 

The word for preaching in Acts 8:4 means “to 
preach the gospel, to evangelize”; while the word in 
Acts 8:5 means “to announce as a herald.” Philip was 
God’s commissioned herald to deliver His message to 
the people of Samaria. To reject the messenger would 
mean to reject the message and rebel against the 
authority behind the herald, Almighty God. How peo- 
ple respond to God’s messenger and God’s message is 
serious business. 

Philip not only declared God’s Word, but he also 
demonstrated God’s power by performing miracles. It 
was the apostles who had majored on miracles (Acts 
2:43; 5:12), yet both Stephen and Philip did signs and 
wonders by the power of God (Acts 6:8). However, the 
emphasis here is on the Word of God: the people gave 
heed to the Word because they saw the miracles, and by 
believing the Word, they were saved. Nobody was ever 
saved simply because of miracles (John 2:23-25; 
12:37-41). 

Great persecution (Acts 8:1) plus the preaching of 
the gospel resulted in great joy! Both in his gospel and 
in the book of Acts, Luke emphasizes the joy of salva- 
tion (Luke 2:10; 15:7, 10; 24:52; Acts 8:8; 13:52; 
15:3). The people of Samaria who heard the gospel and 
believed were delivered from physical affliction, 
demonic control, and, most important, from their sins. 
No wonder there was great joy! 

The gospel had now moved from “Jewish territory” 
into Samaria where the people were part Jew and part 
Gentile. God in His grace had built a bridge between 
two estranged peoples and made the believers one in 
Christ, and soon He would extend that bridge to the 
Gentiles and include them as well. Even today, we need 
“bridge builders” like Philip, men and women who will 
carry the gospel into pioneer territory and dare to chal- 
lenge ancient prejudices. “Into all the world ... the 
gospel to every creature” is still God’s commission to 
us. 


A Clever Deceiver—Simon the Sorcerer (8:9-25) 
It is a basic principle in Scripture that wherever God 
sows His true believers, Satan will eventually sow his 
counterfeits (Matt. 13:24—30, 36—43). This was true of 
the ministry of John the Baptist (Matt. 3:7ff.) and Jesus 
(Matt. 23:15, 33; John 8:44), and it would be true of 
Pauls ministry also (Acts 13:6ff.; 2 Cor. 11:1-4, 
13-15). The enemy comes as a lion to devour, and 
when that approach fails, he comes as a serpent to 
deceive. Satan’s tool in this case was a sorcerer named 
Simon. 

The word translated “bewitched” in Acts 8:9 and 11 
simply means “astounded, confounded.” It is translated 
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“wondered” in Acts 8:13. The people were amazed at 
the things that Simon did and, therefore, they believed 
the things that he said. They considered him “the great 
power of God.” Simon’s sorcery was energized by Satan 
(2 Thess. 2:1-12) and was used to magnify himself, 
while Philip’s miracles were empowered by God and 
were used to glorify Christ. Simon started to lose his fol- 
lowing as the Samaritans listened to Philip’s messages, 
believed on Jesus Christ, were born again, and were 
baptized. 

What does it mean that “Simon himself believed” 
(Acts 8:13)? We can answer that question best by ask- 
ing another one: What was the basis of his “faith”? His 
faith was not in the Word of God, but in the miracles 
he saw Philip perform, and there is no indication that 
Simon repented of his sins. He certainly did not believe 
with al his heart (Acts 8:37). His faith was like that of 
the people of Jerusalem who witnessed our Lord’s mir- 
acles (John 2:23-25), or even like that of the demons 
(James 2:19). Simon continued with Philip, not to hear 
the Word and learn more about Jesus Christ, but to 
witness the miracles and perhaps learn how they were 
done. 

It is important to note that the Samaritans did not 
receive the gift of the Holy Spirit when they believed. 
It was necessary for two of the apostles, Peter and John, 
to come from Jerusalem, put their hands on the con- 
verts, and impart to them the gift of the Spirit. Why? 
Because God wanted to unite the Samaritan believers 
with the original Jewish church in Jerusalem. He did 
not want two churches that would perpetuate the divi- 
sion and conflict that had existed for centuries. Jesus 
had given Peter the “keys of the kingdom of heaven” 
(Matt. 16:13-20), which meant that Peter had the 
privilege of “opening the door of faith” to others. He 
opened the door to the Jews at Pentecost, and now he 
opened the door to the Samaritans. Later, he would 
open the door of faith to the Gentiles (Acts 10). 

Remember too that the first ten chapters of Acts 
record a period of transition, from the Jew to the 
Samaritan to the Gentile. God’s pattern for today is 
given in Acts 10: the sinner hears the gospel, believes, 
receives the gift of the Spirit, and then is baptized. It 
is dangerous to base any doctrine or practice only on 
what is recorded in Acts 1—10, for you might be 
building on that which was temporary and transi- 
tional. Those who claim we must be baptized to 
receive the gift of the Spirit (Acts 2:38) have a hard 
time explaining what happened to the Samaritans, and 
those who claim we must have “the laying on of 
hands” to receive the Spirit have a difficult time with 
Acts 10. Once you accept Acts 1—10 as a transitional 
period in God’s plan, with Acts 10 being the climax, 
the problems are solved. 

The wickedness of Simon’s heart was fully revealed 
by the ministry of the two apostles. Simon not only 
wanted to perform miracles, but he also wanted the 
power to convey the gift of the Holy Spirit to others— 
and he was quite willing to pay for this power! It is this 


passage that gives us the word simony, which means 
“the buying and selling of church offices or privileges.” 

As you study the book of Acts, you will often find 
the gospel in conflict with money and “big business.” 
Ananias and Sapphira lost their lives because they lied 
about their gift (Acts 5:1-11). Paul put a fortune-teller 
out of business in Philippi and ended up in jail (Acts 
16:16-24). He also gave the silversmiths trouble in 
Ephesus and helped cause a riot (Acts 19:23-41). The 
early church had its priorities straight: it was more 
important to preach the Word than to win the support 
of the wealthy and influential people of the world. 

Peter’s words to Simon give every indication that 
the sorcerer was not a converted man. “Thy money 
perish with thee!” is pretty strong language to use with 
a believer. He had neither “part or lot in this matter” 
(“this word”) and his heart was not right before God. 
While it is not out of place for believers to repent (see 
Rev. 2-3), the command to repent is usually given to 
unbelievers. The word thought in Acts 8:22 means “plot 
or scheme” and is used in a bad sense. The fact that 
Simon was “in the gall of bitterness” (Deut. 29:18; 
Heb. 12:15) and “the bond of iniquity” would indicate 
that he had never truly been born again. 

Simon's response to these severe words of warning 
was not at all encouraging. He was more concerned 
about avoiding judgment than getting right with God! 
There is no evidence that he repented and sought for- 
giveness. A sinner who wants the prayers of others but 
who will not pray himself is not going to enter God’s 
kingdom. 

This episode only shows how close a person can 
come to salvation and still not be converted. Simon 
heard the gospel, saw the miracles, gave a profession of 
faith in Christ, and was baptized, and yet he was never 
born again. He was one of Satan’s clever counterfeits, 
and, had Peter not exposed the wickedness of his heart, 
Simon would have been accepted as a member of the 
Samaritan congregation! 

Even though the persecution was still going on, 
Peter and John returned to Jerusalem, preaching the 
gospel in “many villages of the Samaritans” as they 
went their way. They lost no opportunity to share the 
good news with others now that the doors were open 
in Samaria. 


A Concerned Seeker—an Ethiopian (8:26-40) 

Philip was not only a faithful preacher, he was also an 
obedient personal worker. Like his Master, he was will- 
ing to leave the crowds and deal with one lost soul. The 
angel could have told this Ethiopian official how to be 
saved, but God has not given the commission to angels: 
He has given it to His people. Angels have never per- 
sonally experienced God’s grace; therefore, they can 
never bear witness of what it means to be saved. 

D. L. Moody once asked a man about his soul, and 
the man replied, “It’s none of your business!” “Oh, yes, 
it is my business!” Moody said, and the man immedi- 
ately exclaimed, “Then you must be D. L. Moody!” It 
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is every Christian’s business to share the gospel with 
others, and to do it without fear or apology. 

Philip’s experience ought to encourage us in our 
own personal witness for the Lord. To begin with, God 
directed Philip to the right person at the right time. 
You and I are not likely to have angels instruct us, but 
we can know the guidance of the Holy Spirit in our 
witnessing, if we are walking in the Spirit and praying 
for God’s direction. 

Late one afternoon, I was completing my pastoral 
calling and I felt impressed to make one more visit to 
see a woman who was faithfully attending church but 
was not a professed Christian. At first, I told myself 
that it was foolish to visit her that late in the day, since 
she was probably preparing a meal for her family. But I 
went anyway and discovered that she had been bur- 
dened about her sins all that day! Within minutes, she 
opened her heart to Christ and was born again. Believe 
me, I was glad I obeyed the leading of the Spirit! 

This court official did not come from what we 
know today as Ethiopia; his home was in ancient 
Nubia, located south of Egypt. Since he was a eunuch, 
he could not become a full Jewish proselyte (Deut. 
23:1), but he was permitted to become a “God fearer” 
or “a proselyte of the gate.” He was concerned enough 
about his spiritual life to travel over two hundred miles 
to Jerusalem to worship God, but his heart was still not 
satisfied. 

This Ethiopian represents many people today who 
are religious, read the Scriptures, and seek the truth, yet 
do not have saving faith in Jesus Christ. They are sin- 
cere, but they are lost! They need someone to show 
them the way. 

As Philip drew near to the chariot, he heard the 
man reading from the prophet Isaiah. (It was custom- 
ary in those days for students to read out loud.) God 
had already prepared the man’s heart to receive Philip’s 
witness! If we obey the Lord’s leading, we can be sure 
that God will go before us and open the way for our 
witness. 

Isaiah 53 was the passage he was reading, the 
prophecy of God’s Suffering Servant. Isaiah 53 
describes our Lord Jesus Christ in His birth (Isa. 
53:1-2), life and ministry (Isa. 53:3), substitutionary 
death (Isa. 53:4-9), and victorious resurrection (Isa. 
53:10-12). Isaiah 53:4 should be connected with 1 
Peter 2:24; Isaiah 53:7 with Matthew 26:62-63; Isaiah 
53:9 with Matthew 27:57-60; and Isaiah 53:12 with 
Luke 23:34, 37. 

The Ethiopian focused on Isaiah 53:7-8, which 
describes our Lord as the willing Sacrifice for sinners, 
even to the point of losing His human rights. As Philip 
explained the verses to him, the Ethiopian began to 
understand the gospel because the Spirit of God was 
opening his mind to God’s truth. It is not enough for 
the lost sinner to desire salvation; he must also under- 
stand God’s plan of salvation. It is the heart that 
understands the Word that eventually bears fruit 
(Matt. 13:23). 
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The idea of substitutionary sacrifice is one that is 
found from the beginning of the Bible to the end. God 
killed animals so that He might clothe Adam and Eve 
(Gen. 3:21). He provided a ram to die in the place of 
Isaac (Gen. 22:13). At Passover, innocent lambs died 
for the people of Israel (Ex. 12), and the entire Jewish 
religious system was based on the shedding of blood 
(Lev. 17, especially v. 11). Jesus Christ is the fulfillment 
of both the Old Testament types and the prophecies 
(John 1:29; Rev. 5). 

“Faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the Word 
of God” (Rom. 10:17). The Ethiopian believed on 
Jesus Christ and was born again! So real was his expe- 
rience that he insisted on stopping the caravan and 
being baptized immediately! He was no “closet 
Christian’; he wanted everybody to know what the 
Lord had done for him. 

How did he know that believers were supposed to 
be baptized? Perhaps Philip had included this in his 
witness to him, or perhaps he had even seen people 
baptized while he was in Jerusalem. We know that 
Gentiles were baptized when they became Jewish pros- 
elytes. Throughout the book of Acts, baptism is an 
important part of the believers commitment to Christ 
and witness for Christ. 

While Acts 8:37 is not found in all the New 
Testament manuscripts, there is certainly nothing in it 
that is unbiblical (Rom. 10:9-10). In the days of the 
early church, converts were not baptized unless they 
first gave a clear testimony of their faith in Jesus 
Christ. And keep in mind that the Ethiopian was 
speaking not only to Philip but also to those in the 
caravan who were near his chariot. He was an impor- 
tant man, and you can be sure that his attendants were 
paying close attention. 

Philip was caught away to minister elsewhere (com- 
pare 1 Kings 18:12), but the treasurer “went on his way 
rejoicing” (see Acts 8:8). God did not permit Philip to 
do the necessary discipling of this new believer, but 
surely He provided for it when the man arrived home. 
Even though he was a eunuch, the Ethiopian was 
accepted by God (see Isa. 56:3—5)! 

Philip ended up at Azotus, about twenty miles from 
Gaza, and then made his way to Caesarea, a journey of 
about sixty miles. Like Peter and John, Philip 
“preached his way home” (Acts 8:25) as he told others 
about the Savior. Twenty years later, we find Philip liv- 
ing in Caesarea and still serving God as an evangelist 
(Acts 21:8ff.). 

As you trace the expansion of the gospel during this 
transition period (Acts 2—10), you see how the Holy 
Spirit reaches out to the whole world. In Acts 8, the 
Ethiopian who was converted was a descendant of 
Ham (Gen. 10:6, where “Cush” refers to Ethiopia). In 
Acts 9, Saul of Tarsus will be saved, a Jew and therefore 
a descendant of Shem (Gen. 10:21ff.). In Acts 10, the 
Gentiles find Christ, and they are the descendants of 
Japheth (Gen. 10:2-5). The whole world was peopled 
by Shem, Ham, and Japheth (Gen. 10:1), and God 
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wants the whole world—all of their descendants—to 
hear the message of the gospel (Matt. 28:18-20; Mark 
16:15). 

In October 1857, J. Hudson Taylor began to min- 
ister in Ningpo, China, and he led a Mr. Nyi to Christ. 
The man was overjoyed and wanted to share his faith 
with others. 

“How long have you had the good tidings in 
England?” Mr. Nyi asked Hudson Taylor one day. 
Taylor acknowledged that England had known the 
gospel for many centuries. 

“My father died seeking the truth,” said Mr. Nyi. 
“Why didn’t you come sooner?” 

Taylor had no answer to that penetrating question. 

How long have you known the gospel? 

How far have you shared it personally? 


CHAPTER NINE 
Acts 9:1-31 


GOD ARRESTS SAUL 


he conversion of Saul of Tarsus, the leading perse- 
Te of the Christians, was perhaps the greatest 

event in church history after the coming of the 
Spirit at Pentecost. The next great event would be the 
conversion of the Gentiles (Acts 10), and Saul (Paul) 
would become the apostle to the Gentiles. God was 
continuing to work out His plan to bring the gospel to 
the whole world. 

“Paul was a great man,” said Charles Spurgeon, 
“and I have no doubt that on the way to Damascus he 
rode a very high horse. But a few seconds sufficed to 
alter the man. How soon God brought him down!” 

The account of the conversion of Saul of Tarsus is 
given three times in Acts, in chapters 9, 22, and 26. 
According to the record before us, Saul experienced 
four meetings that together transformed his life. 


He Met Jesus Christ (9:1-9) 
When you look at Saul on the road (Acts 9:1-2), you 
see a very zealous man who actually thought he was 
doing God a service by persecuting the church. Had 
you stopped him and asked for his reasons, he might 
have said something like this: 

“Jesus of Nazareth is dead. Do you expect me to 
believe that a crucified nobody is the promised 
Messiah? According to our law, anybody who is hung 
on a tree is cursed [Deut. 21:23]. Would God take a 
cursed false prophet and make him the Messiah? No! 
His followers are preaching that Jesus is both alive and 
doing miracles through them. But their power comes 
from Satan, not God. This is a dangerous sect, and I 
intend to eliminate it before it destroys our historic 
Jewish faith!” 

In spite of his great learning (Acts 26:24), Saul was 
spiritually blind (2 Cor. 3:12-18) and did not under- 
stand what the Old Testament really taught about the 


Messiah. Like many others of his countrymen, he 
stumbled over the cross (1 Cor. 1:23) because he 
depended on his own righteousness and not on the 
righteousness of God (Rom. 9:30-10:13; Phil. 
3:1-10). Many self-righteous religious people today do 
not see their need for a Savior and resent it if you tell 
them they are sinners. 

Saul’s attitude was that of an angry animal whose 
very breath was dangerous (see Acts 8:3)! Like many 
other rabbis, he believed that the law had to be obeyed 
before Messiah could come, and yet these “heretics” 
were preaching against the law, the temple, and the tra- 
ditions of the fathers (Acts 6:11—13). Saul wasted the 
churches in Judea (Gal. 1:23) and then got authority 
from the high priest to go as far as Damascus to hunt 
down the disciples of Jesus. This was no insignificant 
enterprise, for the authority of the highest Jewish coun- 
cil was behind him (Acts 22:5). 

Damascus had a large Jewish population, and it has 
been estimated that there could well have been thirty to 
forty synagogues in the city. The fact that there were 
already believers there indicates how effective the 
church had been in getting out the message. Some of 
the believers may have fled the persecution in 
Jerusalem, which explains why Saul wanted authority 
to bring them back. Believers were still identified with 
the Jewish synagogues, for the break with Judaism 
would not come for a few years. (See James 2:2, where 
“assembly” is “synagogue” in the original Greek.) 

Saul suddenly found himself on the ground (Acts 
9:4)! It was not a heat stroke or an epileptic seizure 
that put him there, but a personal meeting with Jesus 
Christ. At midday (Acts 22:6), he saw a bright light 
from heaven and heard a voice speaking his name 
(Acts 22:6-11). The men with him also fell to the 
earth (Acts 26:14) and heard the sound, but they 
could not understand the words spoken from heaven. 
They stood to their feet in bewilderment (Acts 9:7), 
hearing Saul address someone, but not knowing what 
was happening. 

Saul of Tarsus made some wonderful discoveries 
that day. To begin with, he discovered to his surprise 
that Jesus of Nazareth was actually alive! Of course, the 
believers had been constantly affirming this (Acts 2:32; 
3:15; 5:30-32), but Saul had refused to accept their 
testimony. If Jesus was alive, then Saul had to change 
his mind about Jesus and His message. He had to 
repent, a difficult thing for a self-righteous Pharisee to 
do. 

Saul also discovered that he was a lost sinner who 
was in danger of the judgment of God. “I am Jesus, 
whom you are persecuting? (Acts 9:5 NKJV). Saul 
thought he had been serving God, when in reality he 
had been persecuting the Messiah! When measured by 
the holiness of Jesus Christ, Saul’s good works and 
legalistic self-righteousness looked like filthy rags (Isa. 
64:6; Phil. 3:6-8). All of his values changed. He was a 
new person because he trusted Jesus Christ. 


The Lord had a special work for Saul to do (Acts 
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26:16-18). The Hebrew of the Hebrews would 
become the apostle to the Gentiles; the persecutor 
would become a preacher; and the legalistic Pharisee 
would become the great proclaimer of the grace of 
God. Up to now, Saul had been like a wild animal, 
fighting against the goads, but now he would become 
a vessel of honor, the Lord’s “tool,” to preach the gospel 
in the regions beyond. What a transformation! 

Some thirty years later, Paul wrote that Christ had 
“apprehended him” on the Damascus road (Phil. 3:12). 
Saul was out to arrest others when the Lord arrested 
him. He had to lose his religion before he could gain 
the righteousness of Christ. His conversion experience 
is unique, because sinners today certainly do not hear 
God’s voice or see blinding heavenly lights. However, 
Paul’s experience is an example of how Israel will be 
saved when Jesus Christ returns and reveals Himself to 
them (Zech. 12:10; Matt. 24:29ff.; 1 Tim. 1:12-16). 
His salvation is certainly a great encouragement to any 
lost sinner, for if “the chief of sinners” could be saved, 
surely anybody can be saved! 

It is worth noting that the men who were with Saul 
saw the light, but did not see the Lord, and they heard 
the sound, but did not hear the voice speaking the 
words (note John 12:27-29). We wonder if any of 
them later trusted in Christ because of Saul’s testimony. 
He definitely saw the glorified Lord Jesus Christ (1 
Cor. 15:7—10). 

The men led Saul into the city (Acts 9:8-9), for the 
angry bull (Acts 9:1) had now become a docile lamb! 
The leader had to be led because the vision had left 
him blind. His spiritual eyes had been opened, but his 
physical eyes were closed. God was thoroughly hum- 
bling Saul and preparing him for the ministry of 
Ananias. He fasted and prayed (Acts 9:11) for three 
days, during which time he no doubt started to “sort 
out” what he believed. He had been saved by grace, 
not by law, through faith in the living Christ. God 
began to instruct Saul and show him the relationship 
between the gospel of the grace of God and the tradi- 
tional Mosaic religion that he had practiced all his 
life. 


He Met Ananias (9:10-19) 

Ananias was a devout Jew (Acts 22:12) who was a 
believer in Jesus Christ. He knew what kind of reputa- 
tion Saul had and that he was coming to Damascus to 
arrest believers. It was up to a week’s journey from 
Jerusalem to Damascus, but some of the Jerusalem 
Christians had gotten to the city first in order to warn 
the saints. 

It is interesting to note in Acts 9 the different 
names used for God’s people: disciples (Acts 9:1, 10, 
19, 25-26, 36, 38), those of the way (Acts 9:2), saints 
(Acts 9:13, 32, 41), all that call on God’s name (Acts 
9:14, 21), and brethren (Acts 9:17, 30). We use the 
word Christian most frequently, and yet that name did 
not appear on the scene until later (Acts 11:26). 
“Disciples” is the name that is used most in the book 
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of Acts, but you do not find it used in the Epistles. 
There the name “saints” is the most frequently used 
title for God’s people. 

Ananias was available to do God’s will, but he cer- 
tainly was not anxious to obey! The fact that Saul was 
“praying” instead of “preying” should have encouraged 
Ananias. “Prayer is the autograph of the Holy Ghost 
upon the renewed heart,” said Charles Spurgeon (Rom. 
8:9, 14-16). Instead of trusting himself, Saul was now 
trusting the Lord and waiting for Him to show him 
what to do. In fact, Saul had already seen a vision of a 
man named Ananias (Hananiah = “the Lord is gra- 
cious”) coming to minister to him; so, how could 
Ananias refuse to obey? 

Acts 9:15 is a good summary of Paul’s life and min- 
istry. It was all of grace, for he did not choose God; it 
was God who chose him (1 Tim. 1:14). He was God’s 
vessel (2 Tim. 2:20-21), and God would work in and 
through him to accomplish His purposes (Eph. 2:10; 
Phil. 2:12-13). God’s name would be glorified as His 
servant would take the gospel to Jews and Gentiles, 
kings and commoners, and as he would suffer for 
Christ’s sake. This is the first reference in the book of 
Acts to the gospel going to the Gentiles (see also Acts 
22:21; 26:17). 

Once convinced, Ananias lost no time going to the 
house of Judas and ministering to the waiting Saul. The 
fact that he called him “brother” must have brought joy 
to the heart of the blinded Pharisee. Saul not only 
heard Ananias’s voice, but he felt his hands (Acts 9:12, 
17). By the power of God, his eyes were opened and he 
could see! He was also filled with the Holy Spirit and 
baptized, and then he ate some food. 

The King James Version of Acts 22:16 conveys the 
impression that it was necessary for Saul to be baptized 
in order to be saved, but that was not the case. Saul 
washed away his sins by “calling on the Lord” (Acts 
2:21; Rom. 10:13). Kenneth Wuest translates Acts 
22:16, “Having arisen, be baptized and wash away your 
sins, having previously called upon His name.” In the 
Greek, it is not a present participle (“calling”), but an 
aorist participle (“having called”). His calling on the 
Lord preceded his baptism. 

Saul tarried with the believers in Damascus and no 
doubt learned from them. Imagine what it would be 
like to disciple the great apostle Paul! He discovered 
that they were loving people, undeserving of the perse- 
cution he had inflicted on them, and that they knew 
the truth of God’s Word and only wanted to share it 
with others. 

Before we leave this section, we should emphasize 
some practical lessons that all believers ought to learn. 

To begin with, God can use even the most obscure 
saint. Were it not for the conversion of Saul, we would 
never have heard of Ananias, and yet Ananias had an 
important part to play in the ongoing work of the 
church. Behind many well-known servants of God are 
lesser-known believers who have influenced them. God 
keeps the books and will see to it that each servant will 
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get a just reward. The important thing is not fame but 
faithfulness (1 Cor. 4:1-5). 

The experience of Ananias also reminds us that we 
should never be afraid to obey God’ will. Ananias at first 
argued with the Lord and gave some good reasons why 
he should not visit Saul. But the Lord had everything 
under control, and Ananias obeyed by faith. When 
God commands, we must remember that He is work- 
ing “at both ends of the line,” and that His perfect will 
is always the best. 

There is a third encouragement: Gods works are 
always balanced. God balanced a great public miracle 
with a quiet meeting in the house of Judas. The bright 
light and the voice from heaven were dramatic events, 
but the visit of Ananias was somewhat ordinary. The 
hand of God pushed Saul from his “high horse,” but 
God used the hand of a man to bring Saul what he 
most needed. God spoke from heaven, but He also 
spoke through an obedient disciple who gave the mes- 
sage to Saul. The “ordinary” events were just as much a 
part of the miracle as were the extraordinary. 

Finally, we must never underestimate the value of one 
person brought to Christ. Peter was ministering to thou- 
sands in Jerusalem, and Philip had seen a great harvest 
among the Samaritan people, but Ananias was sent to 
only one man. Yet what a man! Saul of Tarsus became 
Paul the apostle, and his life and ministry have influ- 
enced people and nations ever since. Even secular 
historians confess that Paul is one of the significant fig- 
ures in world history. 

On April 21, 1855, Edward Kimball led one of the 
young men in his Sunday school to faith in Christ. 
Little did he realize that Dwight L. Moody would one 
day become the world’s leading evangelist. The min- 
istry of Norman B. Harrison in an obscure Bible 
conference was used of God to bring Theodore Epp to 
faith in Christ, and God used Theodore Epp to build 
the Back to the Bible ministry around the world. Our 
task is to lead men and women to Christ; God’s task is 
to use them for His glory; and every person is impor- 
tant to God. 


He Met the Opposition (9:20-25) 

Saul immediately began to proclaim the Christ that he 
had persecuted, declaring boldly that Jesus is the Son of 
God. This is the only place in Acts that you find this 
title, but Paul used it in his Epistles at least fifteen 
times. It was a major emphasis in his ministry. The dra- 
matic change in Saul’s life was a source of wonder to 
the Jews at Damascus. Every new convert’s witness for 
Christ ought to begin right where he is, so Saul began 
his ministry first in Damascus (Acts 26:20). 

It is likely that Saul’s visit to Arabia (Gal. 1:17) took 
place about this time. Had Dr. Luke included it in his 
account, he would have placed it between Acts 9:21 
and 22. We do not know how long he remained in 
Arabia, but we do know that after three years, Saul was 
back in Jerusalem (Gal. 1:18). 

Why did he go to Arabia? Probably because the 


Lord instructed him to get alone so that He might 
teach Saul His Word. There were many things that 
would have to be clarified in Saul’s mind before he 
could minister effectively as an apostle of Jesus Christ. 
If Saul went to the area near Mount Sinai (Gal. 4:25), 
it took considerable courage and strength for such a 
journey. Perhaps it was then that he experienced “perils 
of robbers” and “perils in the wilderness” (2 Cor. 
11:26). It is also possible that he did some evangelizing 
while in Arabia, because when he returned to 
Damascus, he was already a marked man. 

The important thing about this Arabian sojourn is 
the fact that Saul did not “confer with flesh and blood” 
but received his message and mandate directly from the 
Lord (see Gal. 1:10-24). He did not borrow anything 
from the apostles in Jerusalem, because he did not even 
meet them until three years after his conversion. 

When Saul returned to Damascus, he began his 
witness afresh, and the Jews sought to silence him. 
Now he would discover what it meant to be the hunted 
instead of the hunter! This was but the beginning of 
the “great things” he would suffer for the name of 
Christ (Acts 9:16). How humiliating it must have been 
for Saul to be led into Damascus as a blind man and 
then smuggled out like a common criminal (see 2 Cor. 
11:32-33). 

Throughout his life, the great apostle was hated, 
hunted, and plotted against by both Jews and Gentiles 
(“in perils of my own countrymen, in perils of the 
Gentiles’—2 Cor. 11:26 NKJV). As you read the book 
of Acts, you see how the opposition and persecution 
increase, until the apostle ends up a prisoner in Rome 
(Acts 13:45, 50; 14:19; 17:5, 13; 18:12; 20:3, 19; 
21:10-11, 27ff.). But he counted it a privilege to suf- 
fer for the sake of Christ, and so should we. “Yea, and 
all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer perse- 
cution” (2 Tim. 3:12). 


He Met the Jerusalem Believers (9:26-31) 
There were two stages in Saul’s experience with the 
church in Jerusalem. 

Saul rejected (v. 26). At first, the believers in the 
Jerusalem church were afraid of him. Saul “kept trying” 
(literal Greek) to get into their fellowship, but they 
would not accept him. For one thing, they were afraid 
of him and probably thought that his new attitude of 
friendliness was only a trick to get into their fellowship 
so he could have them arrested. They did not believe 
that he was even a disciple of Jesus Christ, let alone an 
apostle who had seen the risen Savior. 

Their attitude seems strange to us, for surely the 
Damascus saints had gotten word to the church in 
Jerusalem that Saul had been converted and was now 
preaching the Word. Perhaps Saul’s “disappearance” for 
almost three years gave an air of suspicion to his testi- 
mony. Where had he been? What was he doing? Why 
had he waited so long to contact the Jerusalem elders? 
Furthermore, what right did he have to call himself an 
apostle when he had not been selected by Jesus Christ? 
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There were many unanswered questions that helped 
create an atmosphere of suspicion and fear. 

Saul accepted (vv. 27-31). It was Barnabas who 
helped the Jerusalem church accept Saul. We met 
Joseph, the “son of encouragement,” in Acts 4:36-37, 
and we will meet him again as we continue to study 
Acts. Barnabas “took hold” of Saul, brought him to the 
church leaders, and convinced them that Saul was both 
a believer and a chosen apostle. He had indeed seen the 
risen Christ (1 Cor. 9:1). It is not necessary to invent 
some “hidden reason” why Barnabas befriended Saul. 
This was just the nature of the man: he was an encour- 
agement to others. 

There seems to be a contradiction between Acts 
9:27 and Galatians 1:18-19. How could Barnabas 
introduce Saul to “the apostles” (plural) if Peter was the 
only apostle Saul met? Dr. Luke is obviously using the 
word “apostle” in the wider sense of “spiritual leader.” 
Even Galatians 1:19 calls James, the brother of the 
Lord, an apostle, and Barnabas is called an apostle in 
Acts 14:4 and 14. In his epistles, Paul sometimes used 
“apostle” to designate a special messenger or agent of 
the church (Rom. 16:7; 2 Cor. 8:23; Phil. 2:25, origi- 
nal Greek). So, there really is no contradiction; it is the 
leaders of the Jerusalem church that Saul met. 

Saul began to witness to the Greek-speaking Jews, 
the Hellenists that had engineered the trial and death 
of Stephen (Acts 6:9-15). Saul was one of them, hav- 
ing been born and raised in Tarsus, and no doubt he 
felt an obligation to take up the mantle left by Stephen 
(Acts 22:20). The Hellenistic Jews were not about to 
permit this kind of witness, so they plotted to kill him. 

At this point, we must read Acts 22:17-21. God 
spoke to Saul in the temple and reminded him of his 
commission to take the message to the Gentiles (Acts 
9:15). Note the urgency of God’s command: “Quick! 
Leave Jerusalem immediately, because they will not 
accept your testimony about me” (Acts 22:18 nrv). 
Saul shared this message with the church leaders, and 
they assisted him in returning to his native city, Tarsus. 
The fact that they believed Saul’s testimony about the 
vision is proof that he had been fully accepted by the 
church. 

We will not meet Saul again until Acts 11:25, when 
once more it is Barnabas who finds him and brings him 
to the church at Antioch where they ministered 
together. That took place about seven years after Saul 
left Jerusalem, about ten years after his conversion. We 
have every reason to believe that Saul used Tarsus as his 
headquarters for taking the gospel to the Gentiles in 
that part of the Roman Empire. He ministered “in the 
regions of Syria and Cilicia” (Gal. 1:21) and established 
churches there (Acts 15:41). Some Bible scholars 
believe that the Galatian churches were founded at this 
time. 

It is likely that some of the trials listed in 2 
Corinthians 11:24-26 occurred during this period. 
Only one Roman beating is recorded in Acts (16:22), 
which leaves two not accounted for. Likewise, the five 
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Jewish beatings are not recorded either in Acts or the 
Epistles. Luke tells us about only one shipwreck (Acts 
27), but we have no record of the other two. Anyone 
who thinks that the apostle was taking a vacation dur- 
ing those years is certainly in error! 

Acts 9:31 is another of Luke’s summaries that he 
regularly dropped into the book (Acts 2:46-47; 4:4, 
32; 5:12-14). Note that the geographic locations par- 
allel those given in Acts 1:8. Luke is telling us that the 
Message was going out just as the Lord had com- 
manded. Soon, the center would be Antioch, not 
Jerusalem, and the key leader Paul, not Peter, and the 
gospel would be taken to the uttermost part of the 
earth. 

It was a time of “peace” for the churches, but not a 
time of complacency, for they grew both spiritually and 
numerically. They seized the opportunity to repair and 
strengthen their sails before the next storm began to 
blow! The door of faith had been opened to the Jews 
(Acts 2) and to the Samaritans (Acts 8), and soon it 
would be opened to the Gentiles (Acts 10). Saul has 
moved off the scene, and Peter now returns. Soon, 
Peter will move off the scene (except for a brief men- 
tion in Acts 15), and Paul will fill the pages of the book 
of Acts. 

God changes His workmen, but His work goes on. 

And you and I are privileged to be a part of that 
work today! 


CHAPTER TEN 
Acts 9:32—10:48 


PETER’S MIRACLE MINISTY 


hat is the greatest miracle that God can do for 
W: Some would call the healing of the body 
God’s greatest miracle, while others would vote 
for the raising of the dead. However, I think that the 
greatest miracle of all is the salvation of a lost sinner. 
Why? Because salvation costs the greatest price, it pro- 
duces the greatest results, and it brings the greatest 
glory to God. 
In this section, we find Peter participating in all 
three miracles: he heals Aeneas, he raises Dorcas from 
the dead, and he brings the message of salvation to 


Cornelius and his household. 


A Great Miracle—Healing the Body (9:32-35) 
The apostle Peter had been engaged in an itinerant 
ministry (Acts 8:25) when he found himself visiting 
the saints in Lydda, a largely Gentile city about twenty- 
five miles from Jerusalem. It is possible that the area 
had first been evangelized by people converted at 
Pentecost, or perhaps by faithful believers who had 
been scattered far and wide during the great persecu- 
tion. No doubt Philip the evangelist had also 
ministered there (Acts 8:40). 

We know very little about Aeneas. How old was he? 
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Did he believe on Jesus Christ? Was he a Jew or a 
Gentile? All that Dr. Luke tells us is the man had been 
palsied for eight years, which meant he was crippled 
and helpless. He was a burden to himself and a burden 
to others, and there was no prospect that he would ever 
get well. 

Peter’s first miracle had been the healing of a crip- 
pled man (Acts 3), and now that miracle was repeated. 
As you read the book of Acts, you will see parallels 
between the ministries of Peter and Paul. Both healed 
cripples. Both were arrested and put into jail and were 
miraculously delivered. Both were treated like gods 
(Acts 10:25-26; 14:8-18), and both gave a bold wit- 
ness before the authorities. Both had to confront false 
prophets (Acts 8:9-24; 13:6-12). No one reading the 
book of Acts could end up saying, “I am for Paul!” or 
“Iam for Peter!” (1 Cor. 1:12). “But it is the same God 
which worketh all in all” (1 Cor. 12:6). 

The resurrected Christ, by the authority of His 
name, brought perfect soundness to Aeneas (see Acts 
3:6, 16; 4:10). The healing was instantaneous, and the 
man was able to get up and make his bed. He became 
a walking miracle! Acts 9:35 does not suggest that the 
entire population of Lydda and Sharon were saved, but 
only all those who had contact with Aeneas. Just seeing 
him walk around convinced them that Jesus was alive 
and they needed to trust in Him. (See John 12:10-11 
for a similar instance.) 

You can be sure that Peter did much more in Lydda 
than heal Aeneas, as great and helpful as that miracle 
was. He evangelized, taught and encouraged the believ- 
ers, and sought to establish the church in the faith. 
Jesus had commissioned Peter to care for the sheep 
(John 21:15-17), and Peter was faithful to fulfill that 


commission. 


A Greater Miracle—Raising the Dead (9:36-43) 
Joppa, the modern Jaffa, is located on the seacoast, 
some ten miles beyond Lydda. The city is important in 
Bible history as the place from which the prophet 
Jonah embarked when he tried to flee from God (Jonah 
1:1-3). Jonah went to Joppa to avoid going to the 
Gentiles, but Peter in Joppa received his call to go to 
the Gentiles! Because Jonah disobeyed God, the Lord 
sent a storm that caused the Gentile sailors to fear. 
Because Peter obeyed the Lord, God sent the “wind of 
the Spirit” to the Gentiles and they experienced great 
joy and peace. What a contrast! 

It seemed so tragic that a useful and beloved saint 
like Dorcas (Tabitha = gazelle) should die when she was 
so greatly needed by the church. This often happens in 
local churches, and it is a hard blow to take. In my own 
pastoral ministry, I have experienced the loss of choice 
saints who were difficult to replace in the church, yet, 
all we can say is, “The Lord gave, and the Lord hath 
taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord” (Job 
1:21). 

The believers in Joppa heard that Peter was in the 
area, and they sent for him immediately. There is no 


record in Acts that any of the apostles had raised the 
dead, so their sending for Peter was an evidence of their 
faith in the power of the risen Christ. When our Lord 
ministered on earth. He raised the dead, so why would 
He not be able to raise the dead from His exalted 
throne in glory? 

We usually think of the apostles as leaders who told 
other people what to do, but often the people com- 
manded them! (For Peter’s “philosophy of ministry” 
read 1 Peter 5.) Peter was a leader who served the peo- 
ple and was ready to respond to their call. Peter had the 
power to heal, and he used the power to glorify God 
and help people, not to promote himself. 

It was a Jewish custom first to wash the dead body, 
and then to anoint it with spices for burial. When Peter 
arrived in the upper room where Dorcas lay in state, he 
found a group of weeping widows who had been 
helped by her ministry. Keep in mind that there was no 
“government aid” in those days for either widows or 
orphans, and needy people had to depend on their 
“network” for assistance. The church has an obligation 
to help people who are truly in need (1 Tim. 5:3-16; 
James 1:27). 

The account of Peter’s raising of Dorcas should be 
compared with the account of our Lord’s raising of 
Jairus’s daughter (Mark 5:34-43). In both cases, the 
mourning people were put out of the room, and the 
words spoken are almost identical: “talitha cumi: little 
girl, arise”; “Tabitha cumi: Tabitha, arise.” Jesus took 
the girl by the hand before He spoke to her, for He was 
not afraid of becoming ceremonially defiled, and Peter 
took Dorcas by the hand after she had come to life. In 
both instances, it was the power of God that raised the 
person from the dead, for the dead person certainly 
could not exercise faith. 

As with the healing of Aeneas, the raising of Dorcas 
attracted great attention and resulted in many people 
trusting Jesus Christ. During the “many days” that he 
tarried in Joppa, Peter took the opportunity to ground 
these new believers in the truth of the Word, for faith 
built on miracles alone is not substantial. 

It was a good thing Peter tarried in Joppa, because 
God met with him there in a thrilling new way. God’s 
servants need not always be “on the go.” They should 
take time to be alone with God, to reflect and meditate 
and pray, especially after experiencing great blessings. 
Yes, there were plenty of sick people Peter might have 
visited and healed, but God had other plans. He delib- 
erately detained His servant in Joppa to prepare him 
for his third use of “the keys.” 

It is significant that Peter stayed in the home of a 
tanner, because tanners were considered “unclean” by 
the Jewish rabbis (see Lev. 11:35-40). God was moving 
Peter a step at a time from Jewish legalism into the free- 
dom of His wonderful grace. 


The Greatest Miracle—Winning Lost Sinners 
(10:1-48) 


Chapter 10 is pivotal in the book of Acts, for it records 
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the salvation of the Gentiles. We see Peter using “the 
keys of the kingdom” for the third and last time. He 
had opened the door of faith for the Jews (Acts 2) and 
also for the Samaritans (Acts 8), and now he would be 
used of God to bring the Gentiles into the church (see 
Gal. 3:27-28; Eph. 2:11-22). 

This event took place about ten years after 
Pentecost. Why did the apostles wait so long before 
going to the lost Gentiles? After all, in His Great 
Commission (Matt. 28:19-20), Jesus had told them to 
go into all the world, and it would seem logical for 
them to go to their Gentile neighbors as soon as possi- 
ble. But God has His times as well as His plans, and the 
transition from the Jews to the Samaritans to the 
Gentiles was a gradual one. 

The stoning of Stephen and the subsequent perse- 
cution of the church marked the climax of the apostles’ 
witness to the Jews. Then the gospel moved to the 
Samaritans. When God saved Saul of Tarsus, He got 
hold of His special envoy to the Gentiles. Now was the 
time to open the door of faith (Acts 14:27) to the 
Gentiles and bring them into the family of God. 

There were four acts to this wonderful drama. 

Preparation (vv. 1-22). Before He could save the 
Gentiles, God had to prepare Peter to bring the mes- 
sage and Cornelius to hear the message. Salvation is a 
divine work of grace, but God works through human 
channels. Angels can deliver God’s messages to lost 
men, but they cannot preach the gospel to them. That 
is our privilege—and responsibility. 

Caesarea is sixty-five miles northwest of Jerusalem 
and thirty miles north of Joppa (Jaffa). At that time, 
Caesarea was the Roman capital of Judea and boasted 
of many beautiful public buildings. In that city lived 
Cornelius, the Roman centurion, whose heart had tired 
of pagan myths and empty religious rituals, and who 
had turned to Judaism in hopes he could find salvation. 
Cornelius was as close to Judaism as he could get with- 
out becoming a proselyte. There were many “God 
fearers” like him in the ancient world (Acts 13:16), and 
they proved to be a ready field for spiritual harvest. 

It is interesting to see how religious a person can be 
and still not be saved. Certainly, Cornelius was sincere 
in his obedience to God’s law, his fasting, and his gen- 
erosity to the Jewish people (compare this to Luke 
7:1-10). He was not permitted to offer sacrifices in the 
temple, so he presented his prayers to God as his sacri- 
fices (Ps. 141:1-2). In every way, he was a model of 
religious respectability—and yet he was not a saved 
man. 

The difference between Cornelius and many reli- 
gious people today is this: he knew that his religious 
devotion was not sufficient to save him. Many religious 
people today are satisfied that their character and good 
works will get them to heaven, and they have no con- 
cept either of their own sin or of God’s grace. In his 
prayers, Cornelius was asking God to show him the 
way of salvation (Acts 11:13-14). 

In many respects, John Wesley was like Cornelius. 
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He was a religious man, a church member, a minister, 
and the son of a minister. He belonged to a “religious 
club” at Oxford, the purpose of which was the perfect- 
ing of the Christian life. Wesley served as a foreign 
missionary, but even as he preached to others, he had 
no assurance of his own personal salvation. 

On May 24, 1738, Wesley reluctantly attended a 
small meeting in London where someone was reading 
aloud from Martin Luther’s commentary on Romans. 
“About a quarter before nine,” Wesley wrote in his 
journal, “while he was describing the change which 
God works in the heart through faith in Christ, I felt 
my heart strangely warmed, I felt I did trust in Christ, 
Christ alone for salvation; and an assurance was given 
me that He had taken away my sins, even mine, and 
saved me from the law of sin and death.” The result was 
the great Wesleyan revival that not only swept many 
into the kingdom, but also helped transform British 
society through Christian social action. 

God sent an angel to instruct Cornelius and, in true 
military fashion, Cornelius immediately obeyed. But 
why send for Peter, who was thirty miles away in Joppa, 
when Philip the evangelist was already in Caesarea 
(Acts 8:40)? Because it was Peter, not Philip, who had 
been given the “keys.” God not only works at the right 
time, but He also works through the right servant, and 
both are essential. 

Peter also had to be prepared for this event since he 
had lived as an orthodox Jew all of his life (Acts 10:14). 
The law of Moses was a wall between the Jews and the 
Gentiles, and this wall had been broken down at the 
cross (Eph. 2:14-18). The Gentiles were considered 
aliens and strangers as far as the Jewish covenants and 
promises were concerned (Eph. 2:11-13). But now, all 
of that would change, and God would declare that, as 
far as the Jew and the Gentile were concerned, “There 
is no difference” either in condemnation (Rom. 
3:22-23) or in salvation (Rom. 10:12-13). 

Why did God use a vision about food to teach 
Peter that the Gentiles were not unclean? For one 
thing, Peter was hungry, and a vision about food 
would certainly “speak to his condition,” as the 
Quakers say. Second, the distinction between “clean 
and unclean foods” was a major problem between the 
Jews and the Gentiles in that day. In fact, Peter’s 
Christian friends criticized him for eating with the 
Gentiles (Acts 11:1-3)! God used this centuries-old 
regulation (Lev. 11) to teach Peter an important spiri- 
tual lesson. 

A third reason goes back to something Jesus had 
taught Peter and the other disciples when He was min- 
istering on earth (Mark 7:1-23). At that time, Peter 
did not fully understand what Jesus was saying, but 
now it would all come together. God was not simply 
changing Peter’s diet; He was changing His entire pro- 
gram! The Jew was not “clean” and the Gentile 
“unclean,” but both Jew and Gentile were “unclean” 
before God! “For God hath concluded them all in unbe- 
lief, that he might have mercy on all” (Rom. 11:32). 
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This meant that a Gentile did not have to become a 
Jew in order to become a Christian. 

Even though Peter’s refusal was in the most polite 
terms, it was still wrong. Dr. W. Graham Scroggie 
wrote, “You can say ‘No,’ and you can say ‘Lord’; but 
you cannot say ‘No, Lord!’” If He is truly our Lord, 
then we can only say “Yes!” to Him and obey His com- 
mands. 

God’s timing is always perfect, and the three men 
from Caesarea arrived at the door just as Peter was pon- 
dering the meaning of the vision. The Spirit 
commanded Peter to meet the men and go with them. 
The phrase “nothing doubting” (Acts 10:20) means 
“making no distinctions.” You find it again in Acts 
11:12, and a similar word is used in Acts 11:2 (“con- 
tended with him” = “made a difference”). Peter was no 
longer to make any distinctions between the Jews and 
the Gentiles. 

Explanation (vv. 23-33). The fact that Peter 
allowed the Gentiles to lodge with him is another indi- 
cation that the walls were coming down. Peter selected 
six Jewish believers to go along as witnesses (Acts 
11:12), three times the official number needed. It 
would take at least two days to cover the thirty miles 
between Joppa and Caesarea. When Peter arrived, he 
discovered that Cornelius had gathered relatives and 
friends to hear the message of life. He was a witness 
even before he became a Christian! 

How easy it would have been for Peter to accept 
honor and use the situation to promote himself, but 
Peter was a servant, not a celebrity (1 Peter 5:16). 
When he announced that he did not consider the 
Gentiles unclean, this must have amazed and rejoiced 
the hearts of his listeners. For centuries the Jews, on the 
basis of Old Testament law, had declared the Gentiles 
to be unclean, and some Jews even referred to the 
Gentiles as “dogs.” 

The remarkable thing in this section is Peter’s ques- 
tion, “I ask, therefore, for what intent ye have sent for 
me?” (Acts 10:29). Didn’t Peter know that he had been 
summoned there to preach the gospel? Had he forgot- 
ten the Acts 1:8 commission to go to “the uttermost 
part of the earth”? Today, we can look back at develop- 
ing events in the church and understand what God was 
doing, but it might not have been that easy had we 
been living in the midst of those events. In fact, the 
Jerusalem church questioned Peter about his actions 
(Acts 11:1-18), and later called a conference to deal 
with the place of the Gentiles in the church (Acts 15). 

Cornelius rehearsed his experience with the angel 
and then told Peter why he had been summoned: to tell 
him, his family, and his friends how they could be 
saved (Acts 11:14). They were not interested Gentiles 
asking for a lecture on Jewish religion. They were lost 
sinners begging to be told how to be saved. 

Before we leave this section, some important truths 
must be emphasized. First, the idea that “one religion 
is as good as another” is completely false. Those who 
tell us that we should worship “the God of many 


names” and not “change other people’s religions” are 
going contrary to Scripture. “Salvation is of the Jews” 
(John 4:22), and there can be no salvation apart from 
faith in Jesus Christ, who was born a Jew. Cornelius 
had piety and morality, but he did not have salvation. 
Some might say, “Leave Cornelius alone! His religion is 
a part of his culture, and it’s a shame to change his cul- 
ture!” God does not see it that way. Apart from hearing 
the message of the gospel and trusting Christ, 
Cornelius had no hope. 

Second, the seeking Savior (Luke 19:10) will find 
the seeking sinner (Jer. 29:13). Wherever there is a 
searching heart, God responds. This is why it is essen- 
tial that we as God’s children obey His will and share 
His Word. You never know when your witness for 
Christ is exactly what somebody has been waiting and 
praying for. 

Third, Peter certainly was privileged to minister to 
a model congregation (Acts 10:33). They were all pres- 
ent, they wanted to hear the Word, and they listened, 
believed, and obeyed. What more could a preacher ask? 

Proclamation (vv. 34-43). There can be no faith 
apart from the Word (Rom. 10:17), and Peter preached 
that Word. God is no respecter of persons as far as 
nationality and race are concerned. When it comes to 
sin and salvation, “there is no difference” (Rom. 2:11; 
3:22-23; 10:1-13). All men have the same Creator 
(Acts 17:26), and all men need the same Savior (Acts 
4:12). Acts 10:35 does not teach that we are saved by 
works, otherwise Peter would be contradicting himself 
(Acts 10:43). To “fear God and work righteousness” is 
a description of the Christian life. To fear God is to rev- 
erence and trust Him (Mic. 6:8). The evidence of this 
faith is a righteous walk. 

Peter then summarized the story of the life, death, 
and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Cornelius and his 
friends knew about Christ’s life and death, for “this 
thing was not done in a corner” (Acts 26:26). Peter 
made it clear that Israel was God’s instrument for 
accomplishing His work (Acts 10:36), but that Jesus is 
“Lord of all,” and not just Lord of Israel. From the very 
founding of the nation of Israel, God made it clear that 
the blessing would be from Israel to the whole world 
(Gen. 121-9), 

The public at large knew about Christ’s life, min- 
istry, and death, but only the apostles and other 
believers were witnesses of His resurrection. As in his 
previous sermons, Peter laid the blame for the crucifix- 
ion on the Jewish leaders (Acts 3:15; 4:10; 5:30), as did 
Stephen (Acts 7:52). Paul would pick up this same 
emphasis (1 Thess. 2:14—16). 

Having finished this recitation of the historical 
basis for the gospel message, Christs death and resur- 
rection, Peter then announced the good news: 
“Whosoever believeth in him shall receive remission of 
sin” (Acts 10:43; see 2:21). His hearers laid hold of that 
word “whosoever,” applied it to themselves, believed 
on Jesus Christ, and were saved. 

Vindication (vv. 44-48). Peter was just getting 
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started in his message when his congregation believed 
and the Holy Spirit interrupted the meeting (Acts 
11:15). God the Father interrupted Peter on the 
Mount of Transfiguration (Matt. 17:4-5), and God the 
Son interrupted him in the matter of the temple tax 
(Matt. 17:24-27). Now, God the Spirit interrupted 
him—and Peter never was able to finish his sermon! 
Would that preachers today had interruptions of this 
kind! 

The Holy Spirit was giving witness to the six Jews 
who were present that these Gentiles were truly born 
again. After all, these men had not seen the vision with 
Peter, and they needed to understand that the Gentiles 
were now on an equal footing with the Jews. This does 
not suggest that every new believer gives evidence of sal- 
vation by speaking in tongues, though every true 
believer will certainly use his or her tongue to glorify 
God (Rom. 10:9-10). This was an event parallel to 
Pentecost: the same Spirit who had come on the Jewish 
believers had now come on the Gentiles (Acts 11:15-17; 
15:7-9). No wonder the men were astonished! 

With this event, the period of transition in the early 
history of the church comes to an end. Believers among 
the Jews, Samaritans, and Gentiles have all received the 
Spirit of God and are united in the body of Christ (1 
Cor. 12:13; Gal. 3:27). 

These Gentiles were not saved by being baptized; 
they were baptized because they gave evidence of being 
saved. To use Acts 2:38 to teach salvation by baptism, 
or Acts 8:14-16 to teach salvation by the laying on of 
hands, is to ignore the transitional character of God’s 
program. Sinners have always been saved by faith; that 
is one principle God has never changed. But God does 
change His methods of operation, and this is clearly 
seen in Acts 1—10. The experience of Cornelius and 
his household makes it very clear that baptism is not 
essential for salvation. From now on, the order will be 
hear the Word, believe on Christ, and receive the 
Spirit, and then be baptized and unite with other 
believers in the church to serve and worship God. 

Peter tarried in Caesarea and helped to ground 
these new believers in the truth of the Word. Perhaps 
Philip assisted him. This entire experience is an illustra- 
tion of the commission of Matthew 28:19-20. Peter 
went where God sent him and made disciples (“teach”) 
of the Gentiles. Then he baptized them and taught 
them the Word. 

That same commission applies to the church today. 
Are we fulfilling it as we should? 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 
Acts 11 


MAKING ROOM FOR THE GENTILES 


cts 11 describes how the church in Jerusalem 
related to “the saints below,” the Gentiles in 
Caesarea and Antioch who had trusted Jesus 
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Christ as their Savior and Lord. Having fellowship 
with the Gentiles was a new experience for these Jewish 
Christians, who all their lives had looked on the 
Gentiles as pagans and outsiders. Tradition said that a 
Gentile had to “become a Jew” in order to be accepted, 
but now Jews and Gentiles were united in the church 
through faith in Jesus Christ (Gal. 3:26-28). 

Acts 11 describes three responses of the Jewish 
believers to the Gentile Christians. As you study these 
responses, you will better understand how Christians 
today ought to relate to one another. 


They Accepted the Gentiles (11:1-18) 

Peter no sooner returned to Jerusalem when he was met 
by members of the strong legalistic party in the church 
of Judea (“they that were of the circumcision”) who 
rebuked him for fellowshipping with Gentiles and eat- 
ing with them. Keep in mind that these Jewish 
believers did not yet understand the relationship 
between law and grace, Jews and Gentiles, and Israel 
and the church. Most Christians today understand 
these truths, but, after all, we have Romans, Galatians, 
Ephesians, and Hebrews! There were many converted 
priests in the church who would be zealous for the law 
(Acts 6:7), and even the ordinary Jewish believer would 
have a difficult time making the transition (Acts 
21:20). It was not only a matter of religion, but also of 
culture, and cultural habits are very hard to break. 

The phrase “contended with him” comes from the 
same word translated “doubting nothing” in Acts 
10:20 and 11:12. It means “to make a difference.” 
These legalists were making a difference between the 
Gentiles and the Jews after Peter had demonstrated 
that “there is no difference!” God had declared the 
Gentiles “clean,” that is, accepted before God on the 
same basis as the Jews—through faith in Jesus Christ. 

Peter had nothing to fear. After all, he had only fol- 
lowed orders from the Lord, and the Spirit had clearly 
confirmed the salvation of the Gentiles. Peter reviewed 
the entire experience from beginning to end, and, 
when he was finished, the Jewish legalists dropped their 
charges and glorified God for the salvation of the 
Gentiles (Acts 11:18). However, this did not end the 
matter completely, for this same legalistic party later 
debated with Paul about the salvation of the Gentiles 
(Acts 14:26—15:2). Even after the Jerusalem 
Conference, legalistic teachers continued to attack Paul 
and invade the churches he founded. They wanted to 
woo the believers into a life of obedience to the law 
(Gal. 1:6ff.; Phil. 3:1-3, 17-21). It is possible that 
many of these legalists were genuine believers, but they 
did not understand their freedom in Jesus Christ (Gal. 
5:1ff). 

In his personal defense in Acts 11, Peter presented 
three pieces of evidence: the vision from God (Acts 
11:5-11), the witness of the Spirit (Acts 11:12-15, 
17), and the witness of the Word (Acts 11:16). Of 
course, none of these men had seen the vision, but they 
trusted Peter’s report, for they knew that he had been 
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as orthodox as they in his personal life (Acts 10:14). He 
was not likely to go to the Gentiles on his own and 
then invent a story to back it up. 

The witness of the Spirit was crucial, for this was 
God’s own testimony that He had indeed saved the 
Gentiles. It is interesting that Peter had to go all the 
way back to Pentecost to find an example of what hap- 
pened in the home of Cornelius! This suggests that a 
dramatic “baptism of the Spirit” (Acts 11:16), accom- 
panied by speaking in tongues, was not an everyday 
occurrence in the early church. Peter could not use the 
experience of the Samaritans as his example, because 
the Samaritans received the gift of the Spirit through 
the laying on of the apostles’ hands (Acts 8:14-17). 
Cornelius and his household received the Spirit the 
moment they trusted Christ. This is the pattern for 
today. 

“What was I, that I could withstand God?” asked 
Peter, and to this question, the legalists had no answer. 
From beginning to end, the conversion of the Gentiles 
was God’s gracious work. He gave them the gift of 
repentance and the gift of salvation when they believed. 
In later years, God would use the letters of Paul to 
explain the “one body,” how believing Jews and believ- 
ing Gentiles are united in Christ (Eph. 2:11—3:12). 
But at that time, this “mystery” was still hidden, so we 
must not be too hard on those saints who were uneasy 
about the place of the Gentiles in the church. 

Christians are to receive one another and not dis- 
pute over cultural differences or minor matters of 
personal conviction (Rom. 14-15). Some of the Jewish 
Christians in the early church wanted the Gentiles to 
become Jews, and some of the Gentile believers wanted 
the Jews to stop being Jews and become Gentiles! This 
attitude can create serious division in the church even 
today, so it is important that we follow the example of 
Acts 11:18 and the admonition of Romans 14:1, and 
receive those whom God has also received. 


They Encouraged the Gentiles (11:19-26) 

When the saints were scattered abroad during Saul’s 
persecution of the church (Acts 8:1), some of them 
ended up in Antioch, the capital of Syria, three hun- 
dred miles north of Jerusalem. (Don’t confuse this city 
with Antioch in Pisidia, Acts 13:14.) There were at 
least sixteen Antiochs in the ancient world, but this one 
was the greatest. 

With a population of half a million, Antioch 
ranked as the third largest city in the Roman Empire, 
following Rome and Alexandria. Its magnificent build- 
ings helped give it the name “Antioch the Golden, 
Queen of the East.” The main street was more than 
four miles long, paved with marble, and lined on both 
sides by marble colonnades. It was the only city in the 
ancient world at that time that had its streets lighted at 
night. 

A busy port and a center for luxury and culture, 
Antioch attracted all kinds of people, including 
wealthy retired Roman officials who spent their days 


chatting in the baths or gambling at the races. With its 
large cosmopolitan population and its great commer- 
cial and political power, Antioch presented to the 
church an exciting opportunity for evangelism. 

Antioch was a wicked city, perhaps second only to 
Corinth. Though all the Greek, Roman, and Syrian 
deities were honored, the local shrine was dedicated to 
Daphne, whose worship included immoral practices. 
“Antioch was to the Roman world what New York City 
is to ours,” writes James A. Kelso in An Archaeologist 
Follows the Apostle Paul. “Here where all the gods of 
antiquity were worshipped, Christ must be exalted.” 
Not only was an effective church built in Antioch, but 
it became the church that sent Paul out to win the 
Gentile world for Christ. 

When the persecuted believers arrived in Antioch, 
they did not at all feel intimidated by the magnificence 
of the buildings or the pride of the citizens. The Word 
of God was on their lips and the hand of God was on 
their witness, and “a great number” of sinners repented 
and believed. It was a thrilling work of God’s wonder- 
ful grace. 

The church leaders in Jerusalem had a responsibil- 
ity to “shepherd” the scattered flock, which now 
included Gentile congregations as far away as Syria. 
Apparently the apostles were ministering away from 
Jerusalem at the time, so the elders commissioned 
Barnabas to go to Antioch to find out what was going 
on among the Gentiles. This proved to be a wise 
choice, for Barnabas lived up to his nickname, “son of 
encouragement” (Acts 4:36). 

Acts 11:24 gives us a “spiritual profile” of Barnabas, 
and he appears to be the kind of Christian all of us 
would do well to emulate. He was a righteous man who 
obeyed the Word in daily life so that his character was 
above reproach. He was filled with the Spirit, which 
explains the effectiveness of his ministry. That he was a 
man of faith is evident from the way he encouraged the 
church and then encouraged Saul. New Christians and 
new churches need people like Barnabas to encourage 
them in their growth and ministry. 

How did Barnabas encourage these new Gentile 
believers? For one thing, he rejoiced at what he saw. 
Worshipping with Gentiles was a new experience for 
him, but he approached it positively and did not look 
for things to criticize. It was a work of God, and 
Barnabas gave thanks for God’s grace. 

He emphasized dedication of the heart as he taught 
the people the Word of God. The phrase “cleave [cling] 
to the Lord” does not suggest that they were to “keep 
themselves saved.” The same grace that saves us can 
also keep us (1 Cor. 15:10; Heb. 13:9). The phrase 
reminds us of Joshua’s admonition to Israel in Joshua 
22:5. To “cleave to the Lord” includes loving the Lord, 
walking in His ways, obeying His Word, and serving 
Him wholeheartedly. It means that we belong to Him 
alone and that we cultivate our devotion to Him. “No 
man can serve two masters” (Matt. 6:24). 

There were two wonderful results from Barnabas’s 
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work in Antioch. First, the church’s witness made a 
great impact on the city so that “many people were 
added to the Lord” (Acts 11:24). When the saints are 
grounded in the Word, they will have a strong witness 
to the lost, and there will be a balance in the church 
between edification and evangelism, worship and wit- 
ness, teaching and testifying. 

Second, the growth of the church meant that 
Barnabas needed help, so he went to Tarsus and 
enlisted Saul. But why go so far away just to find an 
assistant? Why not send to Jerusalem and ask the dea- 
con Nicolas, who was from Antioch (Acts 6:5)? 
Because Barnabas knew that God had commissioned 
Saul to minister to the Gentiles (Acts 9:15; 22:21; 
26:17). You recall that Barnabas befriended Saul in 
Jerusalem (Acts 9:26-27), and no doubt the two of 
them often talked about Saul’s special call from God. 

Saul had been converted about ten years when 
Barnabas brought him to Antioch. The New Testament 
does not tell us what Saul did back home in Tarsus after 
he left Jerusalem (Acts 9:28-30), but it is likely he was 
busy evangelizing both Jews and Gentiles. It may have 
been during this period that he founded the churches 
in Cilicia (Acts 15:23, 41; Gal. 1:21), and that he expe- 
rienced some of the sufferings listed in 2 Corinthians 
11:23-28. As he witnessed in the synagogues, you can 
be sure he would not have had an easy time of it! 

What Barnabas did for Saul needs to be practiced in 
our churches today. Mature believers need to enlist 
others and encourage them in their service for the 
Lord. It was one of D. L. Moody’s policies that each 
new Christian be given a task soon after conversion. At 
first, it might be only passing out hymnals or ushering 
people to their seats, but each convert had to be busy. 
As previously mentioned, he said, “It is better to put 
ten men to work than to do the work of ten men.” 
Many of Mr. Moody's “assistants” became effective 
Christian workers in their own right, and this multi- 
plied the witness. 

It was at Antioch that the name Christian was first 
applied to the disciples of Jesus Christ. The Latin suf- 
fix -ian means “belonging to the party of.” In derision, 
some of the pagan citizens of Antioch joined this Latin 
suffix to the Hebrew name “Christ” and came up with 
Christian. The name is found only three times in the 
entire New Testament: Acts 11:26; 26:28; 1 Peter 4:16. 

Unfortunately, the word Christian has lost a great 
deal of significance over the centuries and no longer 
means “one who has turned from sin, trusted Jesus 
Christ, and received salvation by grace” (Acts 
11:21-23). Many people who have never been born 
again consider themselves “Christians” simply because 
they say they are not “pagans.” After all, they may 
belong to a church, attend services somewhat regularly, 
and even occasionally give to the work of the church! 
But it takes more than that for a sinner to become a 
child of God. It takes repentance from sin and faith in 
Jesus Christ, who died for our sins on the cross and 
rose again to give us eternal life. 
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The believers in the early church suffered because 
they were Christians (1 Peter 4:16). Dr. David Otis 
Fuller has asked, “If you were arrested for being a 
Christian, would there be enough evidence to convict 
you?” A good question! And the answer is a matter of 


life or death! 


They Received Help from the Gentiles (11:27-30) 
The foundation for the church was laid by the apostles 
and prophets (Eph. 2:20), and then both eventually 
moved off the scene. After all, you don't keep laying the 
foundation! The New Testament prophets received 
their messages from the Lord by the Holy Spirit, and 
delivered them to the people, sometimes in a tongue. 
The message would then have to be interpreted, after 
which the people would evaluate the message to make 
sure it came from God (note 1 Cor. 12:10; 14:27-33; 
1 Thess. 5:19-21). 

The New Testament prophets received their mes- 
sages from the Lord immediately, but ministers and 
teachers today get their messages mediately through the 
Scriptures. We today have the completed Word of God 
from which the Holy Spirit teaches and guides us. First 
Corinthians 12:10 ties together the gifts of prophecy, 
discernment, and tongues and the interpretation of 
tongues. Of course, the Spirit is sovereign and can give 
to a believer any gift He desires (1 Cor. 12:11), but the 
passing of apostles and prophets from the scene, and 
the completing of God’s revelation in the Word, sug- 
gest that a change has taken place. 

There are people today who claim to receive special 
“words of revelation” or “words of wisdom” from the 
Lord, but such revelations are suspect and even danger- 
ous. “To the law and to the testimony; if they speak not 
according to this word, it is because there is no light in 
them” (Isa. 8:20). “Hearken not unto the words of the 
prophets that prophesy unto you,” warned Jeremiah. 
“They make you vain [fill you with false hopes]; they 
speak a vision of their own heart, and not out of the 
mouth of the Lord” (Jer. 23:16). 

The Spirit told Agabus (see Acts 21:10-11) that a 
great famine was soon to come, and it did come during 
the reign of Claudius Caesar (AD 41-54), when crops 
were poor for many years. Ancient writers mention at 
least four famines: two in Rome, one in Greece, and 
one in Judea. The famine in Judea was especially severe, 
and the Jewish historian Josephus records that many 
people died for lack of money to buy what little food 
was available. 

Agabus delivered his message to the Antioch believ- 
ers, and they determined to help their fellow Christians 
in Judea. The purpose of true prophecy is not to satisfy 
our curiosity about the future but to stir up our hearts 
to do the will of God. The believers could not stop the 
famine from coming, but they could send relief to 
those in need. 

An important spiritual principle is illustrated in this 
passage: if people have been a spiritual blessing to us, we 
should minister to them out of our material possessions. 
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“Let him who is taught in the word share in all good 
things with him who teaches” (Gal. 6:6 nxyv). The 
Jewish believers in Jerusalem had brought the gospel to 
Antioch. Then they had sent Barnabas to encourage 
the new believers. It was only right that the Gentiles in 
Antioch reciprocate and send material help to their 
Jewish brothers and sisters in Judea. Some years later, 
Paul would gather a similar offering from the Gentile 
churches and take it to the saints in Jerusalem (Acts 
24:17; and see Rom. 15:23-28). 

It is important to note that a change had taken 
place in the Jerusalem church. At one time, nobody in 
the church had any need (Acts 4:34), nor was it neces- 
sary to ask others for help. Those early years were “days 
of heaven on earth” as God richly blessed His people 
and used them as witnesses to the unbelieving nation. 
They were “times of refreshing” from the Lord (Acts 
3:19). But when the message moved from the Jews to 
the Samaritans and the Gentiles, the Jerusalem “sharing 
program” gradually faded away and things became 
more normal. 

The pattern for Christian giving today is not Acts 
2:44-45 and 4:31-35, but Acts 11:29, “every man 
according to his ability.” It is this pattern that Paul 
taught in 2 Corinthians 8—9. The practice of 
“Christian communism” was found only in Jerusalem 
and was a temporary measure while the message was 
going “to the Jew first.” Like God’s care of the Jews in 
the wilderness, it was a living exhibition of the bless- 
ings God would bestow if the nation would repent and 
believe. 

The fact that the church elected Barnabas and Saul 
to take the relief offering to Jerusalem is evidence that 
they had confidence in them. The men had been work- 
ing together in the teaching of the Word, and now they 
joined hands in the practical ministry of relieving the 
wants of the Jerusalem believers. No doubt they also 
ministered the Word along the way as they made the 
long journey from Antioch to Jerusalem. In a short 
time, the Spirit would call these two friends to join 
forces and take the gospel to the Gentiles in other lands 
(Acts 13:1ff.), and they would travel many miles 
together. 

Another significant result from this ministry was 
the addition of John Mark to their “team” (Acts 12:25). 
It is likely that Mark was converted through the min- 
istry of Peter (1 Peter 5:13). His mother’s house was a 
gathering place for the Jerusalem believers (Acts 
12:12), and she and Barnabas were related (Col. 4:10). 
Even though John Mark failed in his first “term” as a 
missionary (Acts 13:13), and helped cause a rift 
between Barnabas and Paul (Acts 15:38—40), he later 
became an effective assistant to Paul (2 Tim. 4:11) and 
was used of God to write the gospel of Mark. 

The word elders in Acts 11:30 has not been used 
before in Acts, except to refer to the Jewish leaders 
(Acts 4:5, 23; 6:12). In the church, the elders were 
mature believers who had the spiritual oversight of the 
ministry (1 Peter 5:1; 2 John 1). When you compare 


Acts 20:17 and 28, and Titus 1:5 and 7, you learn that 
“elder” and “bishop” [overseer] are equivalent titles. 
The elders/bishops were the “pastors” of the flocks, 
assisted by the deacons, and the qualifications for both 
are found in 1 Timothy 3. 

Wherever Paul established churches, he saw to it 
that qualified elders were ordained to give leadership to 
the assemblies (Acts 14:23; Titus 1:5). In the Jerusalem 
church, the apostles and elders gave spiritual oversight 
(Acts 15:2, 4, 6, 22). The delegation from the Antioch 
church did not ignore the spiritual leaders in Jerusalem, 
but delivered the gift to them for distribution to the 
needy members. This is an important principle and 
should be heeded in this day when so many organiza- 
tions want to get support from local churches. 

Was it a humbling experience for the Jewish believ- 
ers to receive help from the Gentiles? Perhaps, but it 
was also a beautiful demonstration of love and a won- 
derful testimony of unity. Sir Winston Churchill said, 
“We make a living by what we get, but we make a life 
by what we give.” It was an enriching experience for 
the churches in Jerusalem and in Antioch, for there is 
blessing both in giving and receiving when God’s grace 
is in control. 

It is unfortunate when individual Christians and 
local churches forget those who have been a spiritual 
blessing to them. The church at Antioch is a splendid 
example of how we as believers ought to show gratitude 
in a practical way to those who have helped us in our 
Christian life. Phillips Brooks was asked what he would 
do to revive a dead church, and he replied, “I would 
take up a missionary offering!” 

Sincerely thinking of others is still the best formula 
for a happy and useful Christian life, both for individ- 


uals and for churches. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 
Acts 12 


WAKE UP TO A MIRACLE! 


magine waking up to a miracle and having an angel 
| for your alarm clock! 

Thars what happened to Peter when he was in 
prison for the third time, awaiting trial and certain 
death. Years later, when he wrote his first epistle, Peter 
may have had this miraculous experience in mind 
when he quoted Psalm 34:15-16: “For the eyes of the 
Lord are over the righteous, and his ears are open unto 
their prayers; but the face of the Lord is against them 
that do evil” (1 Peter 3:12). That quotation certainly 
summarizes what God did for Peter, and it reveals to us 
three wonderful assurances to encourage us in the dif- 
ficult days of life. 


God Sees Our Trials (12:1-4) 
“The eyes of the Lord are over the righteous” (1 Peter 
3:12). 


Acts 11—12 


God watched and noted what Herod Agrippa I was 
doing to His people. This evil man was the grandson of 
Herod the Great, who ordered the Bethlehem children 
to be murdered, and the nephew of Herod Antipas, 
who had John the Baptist beheaded. A scheming and 
murderous family, the Herods were despised by the 
Jews, who resented having Edomites ruling over them. 
Of course, Herod knew this, so he persecuted the 
church to convince the Jewish people of his loyalty to 
the traditions of the fathers. Now that the Gentiles 
were openly a part of the church, Herod’s plan was 
even more agreeable to the nationalistic Jews who had 
no place for “pagans.” 

Herod had several believers arrested, among them 
James, the brother of John, whom he beheaded. Thus 
James became the first of the apostles to be martyred. 
When you ponder his death in the light of Matthew 
20:20-28, it takes on special significance. James and 
John, with their mother, had asked for thrones, but 
Jesus made it clear that there can be no glory apart 
from suffering. “Are ye able to drink of the cup that I 
shall drink of, and to be baptized with the baptism that 
I am baptized with?” He asked (Matt. 20:22). Their 
bold reply was, “We are able.” 

Of course, they did not know what they were say- 
ing, but they eventually discovered the high cost of 
winning a throne of glory: James was arrested and 
killed, and John became an exile on the Isle of Patmos, 
a prisoner of Rome (Rev. 1:9). Indeed, they did drink 
of the cup and share in the baptism of suffering that 
their Lord had experienced! 

If it pleased the Jews when James was killed, just 
think how delighted they would be if Peter were slain! 
God permitted Herod to arrest Peter and put him 
under heavy guard in prison. Sixteen soldiers, four for 
each watch, kept guard over the apostle, with two sol- 
diers chained to the prisoner and two watching the 
doors. After all, the last time Peter was arrested, he 
mysteriously got out of jail, and Herod was not about 
to let that happen again. 

Why was James allowed to die, while Peter was res- 
cued? After all, both were dedicated servants of God, 
needed by the church. The only answer is the sovereign 
will of God, the very thing Peter and the church had 
prayed about after their second experience of persecu- 
tion (Acts 4:24-30). Herod had “stretched forth” his 
hand to destroy the church, but God would stretch forth 
His hand to perform signs and wonders and glorify His 
Son (Acts 4:28-30). God allowed Herod to kill James, 
but He kept him from harming Peter. It was the throne 
in heaven that was in control, not the throne on earth. 

Please note that the Jerusalem church did not 
replace James as they had replaced Judas (Acts 
1:15-26). As long as the gospel was going “to the Jew 
first,” it was necessary to have the full complement of 
twelve apostles to witness to the twelve tribes of Israel. 
The stoning of Stephen ended that special witness to 
Israel, so the number of official witnesses was no longer 
important. 
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It is good to know that, no matter how difficult the 
trials or how disappointing the news. God is still on the 
throne and has everything under control. We may not 
always understand His ways, but we know His sover- 
eign will is best. 


God Hears Our Prayers (12:5-17) 
“And his ears are open unto their prayers” (1 Peter 
3:12). 

The phrase “but prayer” is the turning point in the 
story. Never underestimate the power of a praying 
church! “The angel fetched Peter out of prison,” said 
the Puritan preacher Thomas Watson, “but it was 
prayer that fetched the angel.” Follow the scenes in this 
exciting drama in Acts 12. 

Peter sleeping (vv. 5—6). If you were chained to 
two Roman soldiers and facing the possibility of being 
executed the next day, would you sleep very soundly? 
Probably not, but Peter did. In fact, Peter was so sound 
asleep that the angel had to strike him on the side to 
wake him up! 

The fact that Peter had been a prisoner twice before 
is not what gave him his calm heart. For that matter, 
this prison experience was different from the other two. 
This time, he was alone, and the deliverance did not 
come right away. The other two times, he was able to 
witness, but this time, no special witnessing opportuni- 
ties appeared. Peter’s previous arrests had taken place 
after great victories, but this one followed the death of 
James, his dear friend and colleague. It was a new situ- 
ation altogether. 

What gave Peter such confidence and peace? To 
begin with, many believers were praying for him (Acts 
12:12), and kept it up day and night for a week, and 
this helped to bring him peace (Phil. 4:6-7). Prayer has 
a way of reminding us of the promises of God’s Word, 
such as, “I will both lay me down in peace, and sleep; 
for thou, Lord, only makest me to dwell in safety” (Ps. 
4:8). Or, “Fear thou not, for I am with thee. Be not dis- 
mayed, for I am thy God. I will strengthen thee; yea, I 
will help thee; yea, I will uphold thee with the right 
hand of my righteousness” (Isa. 41:10). 

But the main cause of Peter’s peace was the knowl- 
edge that Herod could not kill him. Jesus had promised 
Peter that he would live to be an old man and end his 
life crucified on a Roman cross (John 21:18—19). Peter 
simply laid hold of that promise and committed the 
entire situation to the Lord, and God gave him peace 
and rest. He did not know how or when God would 
deliver him, but he did know that deliverance was 
coming. 

Peter obeying (vv. 7-11). Once again we behold 
the ministry of angels (Acts 5:19; 8:26; 10:3, 7) and are 
reminded that the angels care for God’s children (Ps. 
34:7). The angel brought light and liberty into the 
prison cell, but the guards had no idea that anything 
was going on. However, if Peter was going to be deliv- 
ered, he had to obey what the angel commanded. He 
probably thought it was a dream or a vision, but he 
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arose and followed the angel out of the prison and into 
the street Only then did he come to himself and realize 
that he had been a part of another miracle. 

The angel commanded Peter to bind his garments 
with his girdle, and then to put on his sandals. These 
were certainly ordinary tasks to do while a miracle is 
taking place! But God often joins the miraculous with 
the ordinary just to encourage us to keep in balance. 
Jesus multiplied the loaves and fishes, but then com- 
manded His disciples to gather up the leftovers. He 
raised Jairuss daughter from the dead, then told her 
parents to give her something to eat. Even in miracles, 
God is always practical. 

God alone can do the extraordinary, but His people 
must do the ordinary. Jesus raised Lazarus from the 
dead, but the men had to roll the stone from the tomb. 
The same angel that removed the chains from Peter’s 
hands could have put the shoes on Peter’s feet, but he 
told Peter to do it. God never wastes miracles. 

Peter had to stoop before he could walk. It was a 
good lesson in humility and obedience. In fact, from 
that night on, every time Peter put on his shoes, it must 
have reminded him of the prison miracle and encour- 
aged him to trust the Lord. 

This deliverance took place at Passover season, the 
time of year when the Jews celebrated their exodus from 
Egypt. The word delivered in Acts 12:11 is the same 
word Stephen used when he spoke about the Jewish 
exodus (Acts 7:34). Peter experienced a new kind of 
“exodus” in answer to the prayers of God’s people. 

Peter knocking (vv. 12-16). As Peter followed the 
angel, God opened the way, and when Peter was free, 
the angel vanished. His work was done, and now it was 
up to Peter to trust the Lord and use his common sense 
in taking the next step. Since it was the prayers of God’s 
people that had helped to set him free, Peter decided 
that the best place for him would be in that prayer 
meeting at Mary’s house. Furthermore, he wanted to 
report the good news that God had answered their 
prayers. So Peter headed for the house of Mary, mother 
of John Mark. 

When you remember that (a) many people were 
praying, (b) they were praying earnestly, (c) they prayed 
night and day for perhaps as long as a week, and (d) 
their prayers were centered specifically on Peter’s deliv- 
erance, then the scene that is described here is almost 
comical. The answer to their prayers is standing at the 
door, but they don’t have faith enough to open the door 
and let him in! God could get Peter out of a prison, but 
Peter can't get himself into a prayer meeting! 

Of course, the knock at the door might have been 
that of Herod’s soldiers, coming to arrest more believ- 
ers. It took courage for the maid Rhoda (“rose”) to go 
to the door, but imagine her surprise when she recog- 
nized Peter’s voice! She was so overcome that she forgot 
to open the door! Poor Peter had to keep knocking and 
calling while the “believers” in the prayer meeting 
decided what to do! And the longer he stood at the 
gate, the more dangerous his situation became. 


The exclamation, “It is his angel” (Acts 12:15) 
reveals their belief in “guardian angels” (Matt. 18:10; 
Heb. 1:14). Of course, the logical question is, “Why 
would an angel bother to knock?” All he had to do was 
simply walk right in! Sad to say, good theology plus 
unbelief often leads to fear and confusion. 

We must face the fact that even in the most fervent 
prayer meetings there is sometimes a spirit of doubt 
and unbelief. We are like the father who cried to Jesus, 
“Lord, I believe; help thou mine unbelief” (Mark 
9:24). These Jerusalem saints believed that God could 
answer their prayers, so they kept at it night and day. 
But, when the answer came right to their door, they 
refused to believe it. God graciously honors even the 
weakest faith, but how much more He would do if only 
we would trust Him. 

Note the plural pronouns in Acts 12:16: “They ... 
opened the door and ... they were astonished.” I get 
the impression that, for safety’s sake, they decided to 
open the door together and face together whatever might 
be on the other side. Rhoda would have done it by her- 
self, but she was too overcome with joy. It is 
commendable that a lowly servant girl recognized 
Peter’s voice and rejoiced that he was free. Rhoda surely 
was a believer who knew Peter as a friend. 

Peter declaring (v. 17). Apparently everybody 
began to speak at once, and Peter had to silence them. 
He quickly gave an account of the miracle of his deliv- 
erance and no doubt thanked them for their prayer 
help. He instructed them to get the word to James, the 
half-brother of the Lord, who was the leader of the 
Jerusalem assembly (Matt. 13:55; Acts 15:13ff; Gal. 
1:19). James was also the author of the epistle of 
James. 

Where Peter went when he left the meeting, 
nobody knows to this day! It certainly was a well-kept 
secret. Except for a brief appearance in Acts 15, Peter 
walks off the pages of the book of Acts to make room 
for Paul and the story of his ministry among the 
Gentiles. First Corinthians 9:5 tells us that Peter trav- 
eled in ministry with his wife, and 1 Corinthians 1:12 
suggests that he visited Corinth. There is no evidence 
in Scripture that Peter ever visited Rome. In fact, if 
Peter had founded the church in Rome, it is unlikely 
that Paul would have gone there, for his policy was to 
work where other apostles had not labored (Rom. 
15:18-22). Also, he certainly would have said some- 
thing to or about Peter when he wrote his letter to the 
Romans. 

Before we leave this section, it would be profitable 
to consider how Christians can best pray for those in 
prison, for even today there are many people in prison 
only because they are Christians. “Remember them 
that are in bonds, as bound with them” commands 
Hebrews 13:3. In other words, pray for them as you 
would want them to pray for you if your situations 
were reversed. 

We ought to pray that God will give them grace to 
bear with suffering so that they might have a triumphant 


Acts 12 


witness for the Lord. We should ask the Spirit to minis- 
ter the Word to them and bring it to their remembrance. 
It is right to ask God to protect His own and to give 
them wisdom as they must day after day deal with a dif- 
ficult enemy. We must ask God that, if it is His will, they 
be delivered from their bondage and suffering and 
reunited with their loved ones. 


God Deals with Our Enemies (12:18-25) 
“But the face of the Lord is against them that do evil” 
(1 Peter 3:12). 

If the account had ended with Peter’s departure, we 
would find ourselves wondering, “What happened to 
the prison guards and to Herod?” We do not know at 
what time the angel delivered Peter, but when the next 
quaternion arrived at the cell, imagine their consterna- 
tion when they discovered that the guards were there 
but the prisoner was gone! If the new watch awakened 
the old watch, it was certainly a rude awakening for 
them! If the old watch was already awake and alert, 
they must have had a difficult time explaining the sit- 
uation to the new watch. How could a chained 
prisoner escape when there were four guards present 
and the doors were locked? 

If a guard permitted a prisoner to escape, Roman 
law required that he receive the same punishment that 
the prisoner would have received, even if it was death 
(see Acts 16:27; 27:42). This law did not strictly apply 
in Herod’s jurisdiction, so the king was not forced to 
kill the guards, but, being a Herod, he did it anyway. 
Instead of killing one man to please the Jews, he killed 
four and perhaps hoped it would please them more. 

“The righteous is delivered out of trouble, and the 
wicked cometh in his stead” (Prov. 11:8). This truth is 
illustrated in the death of Herod. While God does not 
always bring retribution this quickly, we can be sure 
that the Judge of all the earth will do what is right 
(Gen. 18:25; Rev. 6:9-11). 

The people of Tyre and Sidon, who depended on 
the Jews for food (see Ezra 3:7), had in some way dis- 
pleased King Herod and were in danger of losing this 
assistance. In true political fashion, they bribed Blastus, 
who was in charge of the king’s bed chamber, and thus 
a trusted official; he in turn convinced the king to meet 
the delegation. It was an opportunity for the proud 
king to display his authority and glory, and for the del- 
egates to please him with their flattery. 

The Jewish historian Josephus said that this scene 
took place during a festival honoring Claudius Caesar, 
and that the king wore a beautiful silver garment in 
honor of the occasion. We do not know what Herod 
said in his oration, but we do know why he said it: he 
wanted to impress the people. And he did! They played 
on his Herodian ego and told him he was a god, and he 
loved every minute of it. 

But he did not give the glory to the Lord, so this 
whole scene was nothing but idolatry. “I am the Lord: 
that is my name: and my glory will I not give to 
another” (Isa. 42:8; see 48:11). Instead of Peter being 
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killed by Herod, it was Herod who was killed by Peter’s 
God! Perhaps the same angel who delivered Peter also 
smote the king. Herod contracted some affliction in his 
bowels and died five days later, according to Josephus. 
This was in AD 44. 

This event is more than a slice of ancient history, 
because it typifies the world and its people today. The 
citizens of Tyre and Sidon were concerned about one 
thing only—getting sufficient food to feed their stom- 
achs. To be sure, food is essential to life, but when we 
pay any price to get that food, we are doing wrong. By 
flattering the king and calling him a god, the delega- 
tion knew they could get what they wanted. 

I cannot help but see in King Herod an illustration 
of the future “man of sin” who will one day rule the 
world and persecute God’s people (2 Thess. 2; Rev. 13). 
This “man of sin” (or Antichrist) will make himself god 
and will command the worship of the whole world. 
But Jesus Christ will return and judge him and those 
who follow him (Rev. 19:11-21). 

The world still lives for praise and pleasure. Man 
has made himself his own god (Rom. 1:25). The world 
still lives on the physical and ignores the spiritual (see 
1 John 2:15-17). It lives by force and flattery instead 
of faith and truth, and one day it will be judged. 

The church today, like Israel of old, suffers because 
of people like Herod who use their authority to oppose 
the truth. Beginning with Pharaoh in Egypt, God’s 
people have often suffered under despotic rulers and 
governments, and God has always preserved His wit- 
ness in the world. God has not always judged evil 
officials as He judged Herod, but He has always 
watched over His people and seen to it that they did 
not suffer and die in vain. Our freedom today was pur- 
chased by their bondage. 

The early church had no “political clout” or friends 
in high places to “pull strings” for them. Instead, they 
went to the highest throne of all, the throne of grace. 
They were a praying people, for they knew that God 
could solve their problems. God’s glorious throne was 
greater than the throne of Herod, and God’s heavenly 
army could handle Herod’s weak soldiers any day or 
night! The believers did not need to bribe anyone at 
court. They simply took their case to the highest court 
and left it with the Lord! 

And what was the result? “But the word of God 
grew and multiplied” (Acts 12:24). This is another of 
Luke’s summaries, or “progress reports,” that started 
with Acts 6:7 (see 9:31; 16:5; 19:20; 28:31). Luke is 
accomplishing the purpose of his book and showing us 
how the church spread throughout the Roman world 
from its small beginnings in Jerusalem. What an 
encouragement to us today! 

At the beginning of Acts 12, Herod seemed to be in 
control, and the church was losing the battle. But at the 
end of the chapter, Herod is dead and the church— 
very much alive—is growing rapidly! 

The secret? A praying church! 

Missionary Isobel Kuhn used to pray when in 


364 


trouble, “If this obstacle is from thee, Lord, I accept it; 
but if it is from Satan, I refuse him and all his works in 
the name of Calvary!” And Dr. Alan Redpath has often 
said, “Lers keep our chins up and our knees down— 
we're on the victory side!” 

God works when churches pray, and Satan still 
trembles “when he sees the weakest saint upon his 


knees.” 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
Acts 13—14 


GOD OPENS THE DOORS 


e usually identify the preaching of the gospel 
We the quiet rural villages of Palestine where 
the Lord Jesus ministered. For this reason, 
many Christians are surprised to learn that the church 
in the book of Acts was almost entirely urban. 
Historian Wayne A. Meeks writes that “within a decade 
of the crucifixion of Jesus, the village culture of 
Palestine had been left behind, and the Greco-Roman 
city became the dominant environment of the 
Christian movement” (The First Urban Christians, 11). 
The church began in Jerusalem and then spread to 
other cities, including Samaria, Damascus, Caesarea, 
and Antioch in Syria. At least forty different cities are 
named in Acts. From Antioch, Paul and his helpers car- 
ried the gospel throughout the then-known world. In 
fact, the record given in Acts 13—28 is almost a review 
of ancient geography. About the year 56, the apostle 
Paul was able to write, “So that from Jerusalem, and 
round about unto Illyricum, I have fully preached the 
gospel of Christ” (Rom. 15:19). What a record! 
In these two chapters, Dr. Luke described Paul’s 
ministry in six different cities, beginning and ending at 
Antioch, 


Antioch in Syria—Decision (13:1-5) 

That sainted missionary to India and Persia Henry 
Martyn once said, “The Spirit of Christ is the spirit of 
missions, and the nearer we get to Him, the more 
intensely missionary we must become.” Paul (Saul) and 
Barnabas had that experience as they ministered in 
Antioch and were called by the Spirit to take the gospel 
to the Roman world. 

Until now, Jerusalem had been the center of min- 
istry, and Peter had been the key apostle. But from this 
point on, Antioch in Syria would become the new cen- 
ter (Acts 11:19ff.), and Paul the new leader. The gospel 
was on the move! 

Luke listed five different men who were ministering 
in the church: Barnabas, whom we have already met 
(Acts 4:36-37; 9:27; 11:22-26); Simeon, who may 
have been from Africa since he was nicknamed “Black”; 
Lucius, who came from Cyrene and may have been one 
of the founders of the church in Antioch (Acts 11:20); 
Manaen, who was an intimate friend (or perhaps an 


adopted foster brother) of Herod Antipas, who had 
killed John the Baptist; and Sau/ (Paul), last on the list 
but soon to become first. 

These men were serving as “prophets and teachers” 
in a local church. The prophets helped lay the founda- 
tion for the church as they proclaimed the Word of 
God (Eph. 2:20; 1 Cor. 14:29-32). They were more 
“forth-tellers” than “foretellers,” though at times the 
prophets did announce things to come (Acts 
11:27-30). The teachers helped to ground the converts 
in the doctrines of the faith (2 Tim. 2:2). 

God had already called Paul to minister to the 
Gentiles (Acts 9:15; 21:17-21), and now He sum- 
moned Barnabas to labor with him. The church 
confirmed their calling, commissioned the men, and 
sent them forth. It is the ministry of the Holy Spirit, 
working through the local church, to equip and enlist 
believers to go forth and serve. The modern mission 
board is only a “sending agency” that expedites the 
work authorized by the local church. 

Barnabas and Paul took John Mark with them as 
their assistant. He was a cousin to Barnabas (Col. 
4:10), and his mother’s home in Jerusalem was a gath- 
ering place for the believers (Acts 12:12). It is likely 
that it was Peter who led John Mark to faith in Christ 
(1 Peter 5:13). John Mark no doubt helped Barnabas 
and Paul in numerous ways, relieving them of tasks and 
details that would have interfered with their important 
ministry of the Word. 


Paphos—Deception (13:6-12) 

It was logical to go first to Cyprus, for this was the 
home of Barnabas (Acts 4:36). Luke gives us no details 
of the ministry in Salamis, the great commercial center 
at the east end of the island. We trust that some people 
did believe the gospel and that a local assembly was 
formed. The men then moved ninety miles to Paphos 
on the west end of the island, and there they met their 
first opposition. 

Paphos was the capital of Cyprus, and the chief 
Roman official there was Sergius Paulus, “an under- 
standing man” who wanted to hear the Word of God. 
He was opposed by a Jewish false prophet named “Son 
of Jesus [Joshua].” It is unusual to find a Jewish false 
prophet and sorcerer, for the Jews traditionally 
shunned such demonic activities. The name Elymas 
means “sorcerer” or “wise man” (cf. the “wise men” of 
Matt. 2). 

This event is an illustration of the lesson that Jesus 
taught in the parable of the tares (Matt. 13:24-30, 
36—43): wherever the Lord sows His true children (the 
wheat), Satan comes along and sows a counterfeit (the 
tares), a child of the devil. Paul recognized that Elymas 
was a child of the devil (John 8:44), and he inflicted 
blindness on the false prophet as a judgment from 
God. This miracle was also evidence to Sergius Paulus 
that Paul and Barnabas were servants of the true God 
and preached the true message of salvation (Heb. 2:4). 
The Roman official believed and was saved. 


Acts 13 


Acts 13:9 is the first place you find the familiar 
name Paul in the New Testament. As a Jewish Roman 
citizen, the apostle’s full name was probably “Saul 
Paulus,” for many Jews had both Jewish and Roman 
names. 


Perga—Desertion (13:13) 

Why did John Mark desert his friends and return to 
Jerusalem? Perhaps he was just plain homesick, or he 
may have become unhappy because Paul had begun to 
take over the leadership from Mark’s cousin Barnabas 
(note “Paul and his company” in Acts 13:13). Mark 
was a devoted Jew, and he may have felt uncomfortable 
with the saved Gentiles. Some students think that John 
Mark’s return to Jerusalem helped start the opposition 
of the legalistic Judaizers who later opposed Paul (see 
Acts 15 and the epistle to the Galatians). 

Another possibility is the fear of danger as the party 
moved into new and difficult areas. But whatever the 
cause of his defection, John Mark did something so 
serious that Paul did not want him back on his “team” 
again (Acts 15:36ff.)! Later, Paul would enlist Timothy 
to take John Mark’s place (Acts 16:1-5). John Mark 
did redeem himself and was eventually accepted and 
approved by Paul (2 Tim. 4:11). 

During my years of ministry as a pastor and as a 
member of several mission boards, I have seen first- 
term workers do what John Mark did, and it has always 
been heartbreaking. But I have also seen some of them 
restored to missionary service, thanks to the prayers 
and encouragement of God’s people. A. T. Robertson 
said that Mark “flickered in the crisis,” but the light did 
not completely go out. This is an encouragement to all 
of us. 


Antioch in Pisidia—Disputation (13:14-52) 

Paul and Barnabas traveled 100 miles north and about 
3,600 feet up to get to this important city on the 
Roman road. As you follow Paul’s journeys in Acts, you 
will notice that he selected strategic cities, planted 
churches in them, and went on from the churches to 
evangelize the surrounding areas. You will also notice 
that, where it was possible, he started his ministry in 
the local synagogue, for he had a great burden for his 
people (Rom. 9:1-5; 10:1), and he found in the syna- 
gogue both Jews and Gentiles ready to hear the Word 
of God. 

This is the first of Paul’s sermons recorded in the 
book of Acts, and it may be divided into three parts, 
each of which is introduced by the phrase “men and 
brethren.” 

Preparation (vv. 16-25). In this section, Paul 
reviewed the history of Israel, climaxing with the min- 
istry of John the Baptist and the coming of their 
Messiah. He made it clear that it was God who was at 
work in and for Israel, preparing the way for the com- 
ing of the promised Messiah. He also reminded his 
hearers that the nation had not always been faithful to 
the Lord and the covenant, but had often rebelled. 
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Every pious Jew knew that the Messiah would come 
from David’s family, and that a prophet would 
announce His coming beforehand. John the Baptist 
was that prophet. 

Declaration (vv. 26-37). As Paul addressed both 
the Jews and the Gentile “God-fearers” in the congre- 
gation, he changed his approach from third person 
(“they”) to second person (“you”). He explained to 
them why their leaders in Jerusalem rejected and cruci- 
fied the nation’s Messiah. It was not because they had 
not read or heard the message of the prophets, but 
because they did not understand the message. 
Furthermore, the crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth was 
even promised in the prophets. (Peter took this same 
approach in his second message, Acts 3:12-18.) 

It was the resurrection of Jesus Christ that was the 
crucial event: “But God raised him from the dead” 
(Acts 13:30). (See Acts 13:33-34, 37, and note that 
“raised” in Acts 13:22-23 means “brought”) Paul has 
declared the gospel to them, “the word of this salva- 
tion” (Acts 13:26) and “the glad tidings” (Acts 13:32). 
Christ died, He was buried, and He arose again! 

Since Paul was addressing a synagogue congrega- 
tion, he used the Old Testament Scriptures to support 
his argument. In Acts 13:33, Psalm 2:7 is quoted; note 
that it refers to the resurrection of Christ, not to the 
birth of Christ. The “virgin tomb” (John 19:41) was 
like a “womb” that gave birth to Jesus Christ in resur- 
rection glory. 

Then he quoted Isaiah 55:3, referring to the 
covenant that God made with David, “the sure mercies 
of David.” God had promised David that from him the 
Messiah would come (2 Sam. 7:12-17). This was an 
“everlasting covenant” with a throne to be established 
forever (2 Sam. 7:13, 16). If Jesus is the Messiah, and 
He died and remained dead, this covenant could never 
be fulfilled. Therefore, Jesus had to be raised from the 
dead or the covenant would prove false. 

His third quotation was from Psalm 16:10, the 
same passage Peter quoted in his message at 
Pentecost (Acts 2:24-28). The Jews considered Psalm 
16 to be a messianic psalm, and it was clear that this 
promise did not apply to David, who was dead, 
buried, and decayed. It had to apply to Jesus Christ, 
the Messiah. 

Application (vv. 38-52). Paul had declared the 
good news to them (Acts 13:32), and now all that 
remained was to make the personal application and 
“draw the net.” He told them that through faith in 
Jesus Christ, they could have two blessings that the law 
could never provide: the forgiveness of their sins and 
justification before the throne of God. 

Justification is the act of God whereby He declares 
the believing sinner righteous in Jesus Christ. It has to 
do with the believer’s standing before the throne of 
God. The Jews were taught that God justified the righ- 
teous and punished the wicked (2 Chron. 6:22-23). 
But God justifies the ungodly who will put their faith 
in Jesus Christ (Rom. 4:1-8). 
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The law cannot justify the sinner; it can only con- 
demn him (Rom. 3:19-20; Gal. 2:16). God not only 
forgives our sins, but He also gives us the very righ- 
teousness of Christ and puts it on our account! This was 
certainly good news delivered by Paul to that searching 
congregation of Jews and Gentiles who had no peace in 
their hearts, even though they were religious. 

Paul closed his message with a note of warning 
taken from Habakkuk 1:5 (and see Isa. 29:14). In 
Habakkuk’s day, the “unbelievable work” God was 
doing was the raising up of the Chaldeans to chasten 
His people, a work so remarkable that nobody would 
believe it. After all, why would God use an evil pagan 
nation to punish His own chosen people, sinful though 
they might be? God was using Gentiles to punish Jews! 
But the “wonderful work” in Paul’s day was that God 
was using the Jews to save the Gentiles! 

What was the result? Many Jews and Gentile pros- 
elytes believed and associated with Paul and Barnabas. 
The Gentiles were especially excited about Paul’s mes- 
sage and wanted him to tell them more, which he did 
the next Sabbath. The people had done a good job of 
spreading the news, because a great crowd gathered. 
They were probably predominantly Gentiles, which 
made the Jews envious and angry. 

Paul’s final message in the synagogue declared that 
God had sent the Word to the Jews first (Acts 3:26; 
Rom. 1:16), but they had now rejected it. Therefore, 
Paul would now take the good news to the Gentiles, 
and he quoted Isaiah 49:6 to back up his decision. 
(Note also Luke 2:29-32.) He was ready to go to the 
ends of the earth to win souls to Christ! 

Acts 13:48 gives us the divine side of evangelism, 
for God has His elect people (Eph. 1:4). The word 
translated ordained means “enrolled,” and indicates 
that God’s people have their names written in God’s 
book (Luke 10:20; Phil. 4:3). But Acts 13:49 is the 
human side of evangelism: if we do not preach the 
Word, then nobody can believe and be saved. It takes 
both (see 2 Thess. 2:13-14; Rom. 10:13—15). 

The unbelieving Jews were not going to sit back 
and let Paul and Barnabas take over. First, they dis- 
puted with them, and then they brought legal action 
against them and expelled them from their borders. 
The missionaries were not discouraged: they shook off 
the dust of their feet against them (Luke 9:5; 10:11) 
and went to the next town, leaving behind them a 
group of joyful disciples. 


Iconium—Division (14:1-7) 
This city, more Greek than Roman, was in the Roman 
province of Galatia. Paul’s ministry in the synagogue 
was singularly blessed and a multitude of Jews and 
Gentiles believed. Once again, the unbelieving Jews 
stirred up hatred and opposition, but the missionaries 
stayed on and witnessed boldly for Christ. (Note the 
“therefore” in Acts 14:3.) 

God also enabled the men to perform signs and 
wonders as their “credentials” that they were indeed the 


servants of the true God (see Acts 15:12; Gal. 3:5; Heb. 
2:4). Faith is not based on miracles (Luke 16:27-31; 
John 2:23-25), but faith can be bolstered by miracles. 
The important thing is “the word of his grace” that per- 
forms the work of His grace (Acts 14:26). 

The result? The city was divided and the Christians 
were threatened with public disgrace and stoning. 
Obedient to their Lord’s counsel in Matthew 10:23, 
they fled from that area into a different Roman district 
and continued to minister the Word of God. 


Lystra—Delusion (14:8-20) 

Lystra was in the Roman province of Galatia, about 
eighteen miles southwest of Iconium. This was the first 
of three visits Paul made to this city, and an eventful 
visit it was! On his second missionary journey, Paul 
enlisted Timothy in Lystra (Acts 16:1-5), and he made 
a visit to this church on his third journey as well (Acts 
18:23). We should note four different responses during 
this visit. 

The crippled man’s response to the Word (vv. 
8-10). Both Peter and Paul healed men who were lame 
from birth (Acts 3). Had their lameness been caused by 
disease or accident, the cure might have been attrib- 
uted to a sudden change in their health. As it was, the 
cure was obviously miraculous. 

The word translated “speak” in Acts 14:9 means 
ordinary conversation, though it can refer to formal 
speaking. It is likely that Paul was simply conversing 
with some of the citizens in the marketplace, telling 
them about Jesus, and the lame man overheard what he 
said. The Word produced faith (Rom. 10:17) and faith 
brought healing. 

The crowd’s response to the crippled man (vv. 
11-13). Miracles by themselves do not produce 
either conviction or faith. They must be accompanied 
by the Word (Acts 14:3). This was a superstitious 
crowd that interpreted events in the light of their own 
mythology. They identified Barnabas as Jupiter 
(Zeus), the chief of the gods; and Paul, the speaker, 
they identified with Mercury (Hermes), the messen- 
ger of the gods. Jupiter was the patron deity of the 
city, so this was a great opportunity for the priest of 
Jupiter to become very important and lead the people 
in honoring their god. 

The apostles’ response to the crowd (vv. 14-19). 
How easy it would have been to accept this worship 
and try to use the honor as a basis for teaching the peo- 
ple the truth, but that is not the way God’s true 
servants minister (2 Cor. 4:1—2; 1 Thess. 2:1—5). Paul 
and Barnabas opposed what they were doing and 
boldly told the people that the gods of Lystra were 
“vanities.” 

Paul’s message was not based on the Old Testament, 
because this was a pagan Gentile audience. He started 
with the witness of God in creation (see Acts 17:22ff.). 
He made it clear that there is but one God who is the 
living God, the giving God, and the forgiving God. 
And He has been patient with the sinning nations (Acts 
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17:30) and has not judged them for their sins as they 
deserve. 

The crowd quieted down, but when some trouble- 
making Jews arrived from Antioch and Iconium, the 
crowd followed their lead and stoned Paul. One 
minute, Paul was a god to be worshipped; the next 
minute, he was a criminal to be slain! Emerson called a 
mob “a society of bodies voluntarily bereaving them- 
selves of reason.” Often this is true. 

The disciples’ response to Paul (v. 20). There 
were new believers in Lystra, and this was a crisis situ- 
ation for them. They were a minority, their leader had 
been stoned, and their future looked very bleak. But 
they stood by Paul! It is likely that they joined hearts 
and prayed for him, and this is one reason God raised 
him up. Was Paul dead? We are not told. This is the 
only stoning he ever experienced (2 Cor. 11:25), but 
from it came glory to God. It may have been this event 
that especially touched Timothy and eventually led to 
his association with Paul (2 Tim. 3:10). 


Antioch in Syria—Declaration (14:21-28) 
On their return trip to Antioch, the missionaries were 
engaged in several important ministries. 

First, they preached the gospel and made disciples 
(“taught many”). It is difficult to understand how they 
got back into the cities from which they had been 
expelled, but the Lord opened the doors. 

Second, they strengthened (“confirmed”) the 
believers in the things of Christ and encouraged 
(“exhorted”) them to continue in the faith. 
Continuance is a proof of true faith in Jesus Christ 
(John 8:31-32; Acts 2:42). Paul made it very clear that 
living the Christian life was not an easy thing and that 
they would all have to expect trials and sufferings 
before they would see the Lord in glory. 

Third, they organized the churches (Acts 
14:23-25). The local church is both an organism and 
an organization, for if an organism is not organized, it 
will die! Paul and Barnabas ordained spiritual leaders 
and gave them the responsibility of caring for the flock. 
If you compare Titus 1:5 and 7, you will see that 
“elder” and “bishop” (overseer) refer to the same office, 
and both are equivalent to “pastor” (shepherd). 

The word translated ordained means “to elect by a 
show of hands.” It is possible that Paul chose the men 
and the congregation voted its approval, or that the 
people selected them by vote and Paul ordained them 
(see Acts 6:1-6). 

Finally, they reported to their “sending church” on 
the work God had done (Acts 14:26-28). They had 
been gone at least a year, and it must have been excit- 
ing for them and for the church when they arrived back 
home. They had, by the grace of God, fulfilled the 
work God had given them to do, and they joyfully 
reported the blessings to the church family. 

This is perhaps the first “missionary conference” in 
church history, and what a conference it must have 
been! A church officer once said to me, “I don’t care 
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how much money you want for missions, I'll give it, 
but just dont make me listen to missionaries speak!” | felt 
sorry for him that his spiritual temperature was so low 
that he could not listen to reports of what God was 
doing in the difficult corners of the harvest field. 

As you review Paul’s first missionary journey, you 
can see the principles by which he operated, principles 
that are still applicable today. 

He worked primarily in the key cities and chal- 
lenged the believers to take the message out to the more 
remote areas. The gospel works in the population cen- 
ters, and we must carry it there. 

He used one approach with the synagogue congre- 
gations and another with the Gentiles. He referred the 
Jews and Jewish proselytes to the Old Testament 
Scriptures, but when preaching to the Gentiles, he 
emphasized the God of creation and His goodness to 
the nations. His starting point was different, but his 
finishing point was the same: faith in the Lord Jesus 
Christ. 

He majored on establishing and organizing local 
churches. Jesus had the local church in mind when He 
gave what we call the “Great Commission” (Matt. 
28:19-20). After we make disciples (“teach”), we must 
baptize them (the responsibility primarily of a local 
church) and then teach them the Word of God. Merely 
winning people to Christ is but fulfilling one-third of 
the commission! It takes the local assembly of believers 
to help us fulfill all of what Jesus commanded us to do. 

He grounded the believers in the Word of God. 
This is the only source of strength and stability when 
persecution comes, as it inevitably does come. Paul did 
not preach a popular “success gospel” that painted a 
picture of an easy Christian life. 

The amazing thing is that Paul and his associates 
did all of this without the modern means of transporta- 
tion and communication that we possess today. Dr. 
Bob Pierce used to say to us in Youth for Christ, 
“Others have done so much with so little, while we 
have done so little with so much!” The wasted wealth 
of American believers alone, if invested in world evan- 
gelization, might lead to the salvation of millions of 
lost people. 

Paul and Barnabas announced that the “door of 
faith” had been opened to the Gentiles. 

That door is still open, to Jews and Gentiles alike— 
to a whole world! Walk through that open door and 
help take the gospel to others. 

Be daring! 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
Acts 15:1-35 


DON’T CLOSE THE DOORS! 


he progress of the gospel has often been hindered 
by people with closed minds who stand in front of 
open doors and block the way for others. 
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In 1786, when William Carey laid the burden of 
world missions before a ministerial meeting in 
Northampton, England, the eminent Dr. Ryland said 
to him, “Young man, sit down! When God pleases to 
convert the heathen, He will do it without your aid or 
mine!” More than one Spirit-filled servant of God has 
had to enter open doors of opportunity without the 
support of churches and religious leaders. 

Paul and his associates faced this same challenge at 
the Jerusalem Conference about twenty years after 
Pentecost. Courageously, they defended both the truth 
of the gospel and the missionary outreach of the 
church. There were three stages in this event. 


The Dispute (15:1-5) 

It all started when some legalistic Jewish teachers came 
to Antioch and taught that the Gentiles, in order to be 
saved, had to be circumcised and obey the law of 
Moses. These men were associated with the Jerusalem 
congregation but not authorized by it (Acts 15:24). 
Identified with the Pharisees (Acts 15:5), these teachers 
were “false brethren” who wanted to rob both Jewish 
and Gentile believers of their liberty in Christ (Gal. 
2:1-10; 5:1ff.). 

It is not surprising that there were people in the 
Jerusalem church who were strong advocates of the law 
of Moses but ignorant of the relationship between law 
and grace. These people were Jews who had been 
trained to respect and obey the law of Moses, and after 
all, Romans, Galatians, and Hebrews had not yet been 
written! There was a large group of priests in the 
Jerusalem assembly (Acts 6:7), as well as people who 
still followed some of the Old Testament practices (see 
Acts 21:20-26). It was a time of transition, and such 
times are always difficult. 

What were these legalists actually doing and why 
were they so dangerous? They were attempting to mix 
law and grace and to pour the new wine into the 
ancient brittle wineskins (Luke 5:36-39). They were 
stitching up the rent veil (Luke 23:45) and blocking 
the new and living way to God that Jesus had opened 
when He died on the cross (Heb. 10:19-25). They 
were rebuilding the wall between Jews and Gentiles 
that Jesus had torn down on the cross (Eph. 2:14-16). 
They were putting the heavy Jewish yoke on Gentile 
shoulders (Acts 15:10; Gal. 5:1) and asking the church 
to move out of the sunlight into the shadows (Col. 
2:16-17; Heb. 10:1). They were saying, “A Gentile 
must first become a Jew before he can become a 
Christian! It is not sufficient for them simply to trust 
Jesus Christ. They must also obey Moses!” 

Several important issues are involved here, not the 
least of which is the work of Christ on the cross as 
declared in the message of the gospel (1 Cor. 15:1-8; 
Heb. 10:1-18). God pronounces a solemn anathema 
on anyone who preaches any other gospel than the 
gospel of the grace of God found in Jesus Christ His 
Son (Gal. 1:1-9). When any religious leader says, 
“Unless you belong to our group, you cannot be 


saved!” or, “Unless you participate in our ceremonies 
and keep our rules, you cannot be saved!” he is adding 
to the gospel and denying the finished work of Jesus 
Christ. Paul wrote his epistle to the Galatians to make 
it clear that salvation is wholly by God’s grace, through 
faith in Christ, plus nothing! 

Another issue involved was the nature of the 
church’s missionary program. If these legalists (we call 
them “the Judaizers”) were correct, then Paul and 
Barnabas had been all wrong in their ministry. Along 
with preaching the gospel, they should have been 
teaching the Gentiles how to live as good Jews. No 
wonder Paul and Barnabas debated and disputed with 
these false teachers (Acts 15:2, 7)! The Antioch believ- 
ers were being “troubled” and “subverted” (Acts 15:24), 
and this same confusion and disruption would soon 
spread to the Gentile churches Paul and Barnabas had 
founded. This was a declaration of war that Paul and 
Barnabas could not ignore. 

God gave Paul a revelation instructing him to take 
the whole matter to the Jerusalem church leaders (Gal. 
2:2), and to this the Antioch assembly agreed (“they” in 
Acts 15:2). The gathering was not a “church council” 
in the denominational sense, but rather a meeting of 
the leaders who heard the various groups and then 
made their decision. Though the “mother church” in 
Jerusalem did have great influence, each local church 
was autonomous. 


The Defense (15:6-18) 

It appears that at least four different meetings were 
involved in this strategic conference: (1) a public wel- 
come to Paul and his associates, Acts 15:4; (2) a private 
meeting of Paul and the key leaders, Galatians 2:2; (3) 
a second public meeting at which the Judaizers pre- 
sented their case, Acts 15:5—6 and Galatians 2:3—5; and 
(4) the public discussion described in Acts 15:6ff. In 
this public discussion, four key leaders presented the 
case for keeping the doors of grace open to the lost 
Gentiles. 

Peter reviewed the past (vv. 6-11). We get the 
impression that Peter sat patiently while the disputing 
(“questioning”) was going on, waiting for the Spirit to 
direct him. “He who answers a matter before he hears 
it, it is folly and shame to him” (Prov. 18:13 Nxyv). 
Peter reminded the church of four important ministries 
that God had performed for the Gentiles, ministries in 
which he had played an important part. 

First, God made a choice that Peter should preach 
the gospel to the Gentiles (Acts 15:7). Jesus had given 
the keys of the kingdom to Peter (Matt. 16:19), and he 
had used them to open the door of faith to the Jews 
(Acts 2), the Samaritans (Acts 8:14-17), and the 
Gentiles (Acts 10). The apostles and brethren in Judea 
had censured Peter for visiting the Gentiles and eating 
with them, but he had satisfactorily defended himself 
(Acts 11:1-18). Note that Peter made it clear that 
Cornelius and his household were saved by hearing and 
believing, not by obeying the law of Moses. 
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Second, God gave the Holy Spirit to the Gentiles to 
bear witness that they truly were born again (Acts 
15:8). Only God can see the human heart; so, if these 
people had not been saved, God would never have 
given them the Spirit (Rom. 8:9). But they did not 
receive the Spirit by keeping the law, but by believing 
God’s Word (Acts 10:43—46; see Gal. 3:2). Peter’s mes- 
sage was “whoever believes in Him will receive 
remission of sins” (Acts 10:43 Nxjv), not “whoever 
believes and obeys the law of Moses.” 

Third, God erased a difference (Acts 15:9, 11). For 
centuries, God had put a difference between Jews and 
Gentiles, and it was the task of the Jewish religious 
leaders to protect and maintain that difference (Lev. 
10:10; Ezek. 22:26; 44:23). Jesus taught that the 
Jewish dietary laws had nothing to do with inner holi- 
ness (Mark 7:1—23), and Peter had learned that lesson 
again when he had that vision on the housetop in 
Joppa (Acts 10:1ff). 

Ever since the work of Christ on Calvary, God has 
made no difference between Jews and Gentiles as far as 
sin (Rom. 3:9, 22) or salvation (Rom. 10:9-13) are 
concerned. Sinners can have their hearts purified only 
by faith in Christ; salvation is not by keeping the law 
(Acts 15:9). We would expect Peter to conclude his 
defense by saying, “They [the Gentiles] shall be saved 
even as we Jews,” but he said just the reverse! “We 
[Jews] shall be saved, even as they!” 

God’s fourth ministry—and this was Peter's 
strongest statement—was the removing of the yoke of 
the law (Acts 15:10). The law was indeed a yoke that 
burdened the Jewish nation, but that yoke has been 
taken away by Jesus Christ (see Matt. 11:28-30; Gal. 
5:1ff.; Col. 2:14-17). After all, the law was given to the 
Jewish nation to protect them from the evils of the 
Gentile world and prepare them to bring the Messiah 
into the world (Gal. 4:1-7). The law cannot purify the 
sinner’s heart (Gal. 2:21), impart the gift of the Holy 
Spirit (Gal. 3:2), or give eternal life (Gal. 3:21). What 
the law could not do, God did through His own Son 
(Rom. 8:1—4). Those who have trusted Christ have the 
righteousness of God’s law in their hearts and, through 
the Spirit, obey His will. They are not motivated by 
fear, but by love, for “love is the fulfilling of the law” 
(Rom. 13:8-10). 

Paul and Barnabas reported on the present (v. 
12). Peter's witness made a great impact on the congre- 
gation because they sat in silence after he was finished. 
Then Paul and Barnabas stood up and told the group 
what God had done among the Gentiles through their 
witness. Dr. Luke devoted only one summary sentence 
to their report since he had already given it in detail in 
Acts 13—14. Paul and Barnabas were greatly respected 
by the church (see Acts 15:25—26), and their testimony 
carried a great deal of weight. 

Their emphasis was on the miracles that God had 
enabled them to perform among the Gentiles. These mir- 


acles were proof that God was working with them 
(Mark 16:20; Acts 15:4) and that they were God’s chosen 
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messengers (Rom. 15:18-19; Heb. 2:24). “Does God 
give you his Spirit and work miracles among you 
because you observe the law, or because you believe 
what you heard?” (Gal. 3:5 nrv). They had preached 
grace, not law, and God had honored this message. 

If you will review the record of the first missionary 
journey (Acts 13—14), you will see that the emphasis 
is on what God did in response to men’s faith. See Acts 
13:8, 12, 39, 41, 48; 14:1, 22-23, 27. Note also the 
emphasis on grace (Acts 13:43; 14:3, 26). God opened 
for the Gentiles “the door of faith,” not “the door of 
law.” For that matter the Antioch church, which com- 
missioned Paul and Barnabas, was founded by people 
who “believed and turned unto the Lord” (Acts 11:21) 
and experienced the grace of God (Acts 11:23). They 
were saved the same way sinners are saved today, “by 
grace, through faith” (Eph. 2:8-9). 

Both Peter and Paul received from God special 
visions directing them to go to the Gentiles (Acts 
10:1ff.; 22:21). However, it was Paul whom God set 
apart as the apostle to the Gentiles (Rom. 11:13; Gal. 
2:6-10; Eph. 3:1-12). If Gentile sinners had to obey 
the law of Moses in order to be saved, then why did 
God give Paul the gospel of grace and send him off to 
the Gentiles? God could just as well have sent Peter! 

Peter reviewed God’s ministries to the Gentiles in 
the past, and Paul and Barnabas reported on God’s 
work among the Gentiles in that present day. James 
was the final speaker, and he focused on the future. 

James related it all to the future (vv. 13-18). 
James was a brother to Jesus (Matt. 13:55; Gal. 1:19) 
and the writer of the epistle of James. He and his 
brethren were not believers in Christ until after the res- 
urrection (John 7:5; 1 Cor. 15:7; Acts 1:14). James had 
strong leanings toward the law (there are at least ten 
references to law in his epistle), so he was most accept- 
able to the legalistic party in the Jerusalem church. 

The key idea in James’ speech is agreement. First, he 
expressed his full agreement with Peter that God was 
saving the Gentiles by grace. It must have startled the 
Judaizers when James called these saved Gentiles “a 
people for his [God’s] name,” because for centuries the 
Jews had carried that honorable title (see Deut. 7:6; 
14:2; 28:10). Today, God is graciously calling out a 
people, the church, from both Jews and Gentiles. In 
fact, the Greek word for “church” (ekklesia) means “a 
called-out assembly” (kaleo = to call; ek = out). But if 
they are called out, then their salvation is all of grace 
and not through the keeping of the law! 

The Judaizers did not understand how the Gentiles 
and the Jews related to each other in the church, or 
how the church fit into God’s promise to establish a 
kingdom for Israel. The Old Testament declared both 
the salvation of the Gentiles (Isa. 2:2; 11:10) and the 
future establishing of a glorious kingdom for Israel (Isa. 
11—12; 35; 60), but it did not explain how they 
related to each other. The legalists in the church were 
jealous for both the future glory of Israel and the past 
glory of Moses and the law. It seemed to them that 
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their acceptance of the Gentiles as “spiritual equals” 
jeopardized the future of Israel. 

We today have a better grasp of this truth because 
Paul explained it in Ephesians 2—3 and Romans 9— 
11. Saved Jews and Gentiles are both members of the 
same body and “one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). The 
truth about the church, the body of Christ, was a “mys- 
tery” (a sacred secret) hidden in past ages and revealed 
to the church by the Spirit. God’s “mystery program” 
for the church does not cancel His great “prophecy pro- 
gram’ for Israel. Paul makes it clear in Romans 9—11 
that there is a future for Israel and that God will keep 
His “kingdom promises” to His people. 

James stated that the prophets also agreed with this 
conclusion, and he cited Amos 9:11—12 to prove his 
point. Note that he did not state that what Peter, Paul, 
and Barnabas had said was a fulfillment of this 
prophecy. He said that what Amos wrote agreed with 
their testimony. A careful reading of Amos 9:8-15 
reveals that the prophet is describing events in the end 
times, when God will regather His people Israel to 
their land and bless them abundantly. If we “spiritual- 
ize” these promises, we rob them of their plain 
meaning and James’ argument falls apart. 

Amos also prophesied that the fallen house (“tent”) 
of David would be raised up and God would fulfill His 
covenant with David that a king would sit on his 
throne (see 2 Sam. 7:25-29). This future King, of 
course, will be Jesus Christ the Son of David (2 Sam. 
7:13, 16; Isa. 9:6-7; Luke 1:32), who will reign over 
Israel during the kingdom. In fact, the only Jew alive 
today who can prove His genealogy and defend His 
kingship is Jesus Christ! 

God revealed these truths gradually to His people, 
but His plan had been settled from the beginning. 
Neither the cross nor the church were afterthoughts 
with God (Acts 2:23; 4:27-28; Eph. 1:4). The 
Judaizers thought that Israel had to “rise” in her glori- 
ous kingdom before the Gentiles could be saved, but 
God revealed that it was through Israel’s “fall” that the 
Gentiles would find salvation (Rom. 11:11-16). At the 
time of the Jerusalem Conference, David’s house and 
throne indeed were fallen, but they would be restored 
one day and the kingdom established. 


The Decision (15:19-35) 

The leaders and the whole church (Acts 15:22), 
directed by the Holy Spirit (Acts 15:28), made a 
twofold decision: a doctrinal decision about salvation, 
and a practical decision about how to live the Christian 
life. 

The doctrinal decision we have already examined. 
The church concluded that Jews and Gentiles are all 
sinners before God and can be saved only by faith in 
Jesus Christ. There is one need, and there is but one 
gospel to meet that need (Gal. 1:6-12). God has today 
but one program: He is calling out a people for His 
name. Israel is set aside but not cast away (Rom. 
11:1ff.), and when God’s program for the church is 


completed, He will begin to fulfill His kingdom prom- 
ises to the Jews. 

But all doctrine must lead to duty. James empha- 
sized this in his epistle (James 2:14-26), and so did 
Paul in his letters. It is not enough for us simply to 
accept a biblical truth; we must apply it personally in 
everyday life. Church problems are not solved by pass- 
ing resolutions, but by practicing the revelations God 
gives us from His Word. 

James advised the church to write to the Gentile 
believers and share the decisions of the conference. 
This letter asked for obedience to two commands and a 
willingness to agree to two personal concessions. The 
two commands were that the believers avoid idolatry 
and immorality, sins that were especially prevalent 
among the Gentiles (see 1 Cor. 8—10). The two con- 
cessions were that they willingly abstain from eating 
blood and meat from animals that had died by stran- 
gulation. The two commands do not create any special 
problems, for idolatry and immorality have always 
been wrong in God’s sight, both for Jews and Gentiles. 
But what about the two concessions concerning food? 

Keep in mind that the early church did a great deal 
of eating together and practicing of hospitality. Most 
churches met in homes, and some assemblies held a 
“love feast” in conjunction with the Lord’s Supper (1 
Cor. 11:17-34). It was probably not much different 
from our own potluck dinners. If the Gentile believers 
ate food that the Jewish believers considered “unclean,” 
this would cause division in the church. Paul dealt 
clearly with this whole problem in Romans 14—15. 

The prohibition against eating blood was actually 
given by God before the time of the law (Gen. 9:4), 
and it was repeated by Moses (Lev. 17:11-14; Deut. 
12:23). If an animal is killed by strangulation, some of 
the blood will remain in the body and make the meat 
unfit for Jews to eat. Hence, the admonition against 
strangulation. “Kosher” meat is meat that comes from 
clean animals that have been killed properly so that the 
blood has been totally drained from the body. 

It is beautiful to see that this letter expressed the 
loving unity of people who had once been debating 
with each other and defending opposing views. The 
legalistic Jews willingly gave up insisting that the 
Gentiles had to be circumcised to be saved, and the 
Gentiles willingly accepted a change in their eating 
habits. It was a loving compromise that did not in any 
way affect the truth of the gospel. As every married per- 
son and parent knows, there are times in a home when 
compromise is wrong, but there are also times when 
compromise is right. Wise Samuel Johnson said, “Life 
cannot subsist in society but by reciprocal conces- 
sions.” The person who is always right, and who insists 
on having his or her own way, is difficult to live with 
happily. 

What did this decision accomplish in a practical 
way? At least three things. First, it strengthened the 
unity of the church and kept it from splitting into 
two extreme “law” and “grace” groups. President 
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Eisenhower called the right kind of compromise “all 
of the usable surface. The extremes, right or left, are 
in the gutters.” Again, this is not doctrinal compro- 
mise, for that is always wrong (Jude 3). Rather, it is 
learning to give and take in the practical arrange- 
ments of life so that people can live and work together 
in love and harmony. 

Second, this decision made it possible for the 
church to present a united witness to the lost Jews (Acts 
15:21). For the most part, the church was still identi- 
fied with the Jewish synagogue, and it is likely that in 
some cities, entire synagogue congregations believed on 
Jesus Christ—Jews, Gentile proselytes, and Gentile 
“God-fearers” together. If the Gentile believers abused 
their freedom in Christ and ate meat containing blood, 
this would offend both the saved Jews and their 
unsaved. friends whom they were trying to win to 
Christ. It was simply a matter of not being a stumbling 
block to the weak or to the lost (Rom. 14:13-21). 

Third, this decision brought blessing as the letter 
was shared with the various Gentile congregations. 
Paul and Barnabas, along with Judas and Silas, took the 
good news to Antioch, and the church rejoiced and was 
encouraged because they did not have to carry the bur- 
densome yoke of the law (Acts 15:30-31). On his 
second missionary journey, Paul shared the letter with 
the churches he had founded on his first missionary 
journey. The result was a strengthening of the churches’ 
faith and an increase of their number (Acts 16:5). 

We today can learn a great deal from this difficult 
experience of the early church. To begin with, prob- 
lems and differences are opportunities for growth just 
as much as temptations for dissension and division. 
Churches need to work together and take time to lis- 
ten, love, and learn. How many hurtful fights and splits 
could have been avoided if only some of God’s people 
had given the Spirit time to speak and to work. 

Most divisions are caused by “followers” and “lead- 
ers.” A powerful leader gets a following, refuses to give 
in on even the smallest matter, and before long there is 
a split. Most church problems are not caused by doctri- 
nal differences but by different viewpoints on practical 
matters. What color shall we paint the church kitchen? 
Can we change the order of the service? I heard of one 
church that almost split over whether the organ or the 
piano should be on the right side of the platform! 

Christians need to learn the art of loving compro- 
mise. They need to have their priorities in order so they 
know when to fight for what is really important in the 
church. It is sinful to follow some impressive member 
of the church who is fighting to get his or her way on 
some minor issue that is not worth fighting about. 
Every congregation needs a regular dose of the love 
described in 1 Corinthians 13 to prevent division and 
dissension. 

As we deal with our differences, we must ask, “How 
will our decisions affect the united witness of the 
church to the lost?” Jesus prayed that His people might 
be united so that the world might believe on Him 
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John 17:20-21). Unity is not uniformity, for unity is 
based on love and not law. There is a great need in the 
church for diversity in unity (Eph. 4:1-17), for that is 
the only way the body can mature and do its work in 
the world. 

God has opened a wonderful door of opportunity 
for us to take the gospel of God’s grace to a condemned 
world. But there are forces in the church even today 
that want to close that door. There are people who are 
preaching “another gospel” that is not the gospel of 
Jesus Christ. 

Help keep that door open—and reach as many as 
you can! 

Be daring! 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
Acts 15:36—16:40 


MORE OPEN DOORS 


or the apostle Paul, the church at Antioch was not 
F: parking lot: it was a launching pad. He could 

never settle down to a “comfortable ministry” any- 
where as long as there were open doors for the 
preaching of the gospel. 

Paul would have agreed enthusiastically with the 
words of Robertson McQuilken from his book The 
Great Omission: “In a world in which nine out of every 
ten people are lost, three out of four have never heard 
the way out, and one of every two cannot hear, the 
church sleeps on. Could it be we think there must be 
some other way? Or perhaps we don't really care that 
much.” Paul cared—and so should we. 

There were several new elements in this second 
journey that indicated that God was still at work, in 
spite of the seeming obstacles and personal difficulties 
that arose. 


A New Partner (15:36-41) 

Paul and Barnabas agreed on the importance of the 
trip, but they could not agree on the composition of 
the “team.” Here were two dedicated men who had just 
helped bring unity to the church, and yet they could 
not settle their own disagreements! Disturbing and 
painful as these conflicts are, they are often found in 
church history, and yet God is able to overrule them 
and accomplish His purposes. 

That Barnabas would champion John Mark is 
certainly no surprise. He and Mark were cousins 
(Col. 4:10 Nass), and the family ties would be 
strong. But even more, Barnabas was the kind of man 
who eagerly tried to help others, which is why the 
early church named him “son of encouragement” 
(Acts 4:36). He was ready to give John Mark an 
opportunity to serve the Lord and to prove himself. 
Barnabas “kept on insisting” (wuesT) that they take 
Mark along. 

But Paul was just as adamant that they zot take 
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Mark! After all, on the first missionary journey, John 
Mark had deserted them to return home (Acts 13:13), 
and this was a mark of weakness. The ministry was too 
important, and the work too demanding, to enlist 
someone who might prove unreliable. 

As the discussion continued, it turned into a real 
argument (the word paroxysm comes from the word 
translated “contention”), and it seemed like the only 
solution was for the friends to divide the territory and 
separate. Barnabas took Mark and went to his native 
Cyprus, and Paul took Silas and headed for Syria and 
Celicia (note Acts 15:23). 

Who was right? It really doesn’t make much differ- 
ence. Perhaps both men were right on some things and 
wrong on other things. We know that John Mark ulti- 
mately did succeed in the ministry and that Paul came 
to love and appreciate him (see Col. 4:10; 2 Tim. 4:11; 
Philem. 23-24). Good and godly people in the church 
do disagree; this is one of the painful facts of life that 
we must accept. Paul looked at people and asked, 
“What can they do for God’s work?” while Barnabas 
looked at people and asked, “What can God’s work do 
for them?” Both questions are important to the Lord’s 
work, and sometimes it is difficult to keep things bal- 
anced. 

Paul selected a new partner, Silas, a chief man in the 
church, a prophet (Acts 15:22, 32), and one chosen to 
take the Jerusalem Conference decrees to the churches 
(Acts 15:27). “Silas” is probably a Greek version of the 
name Saul. He was coauthor with Paul of the 
Thessalonian epistles, and he was the secretary for 
Peter’s first epistle (1 Peter 5:12). Like Paul, he was a 
Roman citizen (Acts 16:37). 

God changes His workmen, but His work goes 
right on. Now there were two missionary teams instead 
of one! If God had to depend on perfect people to 
accomplish His work, He would never ever get any- 
thing done. Our limitations and imperfections are 
good reasons for us to depend on the grace of God, for 
our sufficiency is from Him alone (2 Cor. 3:5). 


A New Helper (16:1-5) 

Paul and Silas approached their destination from the 
east, so they came first to Derbe and then to Lystra, just 
the reverse of the first journey (Acts 14:6-20). The 
preachers went from church to church, delivering the 
decrees and helping establish the believers in the faith. 
The result was fruit from the witness of the believers so 
that the churches increased in number daily (see Acts 
2:47). It was certainly a most successful tour, but I 
wonder if any of the believers asked about Barnabas. 
And what did Paul tell them? 

Perhaps the best thing that happened at Lystra was 
the enlistment of Timothy to replace John Mark as 
Paul’s special assistant. Timothy was probably con- 
verted through Paul’s ministry when the apostle first 
visited Lystra, for Paul called him “my beloved son” (1 
Cor. 4:17) and “my own son in the faith” (1 Tim. 1:2). 
Timothy’s mother and grandmother had prepared the 


way for his decision by being the first in the family to 
trust Christ (2 Tim. 1:5). Young Timothy undoubt- 
edly witnessed Paul’s sufferings in Lystra (Acts 
14:19-20; 2 Tim. 3:10-11) and was drawn by the 
Lord to the apostle. Timothy was Paul’s favorite com- 
panion and coworker (Phil. 2:19-23), perhaps the son 
Paul never had but always wanted. 

Because he had a good report from the churches (1 
Tim. 3:7), Timothy was ordained by Paul and added to 
his “team” (1 Tim. 4:14; 2 Tim. 1:6). Paul’s next step 
was to have Timothy circumcised, an action that seems 
to contradict the decision of the Jerusalem Conference. 
However, there was an important spiritual principle 
behind Paul’s decision. 

The decision at the Jerusalem Conference was that 
it was not necessary to be circumcised in order to be 
saved. Paul did not allow Titus to be circumcised lest 
the enemy think he was promoting their cause (Gal. 
2:1-5). The battle in Jerusalem was over the truth of 
the gospel, not over the fitness of a man to serve. Paul’s 
concern with Timothy was not his salvation but his fit- 
ness for service. 

Timothy would be working with both Jews and 
Gentiles in the churches, and it was essential that he 
not offend them. That was why Paul had Timothy cir- 
cumcised (see 1 Cor. 9:19-23). Again, it was not a 
matter of Timothy’s salvation or personal character, but 
rather of avoiding serious problems that would surely 
become stumbling blocks as the men sought to serve 
the Lord (Rom. 14:13-15). It is a wise spiritual leader 
who knows how and when to apply the principles of 
the Word of God, when to stand firm and when to 
yield. 

In the years that followed, Timothy played an 
important part in the expansion and strengthening of 
the churches. He traveled with Paul and was often his 
special ambassador to the “trouble spots” in the work, 
such as Corinth. He became shepherd of the church in 
Ephesus (1 Tim. 1:3) and probably joined Paul in 
Rome shortly before the apostle was martyred (2 Tim. 
4:21). 


A New Vision (16:6-40) 
In this section, we see three wonderful “openings.” 

God opened the way (vv. 6-12). After visiting the 
churches he had founded, Paul tried to enter new ter- 
ritory for the Lord by traveling east into Asia Minor 
and Bythinia, but the Lord closed the door. We don’t 
know how God revealed His will in this matter, but we 
can well imagine that Paul was disappointed and per- 
haps a bit discouraged. Everything had been going so 
smoothly on this second journey that these closed 
doors must have come as a great surprise. However, it 
is comforting to know that even apostles were not 
always clear as to God’s will for their ministries! God 
planned for the message to get there another time (Acts 
18:19-19:41; see 1 Peter 1:1). 

In His sovereign grace, God led Paul west into 
Europe, not east into Asia. It is interesting to speculate 
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how world history might have been changed had 
Paul been sent to Asia instead of to Europe. At 
Troas, Paul was called to Macedonia by a man whom 
he saw in a night vision. “Nothing makes a man 
strong like a call for help,” wrote George 
MacDonald, and Paul was quick to respond to the 
vision (compare Acts 26:19). 

Note the pronoun we in Acts 16:10, for Dr. Luke, 
who wrote the book of Acts, joined Paul and his party 
at Troas. There are three “we” sections in Acts: 
16:10-17; 20:5-15; and 27:1—28:16. Luke changed 
from “we” to “they” in Acts 17:1, which suggests that 
he may have remained in Philippi to pastor the church 
after Paul left. The next “we” section begins in Acts 
20:5 in connection with Paul’s trip from Macedonia. 
Luke devoted a good deal of space to Paul’s ministry in 
Philippi, so perhaps he was a resident of that city. Some 
students think Luke may have been the man Paul saw 
in the vision. 

From Troas to Neapolis, the port of Philippi was a 
distance of about 150 miles, and it took them two days 
to make the journey. Later, the trip in the opposite 
direction would take five days, apparently because of 
contrary winds (Acts 20:6). Philippi lay ten miles 
inland from Neapolis, and the way Luke described the 
city would suggest that he was indeed one of its proud- 
est citizens. 

Philippi was a Roman colony, which meant that it 
was a “Rome away from Rome.” The emperor organ- 
ized “colonies” by ordering Roman citizens, especially 
retired military people, to live in selected places so 
there would be strong pro-Roman cities in these strate- 
gic areas. Though living on foreign soil, the citizens 
were expected to be loyal to Rome, to obey the laws of 
Rome, and to give honor to the Roman emperor. In 
return, they were given certain political privileges, not 
the least of which was exemption from taxes. This was 
their reward for leaving their homes in Italy and relo- 
cating elsewhere. 

God opened Lydia’s heart (vv. 13-15). Paul and 
his friends did not plunge immediately into evangeliz- 
ing the city, even though they knew God had called 
them there. No doubt they needed to rest and pray and 
make their plans together. It is not enough to know 
where God wants us to work; we must also know when 
and ow He wants us to work. 

The Jewish population in Philippi must have been 
very small since there was no synagogue there, only a 
place of prayer by the river outside the city. (It required 
ten men for the founding of a synagogue.) Paul had 
seen a man in the vision at Troas, but here he was min- 
istering to a group of women! “It is better that the 
words of the law be burned than be delivered to a 
woman!” said the rabbis, but that was no longer Paul’s 
philosophy. He had been obedient and the Lord had 
gone before to prepare the way. 

Lydia was a successful businesswoman from 
Thyatira, a city renowned for its purple dye. She prob- 
ably was in charge of a branch office of her guild in 
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Philippi. God brought her all the way to Greece so that 
she might hear the gospel and be converted. She was “a 
worshipper of God,” a Gentile who was not a full 
Jewish proselyte but who openly worshipped with the 
Jews. She was seeking truth. 

Paul shared the Word (“spoken” in Acts 16:14 
means personal conversation, not preaching), God 
opened her heart to the truth, and she believed and was 
saved. She boldly identified herself with Christ by 
being baptized, and she insisted that the missionaries 
stay at her house. All of her household had been con- 
verted, so this was a good opportunity for Paul and his 
associates to teach them the Word and establish a local 
church. (We will deal with “household salvation” when 
we get to Acts 16:31.) 

We must not conclude that because God opened 
Lydia’s heart, Lydia’s part in her conversion was entirely 
passive. She listened attentively to the Word, and it is 
the Word that brings the sinner to the Savior (John 
5:24). The same God who ordained the end, Lydia’s 
salvation, also ordained the means to the end, Paul’s wit- 
ness of Jesus Christ. This is a beautiful illustration of 2 
Thessalonians 2:13-14. 

God opened the prison doors (vv. 16-40). No 
sooner are lost people saved than Satan begins to 
hinder the work. In this case, he used a demonized 
girl who had made her masters wealthy by telling 
fortunes. As Paul and his “team” went regularly to 
the place of prayer, still witnessing to the lost, this 
girl repeatedly shouted after them, “These men are 
the servants of the Most High God, who show us the 
way of salvation!” Paul did not want either the 
gospel or the name of God to be “promoted” by one 
of Satan’s slaves, so he cast out the demon. After all, 
Satan may speak the truth one minute and the next 
minute tell a lie, and the unsaved would not know 
the difference. 

The owners had no concern for the girl; they were 
interested only in the income she provided, and now 
that income was gone. (The conflict between money 
and ministry appears often in Acts: 5:1-11; 8:18-24; 
19:23ff.; 20:33-34.) Their only recourse was the 
Roman law, and they thought they had a pretty good 
case because the missionaries were Jewish and were 
propagating a religion not approved by Rome. Moved 
by both religious and racial prejudices, the magis- 
trates acted rashly and did not investigate the matter 
fully. This neglect on their part later brought them 
embarrassment. 

Why didn’t Paul and Silas plead their Roman citi- 
zenship (see Acts 22:25-29; 25:11-12)? Perhaps there 
was not time, or perhaps Paul was saving that weapon 
for better use later on. He and Silas were stripped and 
beaten (see 2 Cor. 11:23, 25) and put in the city 
prison. It looked like the end of their witness in 
Philippi, but God had other plans. 

Instead of complaining or calling on God to judge 
their enemies, the two men prayed and praised God. 
When you are in pain, the midnight hour is not the 
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easiest time for a sacred concert, but God gives “songs 
in the night” (Job 35:10; also see Ps. 42:8). “Any fool 
can sing in the day,” said Charles Haddon Spurgeon. 
“Tt is easy to sing when we can read the notes by day- 
light; but the skilful stager is he who can sing when 
there is not a ray of light to read by ... Songs in the 
night come only from God; they are not in the power 
of men.” 

Prayer and praise are powerful weapons (2 Chron. 
20:1-22; Acts 4:23-37). God responded by shaking 
the foundations of the prison, opening all the doors, 
and loosening the prisoners’ bonds. They could have 
fled to freedom, but instead they remained right where 
they were. For one thing, Paul immediately took com- 
mand, and, no doubt, the fear of God was on these 
pagan men. The prisoners must have realized that there 
was something very special about those two Jewish 
preachers! 

Paul’s attention was fixed on the jailer, the man he 
really wanted to win to Christ. It was a Roman law 
that if a guard lost a prisoner, he was given the same 
punishment the prisoner would have received, so 
there must have been some men in the prison who 
had committed capital crimes. The jailer would rather 
commit suicide than face shame and execution. A 
hard-hearted person seeking vengeance would have 
let the cruel jailer kill himself, but Paul was not that 
kind of a man (see Matt. 5:10-12, 43—48). It was the 
jailer who was the prisoner, not Paul, and Paul not 
only saved the man’s life, but pointed him to eternal 
life in Christ. 

“What must I do to be saved?” is the cry of lost peo- 
ple worldwide, and we had better be able to give them 
the right answer. The legalists in the church would have 
replied, “Unless you are circumcised according to the 
custom of Moses, you cannot be saved” (Acts 15:1 
NKJV). But Paul knew the right answer—faith in Jesus 
Christ. In the book of Acts, the emphasis is on faith in 
Jesus Christ alone (Acts 2:38-39; 4:12; 8:12, 37; 
10:10—43; 13:38-39). 

The phrase “and thy house” does not mean that the 
faith of the jailer would automatically bring salvation 
to his family. Each sinner must trust Christ personally 
in order to be born again, for we cannot be saved “by 
proxy.” The phrase means “and your household will be 
saved if they will also believe.” We must not read into 
this statement the salvation of infants (with or without 
baptism), because it is clear that Paul was dealing with 
people old enough to hear the Word (Acts 16:32), to 
believe, and to rejoice (Acts 16:34). 

So-called “household salvation” has no basis in 
the Word of God—that is, that the decision of the 
head of the household brings salvation to the mem- 
bers of the household. The people in the household 
of Cornelius were old enough to respond to his call 
(Acts 10:24) and to understand the Word and 
believe (Acts 10:44; 11:15-17; 15:7-9). The house- 
hold of Crispus was composed of people old enough 
to hear and believe God’s Word (Acts 18:8). There is 


no suggestion here that the adults made decisions 
for infants or children. 

It is touching to see the change in the attitude of 
the jailer as he washed the wounds of these two prison- 
ers who were now his brothers in Christ. One of the 
evidences of true repentance is a loving desire to make 
restitution and reparation wherever we have hurt oth- 
ers. We should not only wash one another’s feet (John 
13:14-15), but we should also cleanse the wounds we 
have given to others. 

What about the other prisoners? Luke doesn’t give 
us the details, but it is possible that some of them were 
also born again through the witness of Paul and Silas 
and the jailer. Some of these prisoners may have been 
waiting for execution, so imagine their joy at hearing a 
message of salvation! Paul and Silas thought nothing of 
their own pains as they rejoiced in what God did in 
that Philippian jail! No doubt the jailer later joined 
with Lydia in the assembly. 

The city officials knew that they had no convincing 
case against Paul and Silas, so they sent word to the 
jailer to release them. Paul, however, was unwilling to 
“sneak out of town,” for that kind of exit would have 
left the new church under a cloud of suspicion. People 
would have asked, “Who were those men? Were they 
guilty of some crime? Why did they leave so quickly? 
What do their followers believe?” Paul and his associ- 
ates wanted to leave behind a strong witness of their 
own integrity as well as a good testimony for the infant 
church in Philippi. 

It was then that Paul made use of his Roman citi- 
zenship and boldly challenged the officials on the 
legality of their treatment. This was not personal 
revenge but a desire to give protection and respect for 
the church. While the record does not say that the 
magistrates officially and publicly apologized, it does 
state that they respectfully came to Paul and Silas, 
escorted them out of the prison, and politely asked 
them to leave town. Paul and Silas remained in Philippi 
long enough to visit the new believers and encourage 
them in the Lord. 

As you review this chapter, you can see that the 
work of the Lord progresses through difficulties and 
challenges. Sometimes the workers have problems with 
each other, and sometimes the problems come from the 
outside. It is also worth noting that not every sinner 
comes to Christ in exactly the same manner. Timothy 
was saved partly through the influence of a godly 
mother and grandmother. Lydia was converted 
through a quiet conversation with Paul at a Jewish 
prayer meeting, while the jailer’s conversion was dra- 
matic. One minute he was a potential suicide, and the 
next minute he was a child of God! 

Different people with different experiences, and yet 
all of them changed by the grace of God. 

Others just like them are waiting to be told God’s 
simple plan of salvation. 

Will you help them hear? 


In your own witness for Christ, will you be daring? 


Acts 16—17 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
Acts 17 


RESPONDING TO GOD’S WORD 


his chapter describes Paul’s ministry in three cities 
T and how some of the people in those cities 

responded to the Word of God. These pictures are 
snapshots, not murals, for Dr. Luke did not give us 
many details. However, as we study these three differ- 
ent responses, we can certainly see our modern world 
and better understand what to expect as we seek to wit- 
ness for Christ today. 


Thessalonica—Resisting the Word (17:1-9) 
Following the famous Egnatian Way, Paul and Silas 
went one hundred miles from Philippi to Thessalonica. 
(Timothy is not mentioned again until Acts 17:14, so 
he may have remained in Philippi.) As far as we can 
tell, they did not pause to minister in either 
Amphipolis or Apollonia. Perhaps there were no syna- 
gogues in those cities, and Paul certainly expected the 
new believers in Philippi to carry the message to their 
neighbors. It was Paul’s policy to minister in the larger 
cities and make them centers for evangelizing a whole 
district (see Acts 19:10, 26; 1 Thess. 1:8). 

Paul knew that Thessalonica (our modern Salonika) 
was a strategic city for the work of the Lord. Not only 
was it the capital of Macedonia, but it was also a cen- 
ter for business, rivaled only by Corinth. It was located 
on several important trade routes, and it boasted an 
excellent harbor. The city was predominantly Greek, 
even though it was controlled by Rome. Thessalonica 
was a “free city,” which meant that it had an elected cit- 
izens’ assembly, it could mint its own coins, and it had 
no Roman garrison within its walls. 

Paul labored at his tentmaking trade (Acts 18:3; 1 
Thess. 2:9; 2 Thess. 3:7-10), but on the Sabbath min- 
istered in the Jewish synagogue where he knew he 
would find both devout Jews and Gentiles, “God-seek- 
ers” and proselytes. This witness went on for only three 
Sabbaths; then he had to minister outside the syna- 
gogue. We do not know exactly how long Paul 
remained in Thessalonica, but it was long enough to 
receive financial help twice from the church in Philippi 
(Phil. 4:15-16). Read 1 Thessalonians 1 to learn how 
God blessed Paul’s ministry and how the message 
spread from Thessalonica to other places. It was not a 
long ministry, but it was an effective one. 

Four key words in Acts 17:2-3 describe Paul’s 
approach to the synagogue congregation. First, he 
reasoned, which means he dialogued with them 
through questions and answers. He explained (“open- 
ing”) the Scriptures to them and proved (“alleging”) 
that Jesus is indeed the Messiah. The word translated 
“alleging” means “to lay down alongside, to prove by 
presenting the evidence.” The apostle set before them 
one Old Testament proof after another that Jesus of 
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Nazareth is Messiah God. Paul was careful to 
announce (“preach”) the death and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ, which is the message of the gospel (1 
Cor. 15:1ff.). In the sermons in Acts, you will find an 
emphasis on the resurrection, for the believers were 
called to be witnesses of His resurrection (Acts 
1:21-22; 2:32; 3:15; 5:32). “Christianity is in its very 
essence a resurrection religion,” says Dr. John Stott. 
“The concept of resurrection lies at its heart. If you 
remove it, Christianity is destroyed.” 

As the result of three weeks’ ministry, Paul saw a 
large number of people believe, especially Greek prose- 
lytes and influential women. Among the men were 
Aristarchus and Secundus, who later traveled with Paul 
(Acts 20:4). Luke’s phrase “not a few” (Acts 17:4, 12) is 
one way of saying, “It was a big crowd!” 

But these results did not bring joy to everybody. 
The unbelieving Jews envied Paul’s success and were 
grieved to see the Gentiles and the influential women 
leaving the synagogue. Paul hoped that the salvation of 
the Gentiles would “provoke” the Jews into studying 
the Scriptures and discovering their promised Messiah 
(Rom. 11:13-14), but in this case, it only provoked 
them into persecuting the infant church. 

The Jews wanted to drag the missionaries before 
their city assembly (“the people,” Acts 17:5; see 19:30), 
so they manufactured a riot to get the attention of the 
magistrates. Unable to find the missionaries, the mob 
seized Jason, host to Paul and his friends, and took him 
and some of the believers instead. The Jews’ accusa- 
tions were similar to the ones used at the trial of Jesus: 
disturbing the peace and promoting treason (Luke 
23:2). Their crime was that of “saying that there is 
another king, one Jesus.” 

The Greek word translated “another” means 
“another of a different kind,” that is, a king unlike 
Caesar. When you read Paul’s two Thessalonian letters, 
you see the strong emphasis he gave in Thessalonica on 
the kingship of Christ and the promise of His return. 
Of course, our Lord’s kingdom is neither political nor 
“of this world” (John 18:36-37), but we cannot expect 
unsaved pagans to understand this. 

The kingship of Jesus Christ is unlike that of the 
rulers of this world. He conquers with ambassadors, 
not armies, and His weapons are truth and love. He 
brings men peace by upsetting the peace and turning 
things upside down! He conquers through His cross, 
where He died for a world of lost sinners. He even died 
for His enemies (Rom. 5:6—10)! 

The mob was agitated because they could not 
find Paul and Silas, so they settled for second best 
and obtained a peace bond against them. Jason had 
to put up the money and guarantee that Paul and 
Silas would leave the city and not return. It is possi- 
ble that Jason was a relative of Paul’s, which would 
make the transaction even more meaningful (Rom. 
16:21). Paul saw this prohibition as a device of Satan 
to hinder the work (1 Thess. 2:18), but it certainly 
did not hinder the Thessalonian church from 
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“sounding out the word” and winning the lost (1 


Thess. 1:6-9). 


Berea—Receiving the Word (17:10-15) 

Under cover of night, Paul and Silas left the city and 
headed for Berea, about forty-five miles away. It does 
not appear that Timothy was with them, as he was 
probably working in Philippi. Later, he would join Paul 
in Athens (Acts 17:15) and then be sent to 
Thessalonica to encourage the church in its time of 
persecution (1 Thess. 3: 1ff.). Since Timothy was a 
Gentile, and had not been present when the trouble 
erupted, he could minister in the city freely. The peace 
bond could keep Paul out, but it would not apply to 
Paul’s young assistant. 

Paul went into the synagogue and there discovered a 
group of people keenly interested in the study of the 
Old Testament Scriptures. In fact, they met daily to 
search the Scriptures to determine whether or not what 
Paul was saying was true. Paul had been overjoyed at the 
way the people in Thessalonica had received the Word 
(1 Thess. 2:13), so these “noble Bereans” must have 
really encouraged his heart. All of us should imitate 
these Bereans by faithfully studying God’s Word daily, 
discussing it, and testing the messages that we hear. 

God used His Word so that many people trusted 
Christ. One of the men who was converted was 
Sopater, who later assisted Paul (Acts 20:4). He may be 
the same man (Sosipater) who later sent greetings to 
the Christians in Rome (Rom. 16:21). 

Once again, Satan brought the enemy to the field as 
the unbelieving Jews from Thessalonica came to Berea 
and stirred up the people (note 1 Thess. 2:13-20). 
How did these men hear that Paul and Silas were min- 
istering in Berea? Perhaps the growing witness of the 
Berean believers reached as far as Thessalonica, or it 
may be that some troublemaker took the message to his 
friends in Thessalonica. Satan also has his “missionar- 
ies” and they are busy (2 Cor. 11:13-15). 

The believers in Berea outwitted the enemy by tak- 
ing Paul to the sea and putting him on a ship bound 
for Athens. Once more, Paul had to leave a place of 
rich ministry and break away from dear people he had 
come to love. Silas and Timothy later joined Paul in 
Athens, and then Timothy was sent to Thessalonica to 
help the saints there (1 Thess. 3:1-G). Silas was also 
sent on a special mission somewhere in Macedonia 
(Philippi?), and later both men met Paul in Corinth 
(Acts 18:1-5). 


Athens—Ridiculing the Word (17:16-34) 

Paul arrived in the great city of Athens, not as a sight- 
seer, but as a soul-winner. The late Noel O. Lyons, for 
many years director of the Greater Europe Mission, 
used to say, “Europe is looked over by millions of visi- 
tors and is overlooked by millions of Christians.” 
Europe needs the gospel today just as it did in Paul’s 
day, and we dare not miss our opportunities. Like Paul, 
we must have open eyes and broken hearts. 


The city. Athens was in a period of decline at this 
time, though still recognized as a center of culture and 
education. The glory of its politics and commerce had 
long since faded. It had a famous university and 
numerous beautiful buildings, but it was not the influ- 
ential city it once had been. The city was given over to 
a “cultured paganism” that was nourished by idolatry, 
novelty (Acts 17:21), and philosophy. 

“The Greek religion was a mere deification of 
human attributes and the powers of nature,” wrote 
Conybeare and Howson in their classic Life and Epistles 
of St. Paul. “It was a religion which ministered to art 
and amusement, and was entirely destitute of moral 
power” (280-281). The Greek myths spoke of gods 
and goddesses that, in their own rivalries and ambi- 
tions, acted more like humans than gods, and there 
were plenty of deities to choose from! One wit jested 
that in Athens it was easier to find a god than a man. 
Paul saw that the city was “wholly given to idolatry,” 
and it broke his heart. 

We today admire Greek sculpture and architecture 
as beautiful works of art, but in Paul’s day, much of this 
was directly associated with their religion. Paul knew 
that idolatry was demonic (1 Cor. 10:14-23) and that 
the many gods of the Greeks were only characters in 
stories who were unable to change men’s lives (1 Cor. 
8:1-6). With all of their culture and wisdom, the 
Greeks did not know the true God (1 Cor. 1:18—25). 

As for novelty, it was the chief pursuit of both the 
citizens and the visitors (Acts 17:21). Their leisure time 
was spent telling or hearing “some new thing.” Eric 
Hoffer wrote that “the fear of becoming a ‘has been’ 
keeps some people from becoming anything.” The per- 
son who chases the new and ignores the old soon 
discovers that he has no deep roots to nourish his life. 
He also discovers that nothing is really new; it’s just 
that our memories are poor (Eccl. 1:8-11). 

The city was also devoted to philosophy. When you 
think of Greece, you automatically think of Socrates 
and Aristotle and a host of other thinkers whose works 
are still read and studied today. Newspaper columnist 
Franklin P. Adams once defined philosophy as “unin- 
telligible answers to insoluble problems,” but the 
Greeks would not have agreed with him. They would 
have followed Aristotle, who called philosophy “the sci- 
ence which considers truth.” 

Paul had to confront two opposing philosophies as 
he witnessed in Athens, those of the Epicureans and 
the Stoics. We today associate the word Epicurean with 
the pursuit of pleasure and the love of “fine living,” 
especially fine food. But the Epicurean philosophy 
involved much more than that. In one sense, the 
founder Epicurus was an “existentialist” in that he 
sought truth by means of personal experience and not 
through reasoning. The Epicureans were materialists 
and atheists, and their goal in life was pleasure. To 
some, “pleasure” meant that which was grossly physi- 
cal, but to others, it meant a life of refined serenity, free 
from pain and anxiety. The true Epicurean avoided 
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extremes and sought to enjoy life by keeping things in 
balance, but pleasure was still his number one goal. 

The Stoics rejected the idolatry of pagan worship 
and taught that there was one “World God.” They were 
pantheists, and their emphasis was on personal disci- 
pline and self-control. Pleasure was not good and pain 
was not evil. The most important thing in life was to 
follow one’s reason and be self-sufficient, unmoved by 
inner feelings or outward circumstances. Of course, 
such a philosophy only fanned the flames of pride and 
taught men that they did not need the help of God. It 
is interesting that the first two leaders of the Stoic 
school committed suicide. 

The Epicureans said “Enjoy life!” and the Stoics 
said “Endure life!” but it remained for Paul to explain 
how they could enter into life through faith in God’s 
risen Son. 

The witness. “Left at Athens alone” (1 Thess. 3:1), 
Paul viewed the idolatrous city and his spirit was 
“stirred” (same word as “contention” in Acts 15:39— 
“paroxysm’). Therefore, he used what opportunities 
were available to share the good news of the gospel. As 
was his custom, he “dialogued” in the synagogue with 
the Jews, but he also witnessed in the marketplace 
(agora) to the Greeks. Anyone who was willing to talk 
was welcomed by Paul to his daily “classes.” 

It did not take long for the philosophers to hear 
about this “new thing” that was going on in the agora, 
and they came and listened to Paul and probably 
debated with him. As they listened, they gave two dif- 
ferent responses. One group ridiculed Paul and his 
teachings and called him a “babbler.” The word liter- 
ally means “birds picking up seed,” and it refers to 
someone who collects various ideas and teaches as his 
own the secondhand thoughts he borrows from others. 
It was not a very flattering description of the church’s 
greatest missionary and theologian. 

The second group was confused but interested. 
They thought Paul believed as they themselves did in 
many gods, because he was preaching “Jesus and 
Anastasis” (the Greek word for “resurrection”). The 
word translated “preached” in Acts 17:18 means “to 
preach the gospel.” Those who say that Paul modified 
his evangelistic tactics in Athens, hoping to appeal to 
the intellectuals, have missed the point. He preached 
the gospel as boldly in Athens as he did in Berea and 
would do in Corinth. 

The defense. The Council of the Aeropagus was 
responsible to watch over both religion and education 
in the city, so it was natural for them to investigate the 
“new doctrine” Paul was teaching. They courteously 
invited Paul to present his doctrine at what appears to 
have been an informal meeting of the council on Mars’ 
Hill. Paul was not on trial; the council members only 
wanted him to explain what he had been telling the 
people in the agora. After all, life in Athens consisted in 
hearing and telling new things, and Paul had some- 
thing new! 

Paul’s message is a masterpiece of communication. 
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He started where the people were by referring to their 
altar dedicated to an unknown god. Having aroused 
their interest, he then explained who that God is and 
what He is like. He concluded the message with a per- 
sonal application that left each council member facing 
a moral decision, and some of them decided for Jesus 
Christ. 

Paul opened. his address with a compliment: “I see 
that in every way you are very religious” (Acts 17:22 
Niv). They were so religious, in fact, that they even had 
an altar to “the unknown god,” lest some beneficent 
deity be neglected. If they did not know this god, how 
could they worship him? Or how could he help them? 
It was this God that Paul declared. 

In this message, which is similar to his sermon at 
Lystra (Acts 14:15-17), Paul shared four basic truths 
about God. 

The greatness of God: He is Creator (v. 24). 
Every thinking person asks, “Where did I come from? 
Why am I here? Where am I going?” Science attempts 
to answer the first question, and philosophy wrestles 
with the second, but only the Christian faith has a sat- 
isfactory answer to all three. The Epicureans, who were 
atheists, said that all was matter and matter always was. 
The Stoics said that everything was God, “the Spirit of 
the Universe.” God did not create anything; He only 
organized matter and impressed on it some “law and 
order.” 

But Paul boldly affirmed, “In the beginning, God!” 
God made the world and everything in it, and He is 
Lord of all that He has made. He is not a distant God, 
divorced from His creation, nor is He an imprisoned 
God, locked in creation. He is too great to be housed 
in man-made temples (1 Kings 8:27; Isa. 66:1-2; Acts 
7:48-50), but He is not too great to be concerned 
about man’s needs (Acts 17:25). We wonder how the 
Council members reacted to Paul’s statement about 
temples, for right there on the Acropolis were several 
shrines dedicated to Athena. 

The goodness of God: He is Provider (v. 25). 
Men may pride themselves in serving God, but it is 
God who serves man. If God is God, then He is self- 
sufficient and needs nothing that man can supply. Not 
only do the temples not contain God, but the services 
in the temples add nothing to God! In two brief state- 
ments, Paul completely wiped out the entire religious 
system of Greece! 

It is God who gives to us what we need: “life, and 
breath, and all things.” God is the source of every good 
and perfect gift (James 1:17). He gave us life and He 
sustains that life by His goodness (Matt. 5:45). It is the 
goodness of God that should lead men to repentance 
(Rom. 2:4). But instead of worshipping the Creator 
and glorifying Him, men worship His creation and 
glorify themselves (Rom. 1:18-25). 

The government of God: He is Ruler (vv. 
26-29). The gods of the Greeks were distant beings 
who had no concern for the problems and needs of 
men. But the God of creation is also the God of history 
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and geography! He created mankind “from one man” 
(Acts 17:36 Nrv) so that all nations are made of the 
same stuff and have the same blood. The Greeks felt 
that they were a special race, different from other 
nations, but Paul affirmed otherwise. Even their pre- 
cious land that they revered came as a gift from God. It 
is not the power of man, but the government of God, 
that determines the rise and fall of nations (Dan. 4:35). 

God is not a distant deity; “He [is] not far from 
every one of us” (Acts 17:27). Therefore, men ought to 
seek God and come to know Him in truth. Here Paul 
quoted from the poet Epimenides: “For in him we live, 
and move, and have our being.” Then he added a quo- 
tation from two poets, Aratus and Cleanthes: “For we 
are also his offspring.” Paul was not saying that all peo- 
ple on earth are the spiritual children of God, for 
sinners become God’s children only by faith in Jesus 
Christ (John 1:11-13). Rather, he was affirming the 
“Fatherhood of God” in a natural sense, for man was 
created in the image of God (Gen. 1:26). In this sense, 
Adam was a “son of God” (Luke 3:38). 

This led to Paul’s logical conclusion: God made us 
in His image, so it is foolish for us to make gods in our 
own image! Greek religion was nothing but the manu- 
facture and worship of gods who were patterned after 
men and who acted like men. Paul not only showed the 
folly of temples and the temple rituals, but also the 
folly of all idolatry. 

The grace of God: He is Savior (vv. 30-34). As he 
brought his message to a close, Paul summarized the 
clear evidences of God’s grace. For centuries, God was 
patient with man’s sin and ignorance (see Acts 14:16; 
Rom. 3:25). This does not mean that men were not 
guilty (Rom. 1:19-20), but only that God held back 
divine wrath. In due time, God sent a Savior, and now 
He commands all men to repent of their foolish ways. 
This Savior was killed and then raised from the dead, 
and one day, He will return to judge the world. The 
proof that He will judge is that He was raised from the 
dead. 

It was the doctrine of the resurrection that most of 
the members of the Council could not accept. To a 
Greek, the body was only a prison, and the sooner a 
person left his body, the happier he would be. Why 
raise a dead body and live in it again? And why would 
God bother with a personal judgment of each man? 
This kind of teaching was definitely incompatible with 
Greek philosophy. They believed in immortality, but 
not in resurrection. 

There were three different responses to the message. 
Some laughed and mocked and did not take Paul’s 
message seriously. Others were interested but wanted 
to hear more. A small group accepted what Paul 
preached, believed on Jesus Christ, and were saved. We 
wonder if the others who postponed their decision 
eventually trusted Christ. We hope they did. 

When you contrast the seeming meager results in 
Athens with the great harvests in Thessalonica and 
Berea, you are tempted to conclude that Paul’s ministry 


there was a dismal failure. If you do, you might find 
yourself drawing a hasty and erroneous conclusion. 
Paul was not told to leave, so we assume he lingered in 
Athens and continued to minister to both believers and 
unbelievers. Proud, sophisticated, wise Athens would 
not take easily to Paul’s humbling message of the 
gospel, especially when he summarized all of Greek his- 
tory in the phrase “the times of this ignorance.” The 
soil here was not deep and it contained many weeds, 
but there was a small harvest. 

And, after all, one soul is worth the whole world! 

We still need witnesses who will invade the “halls of 
academe” and present Christ to people who are wise in 
this world but ignorant of the true wisdom of the 
world to come. “Not many wise men after the flesh, 
not many mighty, not many noble are called” (1 Cor. 
1:26), but some are called, and God may use you to call 
them. 

Take the gospel to your “Athens.” 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
Acts 18:1-22 


IT’S ALWAYS TOO SOON TO QUIT 


man was shoveling snow from his driveway when 
AE boys carrying snow shovels approached him. 

“Shovel your snow, Mister?” one of them asked. 
“Only two dollars!” 

Puzzled, the man replied, “Cant you see that ’m 
doing it myself?” 

“Sure,” said the enterprising lad; “that’s why we 
asked. We get most of our business from people who 
are half through and feel like quitting!” 

Dr. V. Raymond Edman used to say to the students 
at Wheaton (Illinois) College, “It’s always too soon to 
quit!” And Charles Spurgeon reminded his London 
congregation, “By perseverance, the snail reached the 
ark.” 

Corinth, with its 200,000 people, would not be the 
easiest city in which to start a church, and yet that’s 
where Paul went after leaving Athens. And he went 
alone! The going was tough, but the apostle did not 
give up. 

Corinth’s reputation for wickedness was known all 
over the Roman Empire. (Rom. 1:18-32 was written 
in Corinth!) Thanks to its location, the city was a cen- 
ter for both trade and travel. Money and vice, along 
with strange philosophies and new religions, came to 
Corinth and found a home there. Corinth was the cap- 
ital of Achaia and one of the two most important cities 
Paul visited. The other was Ephesus. 

When God opens doors, the enemy tries to close 
them, and there are times when we close the doors on 
ourselves because we get discouraged and quit. As Paul 
ministered in Corinth, the Lord gave him just the 
encouragements that he needed to keep him going, and 
these same encouragements are available to us today. 
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Devoted Helpers (18:1-5) 

Paul came to Corinth following his ministry to the 
philosophers in Greece, and he determined to magnify 
Jesus Christ and the cross, to depend on the Holy 
Spirit, and to present the gospel in simplicity (1 Cor. 
2:1-5). There were many philosophers and itinerant 
teachers in Corinth, preying on the ignorant and 
superstitious population, and Paul’s message and min- 
istry could easily be misunderstood. 

One way Paul separated himself from the “religious 
hucksters” was by supporting himself as a tentmaker. 
By the providence of God, he met a Jewish couple, 
Aquila and Priscilla “Prisca,” 2 Tim. 4:19), who were 
workers in leather as was Paul. Jewish rabbis did not 
accept money from their students but earned their way 
by practicing a trade. All Jewish boys were expected to 
learn a trade, no matter what profession they might 
enter. “He who does not teach his son to work, teaches 
him to steal!” said the rabbis, so Saul of Tarsus learned 
to make leather tents and to support himself in his 
ministry (see Acts 18:3; 1 Cor. 9:6-15; 2 Cor. 
11:6-10). 

Were Aquila and Priscilla Christian believers at that 
time? We don’t know for certain, but it’s likely that they 
were. Perhaps they were even founding members of the 
church in Rome. We do know that this dedicated cou- 
ple served most faithfully and even risked their lives for 
Paul (Rom. 16:3-4). They assisted him in Ephesus 
(Acts 18:18-28), where they even hosted a church in 
their home (1 Cor. 16:19). Aquila and Priscilla were an 
important part of Paul’s “team,” and he thanked God 
for them. They are a good example of how “lay minis- 
ters” can help to further the work of the Lord. Every 
pastor and missionary thanks God for people like 
Aquila and Priscilla, people with hands, hearts, and 
homes dedicated to the work of the Lord. 

Paul lived and worked with Aquila and Priscilla, but 
on the Sabbath days witnessed boldly in the synagogue. 
After all, that was why he had come to Corinth. When 
Silas and Timothy arrived from Macedonia (Acts 
17:14-15; 18:5), they brought financial aid (2 Cor. 
11:9), and this enabled Paul to devote his full time to 
the preaching of the gospel. What a joy it must have 
been for Paul to see his friends and to hear from them 
the good news of the steadfastness of the Christians in 
the churches they had planted together (1 Thess. 3). 

Everyone agrees that Paul was a great Christian and 
a great missionary evangelist, but how much would 
Paul have accomplished alone? Friends like Aquila and 
Priscilla, Silas and Timothy, and the generous believers 
in Macedonia, made it possible for Paul to serve the 
Lord effectively. His Christian friends, new and old, 
encouraged him at a time when he needed it the most. 

Of course, this reminds us that we should encour- 
age our friends in the work of the Lord. Ralph Waldo 
Emerson wrote, “God evidently does not intend us all 
to be rich or powerful or great, but He does intend us 
all to be friends.” “Bear ye one another’s burdens, and 
so fulfill the law of Christ” is the way Paul expressed it 
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(Gal. 6:2). Humanly speaking, there would have been 
no church in Corinth were it not for the devotion and 
service of many different people. 


Opposition (18:6-8) 

Whenever God is blessing a ministry, you can expect 
increased opposition as well as increased opportunities. 
“For a great and effective door has opened to me, and 
there are many adversaries” (1 Cor. 16:9 NKJV). After 
all, the enemy gets angry when we invade his territory 
and liberate his slaves. As in Thessalonica and Berea 
(Acts 17:5-13), the unbelieving Jews who rejected the 
Word stirred up trouble for Paul and his friends (see 1 
Thess. 2:14-16). Such opposition is usually proof that 
God is at work, and this ought to encourage us. 
Spurgeon used to say that the devil never kicks a dead 
horse! 

Jewish opposition had forced Paul to leave 
Thessalonica and Berea, but in Corinth, it only made 
him determined to stay there and get the job done. It 
is always too soon to quit! Like the undaunted 
Christopher Columbus, Paul could write in his jour- 
nal, “Today we sailed on!” 

‘Two interesting Old Testament images are found in 
Acts 18:6. To shake out one’s garments was an act of 
judgment that said, “You have had your opportunity, 
but now it’s over!” Today we might say that we were 
washing our hands of a situation. (See Neh. 5:13; and 
compare Acts 13:51 and Matt. 10:14.) While Paul 
never ceased witnessing to the Jews, his primary calling 
was to evangelize the Gentiles (Acts 13:46—48; 28:28). 

To have blood on your hands means that you bear 
the responsibility for another’s death because you were 
not faithful to warn him. The image comes from the 
watchman on the city walls whose task it was to stay 
alert and warn of coming danger (see Ezek. 3:17—21; 
33:1-9). But to have blood on your head means that 
you are to blame for your own judgment. You had the 
opportunity to be saved, but you turned it down (see 
Josh. 2:19). Paul’s hands were clean (Acts 20:26) 
because he had been faithful to declare the message of 
the gospel. The Jews had their own blood on their own 
heads because they rejected God’s truth. 

At just the right time, God brought another friend 
into Pauls life—Gentile, God-fearing Titus Justus. 
Some Bible students think his full name was Gaius 
Titus Justus and that he was the “Gaius my host” 
referred to in Romans 16:23. The connection between 
Gaius and Crispus in Acts 18:7-8 and 1 Corinthians 
1:14 is certainly significant. 

Paul departed from the synagogue and began using 
the house of Titus Justus as his preaching station, right 
next to the synagogue! This was certainly a wise deci- 
sion on Paul’s part, because it gave him continued 
contact with the Jews and Gentile proselytes, and as a 
result, even the chief ruler of the synagogue was con- 
verted! It was the ruler’s job to see to it that the 
synagogue building was cared for and that the services 
were held in a regular and orderly manner. We have 
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here another instance of an entire family turning to the 
Lord (Acts 10:24, 44; 16:15, 34). How that must have 
stirred the Jewish population in Corinth! 

When you examine Paul’s ministry in Corinth, you 
will see that he was fulfilling the Lord’s commission 
given in Matthew 28:19-20. Paul came to Corinth 
(“Go”), he won sinners to Christ (“make disciples”), he 
baptized, and he taught them (note Acts 18:11). He 
even experienced the assurance of the Lord’s “Lo, I am 
with thee always” (Acts 18:9-10). 

Paul’s associates baptized most of the new converts 
(1 Cor. 1:11-17), just as our Lord’s disciples did when 
He ministered on earth (John 4:1-2; and note Acts 
10:46—48). The important thing is the believer’s obedi- 
ence to the Lord and not the name of the minister who 
does the baptizing. When I became senior pastor at the 
Moody Church in Chicago, an older member boast- 
fully said to me, “I was baptized by Dr. Ironside!” He 
was surprised that I was not impressed. I was sure that 
Dr. Ironside would have lovingly rebuked him for 
speaking like that, for Dr. Ironside was a humble man 
who wanted Christ’s name exalted, not his own. 

To walk by faith means to see opportunities even in 
the midst of opposition. A pessimist sees only the prob- 
lems; an optimist sees only the potential; but a realist 
sees the potential in the problems. Paul did not close 
his eyes to the many dangers and difficulties in the sit- 
uation at Corinth, but he did look at them from the 
divine point of view. 

Faith simply means obeying God’s will in spite of 
feelings, circumstances, or consequences. There never 
was an easy place to serve God, and if there is an easy 
place, it is possible that something is wrong. Paul 
reminded Timothy, “Yes, and all who desire to live 
godly in Christ Jesus will suffer persecution” (2 Tim. 
3:12 NKJV). 

“Prosperity is the blessing of the Old Testament,” 
wrote Francis Bacon; “adversity is the blessing of the 
New.” Paul did not allow adversity to keep him from 
serving God. 


The Word of Assurance (18:9-17) 

The conversion of Crispus, an important Jewish leader, 
opened up more opportunities for evangelism and 
brought more opposition from the enemy! The Jewish 
community in Corinth was no doubt furious at Paul’s 
success and did everything possible to silence him and 
get rid of him. Dr. Luke does not give us the details, 
but I get the impression that between Acts 18:8 and 9, 
the situation became especially difficult and dangerous. 
Paul may have been thinking about leaving the city 
when the Lord came to him and gave him the assur- 
ance that he needed. 

It is just like our Lord to speak to us when we need 
Him the most. His tender “Fear not!” can calm the 
storm in our hearts regardless of the circumstances 
around us. This is the way He assured Abraham (Gen. 
15:1), Isaac (Gen. 26:24), and Jacob (Gen. 46:3), as 
well as Jehoshaphat (2 Chron. 20:15-17), Daniel 


(Dan. 10:12, 19), Mary (Luke 1:30), and Peter (Luke 
5:10). The next time you feel alone and defeated, med- 
itate on Hebrews 13:5 and Isaiah 41:10 and 43:1-7, 
and claim by faith the presence of the Lord. He is with 
you! 

When he was a young man, the famous British 
preacher G. Campbell Morgan used to read the Bible 
each week to two elderly women. One evening, when 
he finished reading the closing words of Matthew 28, 
Morgan said to the ladies, “Isnt that a wonderful 
promise!” and one of them replied, “Young man, that 
is not a promise—it is a fact!” 

Jesus had already appeared to Paul on the 
Damascus road (Acts 9:1—6; 26:12—18) and also in the 
temple (Acts 22:17-18). Paul would be encouraged by 
Him again when he was imprisoned in Jerusalem (Acts 
23:11) and later in Rome (2 Tim. 4:16-17). Our 
Lord’s angel would also appear to Paul in the midst of 
the storm and give him a word of assurance for the pas- 
sengers and crew (Acts 27:23-25). One of our Lord’s 
names is “Emmanuel—God with us” (Matt. 1:23), and 
He lives up to His name. 

Paul was encouraged not only by the presence of 
the Lord, but also by His promises. Jesus assured Paul 
that no one would hurt him and that he would bring 
many sinners to the Savior. The statement “I have 
many people in this city” implies the doctrine of divine 
election, for “the Lord knows those who are His” (2 
Tim. 2:19 nkjv). God’s church is made up of people 
who were “chosen ... in him [Christ] before the foun- 
dation of the world” (Eph. 1:4; and see Acts 13:48). 

Please note that divine sovereignty in election is not 
a deterrent to human responsibility in evangelism. 
Quite the opposite is true! Divine election is one of the 
greatest encouragements to the preaching of the gospel. 
Because Paul knew that God already had people set 
apart for salvation, he stayed where he was and 
preached the gospel with faith and courage. Paul’s 
responsibility was to obey the commission; God’s 
responsibility was to save sinners. If salvation depends 
on sinful man, then all of our efforts are futile, but if 
“salvation is of the Lord” (Jonah 2:9), then we can 
expect Him to bless His Word and save souls. 

“Scripture nowhere dispels the mystery of elec- 
tion,” writes John Stott in Gods New Society 
(InterVarsity, 37), “and we should beware of any who 
try to systematize it too precisely or rigidly. It is not 
likely that we shall discover a simple solution to a 
problem which has baffled the best brains of 
Christendom for centuries.” 

The important thing is that we accept God’s truth 
and act on it. Paul did not spend his time speculating 
about divine sovereignty and human responsibility, the 
way some ivory-tower Christians do today. He got busy 
and tried to win souls to Christ! You and I do not know 
who God’s elect are, so we take the gospel to every crea- 
ture and let God do the rest. And we certainly do not 
discuss election with the lost! D. L. Moody once told 
some unconverted people, “You have no more to do 
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with the doctrine of election than you have with the 
government of China!” 

Before leaving this theme, we should note that it is 
our personal responsibility to make sure that we are 
among God’s elect. “Therefore, brethren, be even more 
diligent to make your calling and election sure” (2 
Peter 1:10 Nxyjv). To the inquisitive theorist who asked 
about the number of the elect, Jesus replied, “Strive to 
enter in at the narrow gate” (Luke 13:23—24). In other 
words, “What you need is salvation for yourself, not 
speculation about others! Be sure you are saved your- 
self; then we can talk about these wonderful truths.” 

Paul continued in Corinth, knowing that God was 
with Him and that people would be saved. During 
those eighteen months of witness, Paul saw many vic- 
tories in spite of Satan’s opposition. The church was 
not made up of many mighty and noble people (1 Cor. 
1:26-31), but of sinners whose lives were transformed 
by the grace of God (1 Cor. 6:9-11). 

Dr. Luke shared only one example of divine protec- 
tion during Paul’s ministry in Corinth (Acts 
18:12-17), but it is a significant one. The arrival of a 
new proconsul gave the unbelieving Jews hope that 
Rome might declare this new “Christian sect” illegal. 
They broke the law by attacking Paul and forcing him 
to go to court. This was not the first time that fanati- 
cal Jews had tried to prove that Paul was breaking the 
Roman law (Acts 16:19-24; 17:6-7). 

Being a Roman citizen, Paul was prepared to defend 
himself, but this turned out to be unnecessary because 
Gallio defended Paul! The proconsul immediately saw 
that the real issue was not the application of the Roman 
law but the interpretation of the Jewish religion, so he 
refused to try the case! 

But that was not the end of the matter. The Greeks 
who were witnessing the scene got hold of Sosthenes, 
the man who replaced Crispus as ruler of the syna- 
gogue, and beat him right before the eyes of the 
proconsul! It was certainly a flagrant display of anti- 
Semitism, but Gallio looked the other way. If this is the 
same Sosthenes mentioned by Paul in 1 Corinthians 
1:1, then he too got converted, and the Jews had to 
find another ruler for their synagogue! It would be 
interesting to know exactly how it happened. Did Paul 
and some of the believers visit Sosthenes and minister 
to him? Perhaps his predecessor Crispus helped “wash 
the wounds” (Acts 16:33) and used this as an opportu- 
nity to share the love of Christ. 

How strange and wonderful are the providences of 
God! The Jews tried to force the Roman proconsul to 
declare the Christian faith illegal, but Gallio ended up 
doing just the opposite. By refusing to try the case, 
Gallio made it clear that Rome would not get involved 
in cases involving Jewish religious disputes. As far as he 
was concerned, Paul and his disciples had as much 
right as the Jews to practice their religion and share it 
with others. 

In the book of Acts, Luke emphasizes the relation- 
ship between the Roman government and the 
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Christian church. While it was true that the Jewish 
council prohibited the apostles to preach (Acts 
4:17-21; 5:40), there is no evidence in Acts that Rome 
ever did so. In fact, in Philippi (Acts 16:35-40), 
Corinth, and Ephesus (Acts 19:31), the Roman offi- 
cials were not only tolerant but almost cooperative. 
Paul knew how to use his Roman citizenship wisely so 
that the government worked for him and not against 
him, and he was careful not to accuse the government 
or try to escape its authority (Acts 25:10-12). 


God’s Will (18:18-22) 

“If God will” (Acts 18:21) was more than a religious 
slogan with Paul; it was one of the strengths and 
encouragements of his life and ministry. Knowing and 
doing God’s will is one of the blessings of the Christian 
life (Acts 22:14). In some of his letters, Paul identified 
himself as “an apostle of Jesus Christ by the will of 
God” (1 Cor. 1:1; 2 Cor. 1:1; Eph. 1:1; Col. 1:1; 2 
Tim. 1:1). At a most critical time in his life and min- 
istry, Paul found courage in affirming, “The will of the 
Lord be done” (Acts 21:14). 

After eighteen months of ministry, Paul decided 
that it was God’s will for him to leave Corinth and 
return to his home church in Antioch. His friends 
Priscilla and Aquila (note how Luke varies the order of 
their names) accompanied him to Ephesus and 
remained there when he departed for Caesarea. In Acts 
18:24, we will pick up the story of the church in 
Ephesus and the important part played by Aquila and 
Priscilla. 

Cenchraea was the seaport for Corinth, and there 
was a Christian congregation there (Rom. 16:1). Here 
Paul had his head shorn, “for he had a vow.” This prob- 
ably refers to the Nazarite vow described in Numbers 
6. Since the Nazarite vow was purely voluntary, Paul 
was not abandoning grace for law when he undertook 
it. The vow was not a matter of salvation but of per- 
sonal devotion to the Lord. He allowed his hair to grow 
for a specific length of time and then cut it when the 
vow was completed. He also abstained from using the 
fruit of the vine in any form. 

We are not told why Paul took this vow. Perhaps it 
was a part of his special dedication to God during the 
difficult days of the early ministry in Corinth. Or per- 
haps the vow was an expression of gratitude to God for 
all that He had done for him and his associates. 
According to Jewish law, the Nazarite vow had to be 
completed in Jerusalem with the offering of the proper 
sacrifices. The hair was shorn at the completion of the 
vow, not at the beginning, and it was not necessary for 
one to be in Jerusalem to make the vow. 

Luke does not tell us how long Paul was in Ephesus, 
but the time was evidently very short. The Jews there 
were much more receptive to the gospel and wanted 
Paul to stay, but he wanted to get to Jerusalem to com- 
plete his vow, and then to Antioch to report to the 
church. However, he did promise to return, and he 
kept that promise (Acts 19:1). 
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The statement “I must by all means keep this feast 
that cometh in Jerusalem” (Acts 18:21) must not be 
interpreted to mean that Paul and the early Christians 
felt obligated to observe the Jewish feasts (see Acts 
20:16). Being in Jerusalem during the important feasts 
(in this case, Passover) would give Paul opportunity to 
meet and witness to key Jewish leaders from through- 
out the Roman Empire. He would also be able to 
minister to Christian Jews who returned to their 
homeland. 

Paul taught clearly that the observing of religious 
feasts was neither a means of salvation nor an essential 
for sanctification (Gal. 4:1-11). Christians are at lib- 
erty to follow their own conscience so long as they do 
not judge others or cause others to stumble (Rom. 
14:1—15:7). Also, keep in mind Paul’s personal policy 
with regard to these matters of Jewish practice (1 Cor. 
9:19-23). 

Arriving at Caesarea, Paul went up to Jerusalem and 
greeted the believers there. He then went to Antioch 
and reported to his home church all that God had done 
on this second missionary journey. He had been gone 
from Antioch perhaps two years or more, and the saints 
were no doubt overjoyed to see him and hear about the 
work of God among the Gentiles. 

There's no proof, but likely Paul kept reminding the 
believers in Antioch, “It’s always too soon to quit!” 

That’s a good reminder for us to heed today. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
Acts 18:23—19:41 


EXCITEMENT IN EPHESUS 


e dont know how long Paul remained in 

Antioch before leaving on his third missionary 

journey, but perhaps it was as long as a year. As 
in his second journey, he visited the churches and 
strengthened the believers. Luke does not describe this 
journey in detail because his main purpose is to get 
Paul to Ephesus. He wants to share with his readers the 
marvelous ministry God gave to Paul in that strategic 
city so steeped in idolatry and the occult. 

Ephesus, with its 300,000 inhabitants, was the cap- 
ital city of the Roman province of Asia and its most 
important commercial center. Thanks to a large harbor, 
Ephesus grew wealthy on trade, and, thanks to the tem- 
ple of Diana, it attracted hosts of visitors who wanted 
to see this building that was one of the seven wonders 
of the world. 

The temple was probably four centuries old in 
Paul’s day. It measured 418 feet by 239 feet, and 
boasted of 100 columns that stood over 50 feet high. 
In the sacred enclosure of the temple stood the “sacred 
image” of Artemis (Diana) that was supposed to have 
fallen from heaven (Acts 19:35). It was probably a 
meteorite. Since Artemis was a fertility goddess, cultic 
prostitution was an important part of her worship, 


and hundreds of “priestesses” were available in the 
temple. 

Paul’s three years in Ephesus (Acts 20:31)—the 
longest he stayed in any city—were certainly exciting 
and fruitful. Let’s meet some of the people who were 
involved. 


A Man with an Incomplete Message (18:23-28) 
When Paul departed from Ephesus for Jerusalem, he 
left his friends Aquila and Priscilla behind to carry on 
the witness in the synagogue. Imagine their surprise 
one Sabbath to hear a visiting Jewish teacher named 
Apollos preach many of the truths that they themselves 
believed and taught! 

Apollos was certainly an exceptional man in many 
ways. He came from Alexandria, the second most 
important city in the Roman Empire. A center for edu- 
cation and philosophy, the city was founded by (and 
named after) Alexander the Great, and it boasted a uni- 
versity with a library of almost 700,000 volumes. The 
population of Alexandria (about 600,000) was quite 
cosmopolitan, being made up of Egyptians, Romans, 
Greeks, and Jews. At least a quarter of the population 
was Jewish, and the Jewish community was very influ- 
ential. 

Apollos knew the Old Testament Scriptures well 
and was able to teach them with eloquence and power. 
He was fervent (“boiling”) in his spirit and diligent in 
his presentation of the message. He was bold enough to 
enter the synagogue and preach to the Jews. The only 
problem was that this enthusiastic man was declaring 
an incomplete gospel. His message got as far as John 
the Baptist and then stopped! He knew nothing about 
Calvary, the resurrection of Christ, or the coming of 
the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. He had zeal, but he lacked 
spiritual knowledge (Rom. 10:1-4). 

The ministry of John the Baptist was an important 
part of God’s redemptive plan. God sent John to pre- 
pare the nation of Israel for their Messiah (John 
1:15-34). John’s baptism was a baptism of repentance; 
those who were baptized looked forward to the coming 
Messiah (Acts 19:4). John also announced a future 
baptism of the Holy Spirit (Matt. 3:11; Mark 1:8), 
which took place on the day of Pentecost (Acts 1:5). 
Apollos knew about the promises, but he did not know 
about their fulfillment. 

Where did Apollos get his message to begin with? 
Since Alexandria was a famous center for learning, it is 
possible that some of John the Baptist’s disciples (Matt. 
14:12; Luke 11:1) had gone there while Christ was still 
ministering on earth, and shared with the Jews as much 
as they knew. The word instructed in Acts 18:25 means 
“catechized” and suggests that Apollos had personal 
formal training in the Scriptures. However, that train- 
ing was limited to the facts about the ministry of John 
the Baptist. Apollos’ message was not inaccurate or 
insincere; it was just incomplete. 

When I travel in conference ministry, I depend on 
my wife to plan the routes and do the navigating. (I can 
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get lost in a parking lot!) On one particular trip, we got 
confused because we could not find a certain road. 
Then we discovered that our map was out of date! We 
quickly obtained a new map and everything was fine. 
Apollos had an old map that had been accurate in its 
day, but he desperately needed a new one. That new 
map was supplied by Aquila and Priscilla. 

Aquila and Priscilla did not instruct him in public 
because that would have only confused the Jews. They 
took him home to a Sabbath dinner and then told him 
about Jesus Christ and the coming of the Holy Spirit. 
They led him into a deeper knowledge of Christ, and 
the next Sabbath, Apollos returned to the synagogue 
and gave the Jews the rest of the story! In fact, so effec- 
tive was his ministry that the believers in Ephesus 
highly recommended him to the churches in Achaia. 
Here Apollos not only strengthened the saints, but he 
also debated with the unbelieving Jews and convinced 
many of them that Jesus is the Messiah. 

Apollos ministered for a time to the church in 
Corinth (Acts 19:1), where his learning and eloquence 
attracted attention (1 Cor. 1:12; 3:4—6, 22; 4:6). It is 
unfortunate that a clique gathered around him and 
helped bring division to the church, because he was 
definitely one of Paul’s friends and a trusted helper (1 
Cor. 16:12; Titus 3:13). 


Twelve Men with an Inconsistent Witness (19:1-10) 
When Paul arrived back in Ephesus, he met twelve 
men who professed to be Christian “disciples” but 
whose lives gave evidence that something was lacking. 
Paul asked them, “Did you receive the Holy Spirit 
when you believed?” (Acts 19:2 NIV, NASB, NKJV). The 
question was important because the witness of the Spirit 
is the one indispensable proof that a person is truly born 
again (Rom. 8:9, 16; 1 John 5:9-13), and you receive 
the Spirit when you believe on Jesus Christ (Eph. 
1:13). 

Their reply revealed the vagueness and uncertainty 
of their faith, for they did not even know that the Holy 
Spirit had been given! As disciples of John the Baptist, 
they knew that there was a Holy Spirit, and that the 
Spirit would one day baptize God’s people (Matt. 3:11; 
Luke 3:16; John 1:32-33). It is possible that these men 
were Apollos’ early “converts” and therefore did not 
fully understand what Christ had done. 

Why did Paul ask about their baptism? Because in 
the book of Acts, a person’s baptismal experience is an 
indication of his or her spiritual experience. Acts 1— 
10 records a transition period in the history of the 
church, from the apostles’ ministry to the Jews to their 
ministry to the Gentiles. During this transition period, 
Peter used “the keys of the kingdom” (Matt. 16:19) and 
opened the door of faith to the Jews (Acts 2), the 
Samaritans (Acts 8:14ff.), and finally to the Gentiles 
(Acts 10). 

It is important to note that God’s pattern for today 
is given in Acts 10:43-48: sinners hear the Word, they 
believe on Jesus Christ, they immediately receive the 


383 


Acts 19 


Spirit, and then they are baptized. The Gentiles in Acts 
10 did not receive the Spirit by means of water baptism 
or by the laying on of the apostles’ hands (Acts 
8:14-17). 

The fact that these men did not have the Spirit 
dwelling within was proof that they had never truly 
been born again. But they had been baptized by John’s 
baptism, the same baptism that the apostles had 
received (see Acts 1:21-22)! What was wrong with 
them? 

Some people say that these men were already saved, 
but they lacked the fullness of the Spirit in their lives. 
So Paul explained how to be “baptized in the Spirit,” 
and this led to a new life of victory. But that’s not what 
the record says. Paul sensed that these men did not 
have the witness of the Spirit in their lives, and there- 
fore they were not converted men. He certainly would 
not discuss the fullness of the Spirit with unsaved peo- 
ple! No, these twelve men had been baptized and were 
seeking to be religious, but something was missing. 
Alas, we have people just like them in our churches 
today! 

Paul explained to them that John’s baptism was a 
baptism of repentance that looked forward to the com- 
ing of the promised Messiah, while Christian baptism 
is a baptism that /ooks back to the finished work of 
Christ on the cross and His victorious resurrection. 
John’s baptism was on “the other side” of Calvary and 
Pentecost. It was correct for its day, but now that day 
was ended. 

Keep in mind that John the Baptist was a prophet 
who ministered under the old dispensation (Matt. 
11:7-14). The old covenant was ended, not by John 
at the Jordan, but by Jesus Christ at Calvary (Heb. 
10:1-18). The baptism of John was important to the 
Jews of that time (Matt. 21:23-32), but it is no 
longer valid for the church today. In a very real sense, 
these twelve men were like “Old Testament believers” 
who were anticipating the coming of the Messiah. 
Certainly Paul explained to the men many basic 
truths that Luke did not record. Then he baptized 
them, for their first “baptism” was not truly Christian 
baptism. 

Why was it necessary for Paul to lay hands on these 
men before they could receive the Spirit? Didn’t this 
contradict the experience of Peter recorded in Acts 
10:44—48? Not if you keep in mind that this was a spe- 
cial group of men who would help form the nucleus of 
a great church in Ephesus. By using Paul to convey the 
gift of the Spirit, God affirmed Paul’s apostolic author- 
ity and united the Ephesian church to the other 
churches as well as to the “mother church” in 
Jerusalem. When Peter and John laid hands on the 
believing Samaritans, it united them to the Jerusalem 
church and healed a breach between Jews and 
Samaritans that had existed for centuries. 

What God did through Paul for these twelve men 
was not normative for the church today. How do we 
know? Because it was not repeated. The people who 
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were converted in Ephesus under Paul’s ministry all 
received the gift of the Holy Spirit when they trusted the 
Savior. Paul makes this clear in Ephesians 1:13-14, and 
this is the pattern for us today. 

In Acts 19:6, we have the last instance of the gift of 
tongues in the book of Acts. The believers spoke in 
tongues at Pentecost and praised God, and their listen- 
ers recognized these tongues as known languages (Acts 
2:4-11) and not as some “heavenly speech.” The 
Gentile believers in the house of Cornelius also spoke 
in tongues (Acts 10:44-46), and their experience was 
identical to that of the Jews in Acts 2 (see Acts 11:15). 
This was of historic significance since the Spirit was 
baptizing Jews (Acts 2) and Gentiles (Acts 10) into the 
body of Christ (see 1 Cor. 12:13). 

Today, the gift of tongues is not an evidence of the 
baptism of the Spirit or the fullness of the Spirit. Paul 
asked, “Do all speak with tongues?” (1 Cor. 12:30), 
and the Greek construction demands no as an answer. 
When Paul wrote to his Ephesian friends about the fill- 
ing of the Holy Spirit, he said nothing about tongues 
(Eph. 5:18ff.). Nowhere in Scripture are we admon- 
ished to seek a baptism of the Holy Spirit, or to speak 
in tongues, but we are commanded to be filled with the 
Spirit. Read Paul’s letter to the Ephesian church and 
note the many references to the Holy Spirit of God and 
His work in the believer. 


Seven Men with Inadequate Power (19:11-20) 

It is remarkable that Paul was able to witness in the 
synagogue for three months before he had to leave. No 
doubt the faithful ministry of Aquila and Priscilla 
played an important part in this success. However, 
hardness of heart set in (Heb. 3:7ff.), so Paul left the 
synagogue and moved his ministry to a schoolroom, 
taking his disciples with him. He probably used the 
room during the “off hours” each day (11 a.m. to 4 
p-m.), when many people would be resting. Paul min- 
istered in this way for about two years and “all they 
who dwelt in Asia heard the word of the Lord Jesus, 
both Jews and Greeks” (Acts 19:10). 

What a victorious ministry! It appears that every- 
body knew what Paul was saying and doing (see Acts 
19:17, 20)! Even Paul’s enemies had to admit that the 
Word was spreading and people were being saved (Acts 
19:26). Two factors made this possible: the witness of 
the believers as they went from place to place, and the 
“special miracles” that God enabled Paul to perform in 
Ephesus (Acts 19:11). 

In Bible history, you will find three special periods 
of miracles: (1) the time of Moses; (2) the time of 
Elijah and Elisha; and (3) the time of Jesus and His 
apostles. Each period was less than one hundred years. 
Depending on how some of these events are classified, 
the total number of miracles for all three periods is less 
than one hundred. Of course, not all the miracles were 
recorded (see John 20:30-31). 

When our Lord performed miracles, He usually 
had at least three purposes in mind: (1) to show His 


compassion and meet human needs; (2) to teach a spir- 
itual truth; and (3) to present His credentials as the 
Messiah. The apostles followed this same pattern in 
their miracles. In fact, the ability to do miracles was 
one of the proofs of apostolic authority (Mark 16:20; 
Rom. 15:18-19; 2 Cor. 12:12; Heb. 2:1—4). Miracles 
of themselves do not save lost sinners (Luke 16:27-31; 
John 2:23-25). Miracles must be tied to the message of 
the Word of God. 

God enabled Paul to perform “special miracles” 
because Ephesus was a center for the occult (Acts 
19:18-19), and Paul was demonstrating God’s power 
right in Satan’s territory. But keep in mind that wher- 
ever God’s people minister the truth, Satan sends a 
counterfeit to oppose the work. Jesus taught this truth 
in His parable of the tares (Matt. 13:24-30, 36-43); 
Peter experienced it in Samaria (Acts 8:9ff.); and Paul 
experienced it at Paphos (Acts 13:4-12). Satan imitates 
whatever God’s people are doing, because he knows 
that the unsaved world cannot tell the difference (2 
Cor. 11:13-15). 

It was not unusual for Jewish priests to seek to cast 
out demons (Luke 11:19), but it was unusual for them 
to use the name of Jesus Christ. Since these men had 
no personal relationship with the Savior, they had to 
invoke the name of Paul as well, but their scheme did 
not work. The demon said, “Jesus I recognize, and Paul 
I am acquainted with; but who are you?” (literal trans- 
lation). The demonized man then attacked the seven 
priests and drove them from the house. 

Had this exorcism succeeded, it would have dis- 
credited the name of Jesus Christ and the ministry of 
the church in Ephesus. (Paul faced a similar situation 
in Philippi. See Acts 16:16ff.) However, God used the 
scheme to defeat Satan and to bring conviction to the 
believers who were still involved in magical arts. 
Instead of disgracing the name of Jesus, the event mag- 
nified His name and caused the Word of God to spread 
even more rapidly. 

The tense of the verbs in Acts 19:18 indicates that 
the people “kept coming ... kept confessing ... kept 
showing.” These believers apparently had not made a 
clean break with sin and were still practicing their 
magic, but the Lord had dealt with them. The total 
value of the magical books and spells that they burned 
was equivalent to the total salaries of 150 men working 
for a whole year! These people did not count the cost 
but repented and turned from their sins. 


A Mob of Indignant Citizens (19:21-41) 

In Acts 19:21, we have the first mention of Paul’s plan 
to go to Rome. The fulfilling of this plan will be 
described in the last third of the book of Acts. Paul 
would soon write to the saints in Rome and express 
this desire to them (Rom. 1:13-15; 15:22-29). But 
first he had to visit the churches in Macedonia and 
Achaia in order to complete the “love offering” that he 
was taking for the poor saints in Jerusalem (Acts 


24:17; Rom. 15:25-33; 1 Cor. 16:3-7). While he 
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remained in Ephesus (1 Cor. 16:8-9), he sent 
Timothy to help him finish the job (1 Cor. 4:17; 
16:10-11). 

It was at this point that Satan attacked again, not as 
the deceiver (2 Cor. 11:3—4), but as the destroyer (1 
Peter 5:8) and the murderer (John 8:44). Satan incited 
the guild of silversmiths to stage a public protest 
against Paul and the gospel. Paul may have been refer- 
ring to this riot when he wrote, “I have fought with 
beasts at Ephesus” (1 Cor. 15:32). The enemy had been 
repeatedly defeated throughout Paul’s three years of 
ministry in Ephesus. It would have been a master 
stroke on Satan’s part to climax that ministry with a 
citywide attack that could result in Paul’s arrest, or even 
his death. 

Wherever the gospel is preached in power, it will 
be opposed by people who make money from super- 
stition and sin. Paul did not arouse the opposition 
of the silversmiths by picketing the temple of Diana 
or staging anti-idolatry rallies. All he did was teach 
the truth daily and send out his converts to witness 
to the lost people in the city. As more and more 
people got converted, fewer and fewer customers 
were available. 

“For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil” 
(1 Tim. 6:10 nxyv). Demetrius and his silversmiths 
were promoting idolatry and immorality in order to 
make a living, while Paul was declaring the true God 
and pointing people to cleansing and purity through 
the free grace of God. The silversmiths were really more 
concerned about their jobs and their income than they 
were about Diana and her temple, but they were wise 
enough not to make this known. 

Benjamin Franklin said that a mob was “a monster 
with heads enough, but no brains.” How sad it is when 
people permit themselves to be led by a few selfish 
leaders who know the art of manipulation. Demetrius 
made use of the two things the Ephesians loved the 
most: the honor of their city and the greatness of their 
goddess and her temple. Without the help of radio, TV, 
or newspaper, he got his propaganda machine going 
and soon had the whole city in an uproar. 

Max Lerner wrote in The Unfinished Country, 
“Every mob, in its ignorance and blindness and bewil- 
derment, is a League of Frightened Men that seeks 
reassurance in collective action.” It was a “religious 
mob” that shouted “Crucify Him! Crucify Him!” to 
Pilate, and eventually got its way. Had this Ephesian 
mob succeeded in its plans, Paul would have been 
arrested and executed before the law could have 
stepped in to protect him. 

The confused crowd, some twenty-five thousand 
shouting people, finally filled up the amphitheater; 
most of them did not know what was happening or 
why they were there. Since the mob could not find 
Paul, they seized two of his helpers, Gaius (not the 
Gaius of Acts 20:4; Rom. 16:23; 1 Cor. 1:14) and 
Aristarchus (Acts 20:4). Paul wanted to enter the the- 
ater—what an opportunity for preaching the 
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gospel!—but the believers and some of the city leaders 
wisely counseled him to stay away (Acts 19:30-31). 

Before long, race prejudice entered the picture, 
when a Jew named Alexander tried to address the 
crowd (Acts 19:33-34). No doubt he wanted to 
explain to them that the Jews living in Ephesus did 
not endorse Paul’s message or ministry, and, therefore, 
must not be made scapegoats just to satisfy the crowd. 
But his very presence only aroused the mob even 
more, and they shouted for two more hours, “Great is 
Diana of the Ephesians!” The crowd knew that the 
Jews did not approve of idols and would not honor 
Diana. The only thing that protected the Jews was the 
Roman law that gave them freedom of religion. 

It was the city clerk who finally got matters under 
control, and he did it primarily for political reasons. 
Ephesus was permitted by Rome to exist as a “free city” 
with its own elected assembly, but the Romans would 
have rejoiced to find an excuse for removing these priv- 
ileges (Acts 19:40). The same tactics that the 
silversmiths used to arouse the mob, the clerk used to 
quiet and reassure them—the greatness of their city 
and of their goddess. 

Luke records the official statement that the believ- 
ers were innocent of any crime, either public (Acts 
19:37) or private (Acts 19:38). Paul had this same kind 
of “official approval” in Philippi (Acts 16:35-40) and 
in Corinth (Acts 18:12—17), and he would receive it 
again after his arrest in Jerusalem. Throughout the 
book of Acts, Luke makes it clear that the persecution 
of the Christian church was incited by the unbelieving 
Jews and not by the Romans. If anything, Paul used his 
Roman citizenship to protect himself, his friends, and 
the local assemblies. 

The crowd was dismissed, and no doubt the people 
went home congratulating themselves that they had 
succeeded in defending their great city and their 
famous goddess. It is doubtful that many of them ques- 
tioned the truthfulness of their religion or determined 
to investigate what Paul had been preaching for three 
years. It is much easier to believe a lie and follow the 
crowd. 

But Ephesus is gone, and so is the worldwide wor- 
ship of Diana of the Ephesians. The city and the 
temple are gone, and the silversmiths’ guild is gone. 
Ephesus is a place visited primarily by archeologists 
and people on Holy Land tours. Yet the gospel of 
God’s grace and the church of Jesus Christ are still 
here! We have four inspired letters that were sent to 
the saints in Ephesus—Ephesians, 1 and 2 Timothy, 
and Revelation 2:1-7. The name of Paul is honored, 
but the name of Demetrius is forgotten. (Were it not 
for Paul, we would not have met Demetrius in the first 
place!) 

The church ministers by persuasion, not propa- 
ganda. We share God’s truth, not man’s religious lies. 
Our motive is love, not anger; and the glory of God, 
not the praise of men. This is why the church goes on, 
and we must keep it so. 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN 
Acts 20 


A MINISTER’S FAREWELL 


n the final third of the book of Acts, Dr. Luke 
| records Paul’s journey to Jerusalem, his arrest there, 
and his voyage to Rome. The gospel of Luke follows 
a similar pattern as Luke describes Christ’s journey to 
Jerusalem to die (Luke 9:53; 13:33; 18:31; 19:11, 28). 
Much as Jesus set His face “like a flint” to do the 
Father’s will (Isa. 50:7; Luke 9:51), so Paul determined 
to finish his course with joy, no matter what the cost 
might be (Acts 20:24). 
This chapter describes three “farewell events” as 
Paul closed his ministry in Macedonia, Achaia, and 


Asia. 


A Farewell Journey (20:1-5) 

“I do not expect to visit this country again!” D. L. 
Moody spoke those words in 1867 when he made his 
first trip to England. He was so seasick during the voy- 
age that he decided he would never sail again, but he 
made five more visits to England, seasickness notwith- 
standing. 

Paul was ready for another journey. He wanted to 
make at least one more visit to the churches the Lord 
had helped him to found, because Paul was a man with 
a concerned heart. “The care of all the churches” was 
his greatest joy as well as his heaviest burden (2 Cor. 
11:23-28). 

After the riot, Paul left Ephesus and headed toward 
Macedonia and Achaia (see Acts 19:21). He expected 
to meet Titus at Troas and get a report on the problems 
in Corinth, but Titus did not come (2 Cor. 2:12-13). 
The men finally met in Macedonia and Paul rejoiced 
over the good news Titus brought (2 Cor. 7:5-7). Paul 
had originally planned to make two visits to Corinth (2 
Cor. 1:15-16), but instead he made one visit that 
lasted three months (Acts 20:3; 1 Cor. 16:5-6). During 
that visit, he wrote his epistle to the Romans. 

Paul had two goals in mind as he visited the various 
churches. His main purpose was to encourage and 
strengthen the saints so that they might stand true to 
the Lord and be effective witnesses. His second purpose 
was to finish taking up the collection for the needy 
believers in Jerusalem (Rom. 15:25-27; 1 Cor. 16:1-9; 
2 Cor. 8—9). The men who accompanied him (Acts 
20:4) were representatives of the churches, appointed 
to travel with Paul and help handle the funds (2 Cor. 
8:18—24). 

Once again, Paul had to change his plans, this time 
because of a Jewish plot to kill him at sea. Instead of 
sailing from Corinth, he traveled overland through 
Achaia and Macedonia, sailing from Philippi to Troas, 
where his “team” agreed to rendezvous. As a person 
who dislikes travel and changes in plans, I admire Paul 
for his courage, stamina, and adaptability. In spite of 


the complications and delays in travel today, we have a 
much easier time than Paul did—and we complain! He 
kept going! 


A Farewell Service (20:6-12) 

Paul was not able to make it to Jerusalem for the 
annual Passover celebration, so now his goal was to 
arrive there at least by Pentecost (Acts 20:16). Note the 
pronoun change to “us” and “we,” for Dr. Luke has 
now joined the party (see Acts 16:17). He had proba- 
bly been ministering at Philippi where he joined Paul 
for the last leg of the journey. Paul must have rejoiced 
to have Luke, Titus, and Timothy at his side again. The 
men remained at Troas a week so that they might fel- 
lowship with the believers there. Perhaps they were also 
waiting for the departure of the next ship. 

Luke gives us a brief report of a local church service 
in Troas, and from it we learn something of how they 
met and worshipped the Lord. Consider the elements 
involved. 

The Lord’s Day. To begin with, they met on the 
first day of the week and not on the seventh day, which 
was the Sabbath (see also 1 Cor. 16:1—2). The first day 
came to be called “the Lord’s Day” because on it the 
Lord Jesus Christ arose from the dead (Rev. 1:10). We 
should also remember that the church was born on the 
first day of the week when the Spirit came at Pentecost. 
During the early years of the church, the believers did 
maintain some of the Jewish traditions, such as the 
hours of prayer (Acts 3:1). But as time went on, they 
moved away from the Mosaic calendar and developed 
their own pattern of worship as the Spirit taught them. 

The Lord’s people. The church met in the evening 
because Sunday was not a holiday during which people 
were free from daily employment. Some of the believ- 
ers would no doubt be slaves, unable to come to the 
assembly until their work was done. The believers met 
in an upper room because they had no church build- 
ings in which to gather. This room may have been in 
the private home of one of the believers. The assembly 
would have been a cosmopolitan group, but their social 
and national distinctions made no difference: they were 
“all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). 

The Lord’s Supper. The early church shared a 
“potluck” meal called the “love feast” (agape), after 
which they would observe the Lord’s Supper (Acts 
2:42; 1 Cor. 11:17-34). The “breaking of bread” in 
Acts 20:7 refers to the Lord’s Supper, whereas in Acts 
20:11 it describes a regular meal. By sharing and eating 
with one another, the church enjoyed fellowship and 
also gave witness of their oneness in Christ. Slaves 
would actually eat at the same table with their masters, 
something unheard of in that day. 

It is likely that the church observed the Lord’s 
Supper each Lord’s Day when they met for fellowship 
and worship. In fact, some believers probably ended 
many of their regular meals at home by taking the 
bread and wine and remembering the Lord’s death. 
While Scripture does not give us specific instructions 
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in the matter (“as often,” 1 Cor. 11:26), the example of 
the early church would encourage us to meet at the 
Lord’s table often. However, the Communion must not 
become routine, causing us to fail to receive the bless- 
ings involved. 

The Lord’s message. The Word of God was always 
declared in the Christian assemblies, and this included 
the public reading of the Old Testament Scriptures (1 
Tim. 4:13) as well as whatever apostolic letters had 
been received (Col. 4:16). It is sad to see how the Word 
is neglected in church services today. Knowing that this 
would probably be his last meeting with the saints at 
Troas, Paul preached a long sermon, after which he ate 
and conversed with the people until morning. It’s 
doubtful that anybody complained. How we today 
wish we could have been there to hear the apostle Paul 
preach! 

The Word of God is important to the people of 
God, and the preaching and teaching of the Word must 
be emphasized. The church meets for edification as 
well as for celebration, and that edification comes 
through the Word. “Preach the word!” is still God’s 
admonition to spiritual leaders (2 Tim. 4:2). According 
to Dr. D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones, “the decadent periods 
and eras in the history of the church have always been 
those periods when preaching has declined” (Preachers 
and Preaching, Zondervan, 24). 

The Lord’s power. Whether it was the lateness of 
the hour or the stuffiness of the room (surely not the 
dullness of Paul’s sermon!), Eutychus (“Fortunate”) fell 
asleep and then fell out the window, and was killed by 
the fall. However, Paul raised him from the dead and 
left him and the church comforted. God’s power was 
present to work for His people. 

How old was Eutychus? The Greek word manias in 
Acts 20:9 means a man from twenty-four to forty years 
of age. The word pais in Acts 20:12 means a young 
child or youth. Dr. Howard Marshall, an eminent 
Greek scholar, says he was a “young lad of eight to four- 
teen years. Since the word pais can mean “a servant,” 
Eutychus may have been a young man who was also a 
servant. He may have worked hard that day and was 
weary. No wonder he fell asleep during the lengthy ser- 
mon! 

Let’s not be too hard on Eutychus. At least he was 
there for the service, and he did try to keep awake. He 
sat near ventilation, and he must have tried to fight off 
the sleep that finally conquered him. The tense of the 
Greek verb indicates that he was gradually overcome, 
not suddenly. 

Also, let’s not be too hard on Paul. After all, he was 
preaching his farewell sermon to this assembly, and he 
had a great deal to tell them for their own good. Those 
sitting near should have been watching Eutychus, but, 
of course, they were engrossed in what Paul was saying. 
Paul did interrupt his sermon to rush downstairs to 
bring the young man back to life. His approach 
reminds us of Elijah (1 Kings 17:21-22) and Elisha (2 
Kings 4:34-35). 
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Perhaps each of us should ask ourselves, “What 
really keeps me awake?” Christians who slumber dur- 
ing one hour in church somehow manage to stay awake 
during early-morning fishing trips, lengthy sporting 
events and concerts, or late-night TV specials. Also, we 
need to prepare ourselves physically for public worship 
to make sure we are at our best. “Remember,” said 
Spurgeon, “if we go to sleep during the sermon and 
die, there are no apostles to restore us!” 


A Farewell Message (20:13-38) 

Paul chose to walk from Troas to Assos, a distance of 
about twenty miles. Why? For one thing, it enabled 
him to stay longer with the saints in Troas, while he 
sent Luke and the party on ahead (Acts 20:13). It 
would take the ship at least a day to sail from Troas to 
Assos, and Paul could probably walk it in ten hours or 
less. Also, Paul probably wanted time alone to com- 
mune with the Lord about his trip to Jerusalem. The 
apostle must have sensed already that difficult days lay 
ahead of him. He may also have been pondering the 
message he would give to the Ephesian elders. Finally, 
the exercise was certainly beneficial! Even inspired 
apostles need to care for their bodies. I personally 
would prefer walking to sailing! 

There were fifty days between Passover (Acts 20:6) 
and Pentecost (Acts 20:16), and Paul’s trip from 
Philippi to Troas had already consumed twelve of them 
(Acts 20:6). It took another four days to get to Miletus, 
so Paul decided not to go to Ephesus lest he lose any 
more valuable time. Instead, he invited the leaders of 
the Ephesian church to travel about thirty miles and 
meet him at Miletus, where the ship was waiting to 
unload cargo and take on more. Paul was not one to 
waste time or to lose opportunities. 

In the book of Acts, Luke reports eight messages 
given by the apostle Paul to various people: a Jewish 
synagogue congregation (Acts 13:14-43), Gentiles 
(Acts 14:14-18; 17:22-34), church leaders (Acts 
20:17-38), a Jewish mob (Acts 22:1-21), the Jewish 
council (Acts 23:1-10), and various government offi- 
cials (Acts 24:10-21; 26:1-32). His address to the 
Ephesian elders is unique in that it reveals Paul the pas- 
tor rather than Paul the evangelist or Paul the defender 
of the faith. The message enables us to get a glimpse of 
how Paul ministered in Ephesus for three years. 

The word elder is presbutos in the Greek (“pres- 
byter”) and refers to a mature person who has been 
selected to serve in office (Acts 14:23). These same peo- 
ple are called “overseers” in Acts 20:28, which is 
episkopos or “bishop.” They were chosen to “feed the 
church” (Acts 20:28), which means “to shepherd.” Paul 
called the local church “a flock” (Acts 20:28-29), so 
these men were also pastors. (The word pastor means 
“shepherd.”) Thus in the New Testament churches, the 
three titles elder, bishop, and pastor were synonymous. 
The qualifications for this office are given in 1 Timothy 
3:1-7 and Titus 1:5-9. 


There were three parts to Paul’s farewell message. 


388 


First he reviewed the past (Acts 20:18-21); then he dis- 
cussed the present (Acts 20:22-27); and finally, he 
spoke about the future (Acts 20:28-35). In the first 
part, he emphasized his faithfulness to the Lord and to 
the church as he ministered for three years in Ephesus. 
The second section reveals Paul’s personal feelings in 
view of both the past and the future. In the third part, 
he warned them of the dangers that the churches faced. 

A review of the past (vv. 18-21). Paul was not one 
to work into his ministry gradually like a diplomat feel- 
ing his way. “From the first day” he gave himself 
unsparingly to the work of the Lord in Ephesus, for 
Paul was an ambassador and not a diplomat. 

The motive for Paul’s ministry is found in the 
phrase “serving the Lord” (Acts 20:19). He was not 
interested in making money (Acts 20:33) or in enjoy- 
ing an easy life (Acts 20:34-35), for he was the 
bondslave of Jesus Christ (Acts 20:24; Rom. 1:1). Paul 
was careful to let people know that his motives for min- 
istry were spiritual and not selfish (1 Thess. 2:1-13). 

The manner of his ministry was exemplary (Acts 
20:18-19). He lived a consistent life that anybody 
could inspect, for he had nothing to hide. He served in 
humility and not as a “religious celebrity” demanding 
that others serve him. But his humility was not a sign 
of weakness, for he had the courage to face trials and 
dangers without quitting. Paul was not ashamed to 
admit to his friends that there had also been times of 
tears (see also Acts 20:31, 37; Rom. 9:1—2; 2 Cor. 2:4; 
Phil. 3:18). 

The message of his ministry (Acts 20:20-21) was 
also widely known, because he announced it and 
taught it publicly (Acts 19:9) as well as in the various 
house churches of the fellowship. He told sinners to 
repent of their sins and believe in Jesus Christ. This 
message was “the gospel of the grace of God” (Acts 
20:24), and it is the only message that can save the sin- 
ner (1 Cor. 15:1-8; Gal. 1:6-12). 

Furthermore, Paul reminded them that, in his min- 
istry, he had not held back anything that was profitable 
to them. He declared to them “all the counsel of God” 
(Acts 20:27). His was a balanced message that included 
the doctrines and duties, as well as the privileges and 
responsibilities, that belonged to the Christian life. In 
his preaching, he neither compromised nor went to 
extremes, but kept things in balance. Paul also kept his 
outlook and congregation balanced, witnessing both to 
Jews and to Gentiles. 

A testimony of the present (vv. 22-27). The 
phrase “And now, behold” shifts the emphasis from the 
past to the present as Paul opens his heart and tells his 
friends just how he feels. He did not hide from them 
the fact that he was bound in his spirit (Acts 19:21) to 
go to Jerusalem, even though he knew that danger and 
possible death awaited him there. The Holy Spirit had 
witnessed this message to him in city after city. A lesser 
man would have found some way to escape, but not 
Paul. He was too gripped by his calling and his devo- 
tion to Jesus Christ to look for some safe and easy way 


out. In his testimony, Paul used six graphic pictures of 
his ministry to explain why he would not quit but 
would go to Jerusalem to die for Jesus Christ if neces- 
sary. Paul could say, “None of these things move me!” 
because he knew what he was as a minister of Jesus 
Christ. 

Paul saw himself as an accountant (Acts 20:24) who 
had examined his assets and liabilities and decided to 
put Jesus Christ ahead of everything else. He had faced 
this kind of reckoning early in his ministry and had 
willingly made the spiritual the number one priority in 
his life (Phil. 3:1-11). 

He also saw himself as a runner who wanted to fin- 
ish his course in joyful victory (Phil. 3:12-14; 2 Tim. 
4:8). The three phrases “my life, my course, the min- 
istry” are the key. Paul realized that his life was God’s 
gift to him, and that God had a special plan for his life 
that would be fulfilled in his ministry. Paul was devoted 
to a great Person (“serving the Lord”) and motivated by 
a great purpose, the building of the church. 

Paul’s third picture is that of the steward, for his 
ministry was something that he had “received of the 
Lord.” The steward owns little or nothing, but he pos- 
sesses all things. His sole purpose is to serve his master 
and please him. “Moreover it is required in stewards 
that one be found faithful” (1 Cor. 4:2 Nxyv). The 
steward must one day give an account of his ministry, 
and Paul was ready for that day. 

The next picture is that of the witness, “testifying of 
the gospel of the grace of God” (Acts 20:24; and note 
v. 21). The word means “to solemnly give witness,” and 
it reminds us of the seriousness of the message and of 
the ministry. As we share the gospel with others, it is a 
matter of life or death (2 Cor. 2:15-16). Paul was a 
faithful witness both in the life that he lived (Acts 
20:18) and the message that he preached. 

Picture number five is the herald (Acts 20:25). The 
word preaching means “to declare a message as the her- 
ald of the king.” The witness tells what has happened 
to him, but the herald tells what the king tells him to 
declare. He is a man commissioned and sent with a 
message, and he must not change that message in any 
way. And since he is sent by the king, the people who 
listen had better be careful how they treat both the 
messenger and the message. 

The final picture, and perhaps the most dramatic, is 
that of the watchman (Acts 20:26). As in Acts 18:6, this 
is a reference to the “watchman on the walls” in Ezekiel 
3:17-21; 33:1-9. What a serious calling it was to be a 
watchman! He had to stay awake and alert, ready to 
sound the alarm if he saw danger approaching. He had 
to be faithful, not fearful, because the safety of many 
people rested with him. Paul had been a faithful watch- 
man (Acts 20:31), for he had declared to sinners and 
saints all the counsel of God. Unfortunately, we have 
today many unfaithful watchmen who think only of 
themselves (Isa. 56:10—13). 

A group of servicemen asked their new chaplain if 
he believed in a real hell for lost sinners, and he smiled 
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and told them that he did not. “Then you are wasting 
your time,” the men replied. “If there is no hell, we 
don’t need you; and if there is a hell, you are leading us 
astray. Either way, we're better off without you!” 

A warning about the future (vv. 28-38). Paul 
brought his farewell message to a close by warning the 
leaders of the dangers they had to recognize and deal 
with if they were to protect and lead the church. Never 
underestimate the great importance of the church. The 
church is important to God the Father because His 
name is on it—‘“the church of God.” It is important to 
the Son because He shed His blood for it, and it is 
important to the Holy Spirit because He is calling and 
equipping people to minister to the church. It is a seri- 
ous thing to be a spiritual leader in the church of the 
living God. 

To begin with, there are dangers around us, “wolves” 
that want to ravage the flock (Acts 20:29). Paul was 
referring to false teachers, the counterfeits who exploit 
the church for personal gain (Matt. 7:15-23; 10:16; 
Luke 10:3; 2 Peter 2:1-3). How important it is that 
believers know the Word of God and be able to detect 
and defeat these religious racketeers. 

But there are also dangers among us (Acts 20:30), 
because of people within the church who are ambitious 
for position and power. Church history, ancient and 
modern, is filled with accounts of people like 
Diotrephes who love to have preeminence (3 John 
9-11). It is shocking to realize that more than one false 
prophet got his or her start within the Christian church 
family! Read 1 John 2:18-19 and take heed. 

There are also dangers within us (Acts 20:31-35), 
and this seems to be where Paul put the greatest 
emphasis. “Take heed, therefore, unto yourselves” (Acts 
20:28). He names five sins that are especially destruc- 
tive to the life and ministry of spiritual leaders in the 
church. 

The first is carelessness (Acts 20:31), failing to stay 
alert and forgetting the price that others have paid so 
that we might have God’s truth. “Watch and remem- 
ber!” are words we had better heed. It is so easy for us 
today to forget the toil and tears of those who labored 
before us (Heb. 13:7). Paul’s warning and weeping 
should be constant reminders to us to take our spiritual 
responsibilities seriously. 

The second sin is shallowness (Acts 20:32). We can- 
not build the church unless God is building our lives 
daily. There is a balance here between prayer (“I com- 
mend you to God”) and the Word of God (“the word 
of his grace”), because these two must always work 
together (1 Sam. 12:23; John 15:7; Acts 6:4). The 
Word of God alone is able to edify and enrich us, and 
the spiritual leader must spend time daily in the Word 
of God and prayer. Covetousness is the third sin we must 
avoid (Acts 20:33). It means a consuming and control- 
ling desire for what others have and for more of what 
we ourselves already have. “Thou shalt not covet” is the 
last of the Ten Commandments, but if we do covet, we 
will end up breaking all the other nine! Those who 
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covet will steal, lie, and murder to get what they want, 
and even dishonor their own parents. Covetousness is 
idolatry (Eph. 5:5; Col. 3:5). In the qualifications for 
an elder, it is expressly stated that he must not be guilty 
of the sin of covetousness (1 Tim. 3:3). 

Paul also mentioned laziness (Acts 20:34). Paul 
earned his own way as a tentmaker, even though he 
could have used his apostolic authority to demand sup- 
port and thereby have an easier life. It is not wrong for 
Christian workers to receive salaries, for “the laborer is 
worthy of his hire” (Luke 10:7; 1 Tim. 5:18). But they 
should be certain that they are really earning those 
salaries! (Read Prov. 24:30-34.) 

Finally, Paul warned about selfishness (Acts 20:35). 
True ministry means giving, not getting; it means fol- 
lowing the example of the Lord Jesus Christ. Dr. Earl 
V. Pierce used to call this “the supreme beatitude” 
because, unlike the other beatitudes, it tells us how to 
be more blessed! These words of Jesus are not found 
anywhere in the Gospels, but they were a part of the 
oral tradition, and Paul memorized them. 

This beatitude does not suggest that people who 
receive are “less blessed” than people who give. (The 
beggar in Acts 3 would argue about that!) It could be 
paraphrased, “It’s better to share with others than to 
keep what you have and collect more.” In other words, 
the blessing does not come in accumulating wealth, but 
in sharing it. After all, Jesus became poor that we might 
become rich (2 Cor. 8:9). One of the best commen- 
taries on this statement is Luke 12:16-31. 

Paul closed this memorable occasion by kneeling 
down and praying for his friends, and then they all 
wept together. It is a difficult thing to say good-bye, 
especially when you know you will not see your friends 
again in this life. But we have the blessed assurance that 
we will one day see our Christian friends and loved 
ones in heaven, when Jesus Christ returns (1 Thess. 
4:13-18). 


Meanwhile, there is a job to be done—so, let’s do it! 


CHAPTER TWENTY 
Acts 21:1—22:29 


THE MISUNDERSTOOD MISSIONARY 


s it so bad, then, to be misunderstood?” asked Ralph 

Waldo Emerson. “Pythagoras was misunderstood, 

and Socrates, and Jesus, and Luther, and Copernicus, 
and Galileo, and Newton ... To be great is to be mis- 
understood.” 

Emerson might have added that the apostle Paul 
was misunderstood, by friends and foes alike. Three of 
these misunderstandings—and their consequences— 
are recorded in these chapters. 


Paul’s Friends Misunderstood His Plans (21:1-17) 
Paul had to tear himself away from the Ephesian elders, 
so great was his love for them. He and his party sailed 
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from Miletus to Cos, then to Rhodes, and then to 
Patera, a total of three days journey. But Paul was 
uncomfortable with a “local coastal” ship that stopped 
at every port, so when he found a boat going directly 
to Phoenicia, he and his friends boarded it. It would be 
a voyage of about four hundred miles. 

Tyre (vv. 3-6). This would have been Paul’s first 
contact with the believers in Tyre, though it is likely 
that his persecution of the Jerusalem believers helped to 
get this church started (Acts 11:19). The men had to 
seek out the believers, so it must not have been a large 
assembly, and apparently there was no synagogue in the 
town. They stayed a week with the saints while their 
ship unloaded its cargo and took on new cargo. 

Paul had devoted a good part of his third mission- 
ary journey to taking up a love gift for the Jews in 
Judea. It was a practical way for the Gentiles to show 
their oneness with their Jewish brothers and sisters, and 
to repay them for sharing the gospel with the Gentiles 
(Rom. 15:25—27). There was in the church a constant 
threat of division, for the Jewish extremists (the 
Judaizers) wanted the Gentiles to live like Jews and fol- 
low the law of Moses (Acts 15:1ff.). Wherever Paul 
ministered, these extremists tried to hinder his work 
and steal his converts. Paul hoped that his visit to 
Jerusalem with the offering would help to strengthen 
the fellowship between Jews and Gentiles. 

Now, Paul began to get messages from his friends 
that his visit to Jerusalem would be difficult and dan- 
gerous. Of course, he had already suspected this, 
knowing how the false teachers operated (Rom. 
15:30-31), but these messages were very personal and 
powerful. In Tyre, the believers “kept on saying to him” 
(literal Greek) that he should not set foot in Jerusalem. 

After a week in Tyre, Paul and his party departed. It 
is touching to see how the believers had come to love 
Paul, though they had known him only a week. The 
first stop was Ptolemais, where they visited the believ- 
ers for a day, and then they sailed to Caesarea, their 
final destination. 

Caesarea (vv. 7-14). The men stayed with Philip, 
one of the original deacons (Acts 6:1-6) who also 
served as an evangelist (Acts 8:5ff.). It was now some 
twenty years since he had come to Caesarea and made 
it his headquarters (Acts 8:40). Since Philip had been 
an associate of Stephen, and Paul had taken part in 
Stephen’s death, this must have been an interesting 
meeting. 

While Paul rested in Caesarea, the prophet Agabus 
came to give him a second warning message from the 
Lord. Some fifteen years before, Paul and Agabus had 
worked together in a famine relief program for Judea 
(Acts 11:27-30), so they were not strangers. Agabus 
delivered his message in a dramatic way as he bound his 
own hands and feet with Paul’s girdle and told the 
apostle that he would be bound in Jerusalem. 

As did the saints in Tyre, so the believers in 
Caesarea begged Paul not to go to Jerusalem. Surely the 
men chosen by the churches could deliver the love 


offering to James and the Jerusalem elders, and it 
would not be necessary for Paul to go personally. But 
Paul silenced them and told them that he was prepared 
(“ready”) not only to be bound, but also to die if nec- 
essary for the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Now we must pause to consider whether Paul was 
right or wrong in making that trip to Jerusalem. If it 
seems improper, or even blasphemous, so to examine 
the actions of an apostle, keep in mind that he was a 
human being like anyone else. His epistles were 
inspired, but this does not necessarily mean that every- 
thing he did was perfect. Whether he was right or 
wrong, we can certainly learn from his experience. 

On the con side, these repeated messages do sound 
like warnings to Paul to stay out of Jerusalem. For that 
matter, over twenty years before, the Lord had com- 
manded Paul to get out of Jerusalem because the Jews 
would not receive his testimony (Acts 22:18). Paul had 
already written to the Romans about the dangers in 
Judea (Acts 15:30-31), and he had shared these same 
feelings with the Ephesian elders (Acts 20:22-23), so 
he was fully aware of the problems involved. 

On the pro side, the prophetic utterances can be 
taken as warnings (“Get ready!”) rather than as prohi- 
bitions (“You must not go!”). The statement in Acts 
21:4 does not use the Greek negative ou, which means 
absolute prohibition, but me, used “where one thinks a 
thing is not” (Manual Greek Lexicon of the New 
Testament, by G. Abbott-Smith, 289). Agabus did not 
forbid Paul to go to Jerusalem; he only told him what 
to expect if he did go. As for the Lord’s command in 
Acts 22:18, it applied to that particular time and need 
not be interpreted as a prohibition governing the rest of 
Paul’s life. While it is true that Paul avoided Jerusalem, 
it is also true that he returned there on other occasions: 
with famine relief (Acts 11:27—30); to attend the 
Jerusalem Conference (Acts 15:1ff.); and after his sec- 
ond missionary journey (Acts 18:22—“going up to 
greet the church” refers to Jerusalem). 

In view of Paul’s statement in Acts 23:1, and the 
Lord’s encouraging words in Acts 23:11, it is difficult 
to believe that the apostle deliberately disobeyed the 
revealed will of God. God’s prophecy to Ananias (Acts 
9:15) certainly came true in the months that followed 
as Paul had opportunity to witness for Christ. 

Instead. of accusing Paul of compromise, we ought 
to applaud him for his courage. Why? Because in going 
to Jerusalem, he took his life in his hands in order to 
try to solve the most pressing problem in the church: 
the growing division between the “far right” legalistic 
Jews and the believing Gentiles. Ever since the 
Jerusalem Conference (Acts 15), trouble had been 
brewing, and the legalists had been following Paul and 
seeking to capture his converts. It was a serious situa- 
tion, and Paul knew that he was a part of the answer as 
well as a part of the problem. But he could not solve 
the problem by remote control through representatives; 
he had to go to Jerusalem personally. 

Jerusalem (vv. 15-17). A company of believers left 
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Caesarea and traveled with Paul to Jerusalem, probably 
to celebrate the feast. It was a journey of sixty-five miles 
that took at least three days by foot—two days if they 
had animals. What fellowship they must have enjoyed 
as they recounted what God had done in and through 
them! What a great encouragement it was for Paul to 
have these friends at his side as he faced the challenge 
of Jerusalem. 

The city would be crowded with pilgrims, but Paul 
and his party planned to live with Mnason, “an early 
disciple,” who lived in Jerusalem and had been visiting 
Caesarea. Was he perhaps converted under Peter’s 
preaching at Pentecost? Or did his fellow Cypriot 
Barnabas win him to Christ (Acts 4:36)? We are not 
told, but we do know that Mnason was a man given to 
hospitality, and his ministry helped Paul at a strategic 
time in the apostle’s ministry. 

We could wish that Dr. Luke had told us more 
about that first meeting with the church leaders in 
Jerusalem. James and the other leaders did receive them 
gladly, but how did they respond to the gift from the 
Gentiles? Nothing is said about it. Were some of them 
perhaps a bit suspicious? A few years later, the Roman 
writer Martial would say, “Gifts are like hooks!” and 
perhaps some of the Jerusalem elders felt that way 
about this gift. Certainly the legalistic wing of the 
church would question anything that Paul said or did. 


The Jerusalem Church Misunderstood His Message 
(21:18-26) 

Apparently that first meeting was devoted primarily to 
fellowship and personal matters, because the second 
meeting was given over to Paul’s personal report of his 
ministry to the Gentiles. The Jerusalem leaders had 
agreed years before that Paul should minister to the 
Gentiles (Gal. 2:7-10), and the elders rejoiced at what 
they heard. The phrase “declared particularly” means 
“reported in detail, item by item.” Paul gave a full and 
accurate account, not of what he had done, but of what 
the Lord had done through his ministry (see 1 Cor. 
15:10). 

You get the impression that the legalists had been 
working behind the scenes. No sooner had Paul fin- 
ished his report than the elders brought up the rumors 
that were then being circulated about Paul among the 
Jewish Christians. It has well been said that, though a 
rumor doesn’t have a leg to stand on, it travels mighty 
fast! 

What were his enemies saying about Paul? Almost 
the same things they said about Jesus and Stephen: he 
was teaching the Jews to forsake the laws and customs 
given by Moses and the fathers. They were not worried 
about what Paul taught the Gentile believers, because 
the relationship of the Gentiles to the law had been set- 
tled at the Jerusalem Conference (Acts 15). In fact, the 
elders carefully rehearsed the matter (Acts 21:25), 
probably for the sake of Paul’s Gentile companions. 
The leaders were especially concerned that Paul’s pres- 
ence in the city not cause division or disruption among 
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the “thousands of Jews ... zealous of the law” (Acts 
21:20). 

But, why were so many believing Jews still clinging 
to the law of Moses? Had they not read Romans and 
Galatians? Probably not, and even if they had, old cus- 
toms are difficult to change. In fact, one day God 
would have to send a special letter to the Jews, the epis- 
tle to the Hebrews, to explain the relationship between 
the old and new covenants. As Dr. Donald Grey 
Barnhouse used to say, “The book of Hebrews was 
written to the Hebrews to tell them to stop being 
Hebrews!” It was not until the city and the temple were 
destroyed in AD 70 that traditional Jewish worship 
ceased. 

Paul did warn the Gentiles not to get involved in 
the old Jewish religion (Gal. 4:1-11), but he nowhere 
told the Jews that it was wrong for them to practice 
their customs, so long as they did not trust in ceremony 
or make their customs a test of fellowship (Rom. 14:1— 
15:7). There was freedom to observe special days and 
diets, and believers were not to judge or condemn one 
another. The same grace that gave the Gentiles freedom 
to abstain also gave the Jews freedom to observe. All 
God asked was that they receive one another and not 
create problems or divisions. 

It seems incredible that Paul’s enemies would accuse 
him of these things, for all the evidence was against 
them. Paul had Timothy circumcised before taking 
him along on that second missionary journey (Acts 
16:1—3). Paul had taken a Jewish vow while in Corinth 
(Acts 18:18), and it was his custom not to offend the 
Jews in any way by deliberately violating their customs 
or the law of Moses (1 Cor. 9:19-23). However, 
rumors are not usually based on fact, but thrive on 
half-truths, prejudices, and outright lies. 

The leaders suggested that Paul demonstrate pub- 
licly his reverence for the Jewish law. All they asked was 
that he identify himself with four men under a 
Nazarite vow (Num. 6), pay for their sacrifices, and be 
with them in the temple for their time of purification. 
He agreed to do it. If it had been a matter involving 
somebody's personal salvation, you can be sure that 
Paul would never have cooperated, for that would have 
compromised his message of salvation by grace, 
through faith. But this was a matter of personal convic- 
tion on the part of Jewish believers, who were given the 
freedom to accept or reject the customs. 

Paul reported to the priest the next day and shared 
in the purification ceremony, but he himself did not 
take any vows. He and the men had to wait seven days 
and then offer the prescribed sacrifices. The whole plan 
appeared to be safe and wise, but it did not work. 
Instead of bringing peace, it caused an uproar, and Paul 
ended up a prisoner. 


The Jews Misunderstood Paul’s Ministry (21:27— 
22:29) 

In the temple, separating the court of the Gentiles 
from the other courts, stood a wall beyond which no 
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Gentile was allowed to go (note Eph. 2:14). On the 
wall was this solemn inscription: “No foreigner may 
enter within the barricade which surrounds the sanc- 
tuary and enclosure. Anyone who is caught so doing 
will have himself to blame for his ensuing death.” The 
Romans had granted the Jewish religious leaders 
authority to deal with anybody who broke this law, 
and this included the right of execution. This law plays 
an important role in what happened to Paul a week 
after he and the four Nazarites began their purification 
ceremonies. 

Some Jews from Asia saw Paul in the temple and 
jumped to the conclusion that he had polluted their 
sacred building by bringing Gentiles past the barricade. 
It is likely that these Jews came from Ephesus, because 
they recognized Paul’s friend Trophimus, who came 
from Ephesus. With their emotions running at full 
speed, and their brains in neutral, these men argued: 
(1) wherever Paul went, his Gentile friends went; (2) 
Paul was seen in the temple; therefore, his friends had 
been in the temple too! Such is the logic of prejudice. 

They seized Paul and would have killed him had the 
Roman guards not intervened in the nick of time. (At 
least one thousand soldiers were stationed in the 
Antonia Fortress at the northwest corner of the temple 
area.) The temple crowd was in an uproar, completely 
ignorant of what was going on. The scene reminds you 
of the riot in Ephesus. (Compare Acts 21:30 with Acts 
19:29, and Acts 21:34 with Acts 19:32.) It required the 
chief captain (Claudius Lysias, Acts 23:26), two centu- 
rions, and perhaps two hundred soldiers to get the mob 
under control and to rescue Paul. The captain actually 
thought Paul was an Egyptian rebel who was wanted by 
the Romans for inciting a revolt (Acts 21:38). This 
explains why he had Paul bound with two chains (see 
Acts 21:11). 

When Claudius interrogated the people, they could 
not explain what caused the riot because they did not 
really know. The original troublemakers must have 
escaped during the great excitement, knowing that they 
could not actually substantiate their charges. Since 
Claudius could get no help from the people in the tem- 
ple, he decided to interrogate Paul, so his soldiers 
carried Paul from the court of the Gentiles up the stairs 
into the barracks. As Paul was borne away, the crowd 
shouted angrily, “Away with him!” This again reminds 
us of our Lord’s arrest and trial (Luke 23:18, 21; John 
19:15). 

At this point, Paul decided it was time to speak up, 
and the captain was amazed that his dangerous pris- 
oner could speak Greek. When Paul asked for 
permission to address the Jews, Claudius consented, 
hoping that perhaps he would get enough information 
for an official report. He never did (see Acts 23:23-30). 
Paul spoke to the Jews in their native Aramaic, and this 
helped quiet them down. He was never able to finish 
his speech, but he did get to explain three important 
aspects of his life and ministry. 

His early conduct (22:3-5). Paul had been a 


leading rabbi in his day (Gal. 1:13-14), so he was cer- 
tainly known to some of the people in the crowd. Note 
how Paul piled up his Jewish credentials: he was a Jew, 
a native of Tarsus, brought up in Jerusalem, trained by 
Gamaliel, a follower of the law, a zealous persecutor of 
the church, and a representative of the Sanhedrin. How 
could his countrymen not respectfully listen to a man 
with that kind of record! 

Instead of accusing them of participating in a riot, 
he commended them for being “zealous toward God.” 
(He had used a similar approach with the Athenians; 
Acts 17:22.) He admitted that he too had been guilty 
of having people arrested and bound, and even killed. 
The Christian faith was known as “the way” (Acts 9:2; 
19:9, 23; 24:14, 22), probably a reference to our Lord’s 
statement, “I am the way” (John 14:6). 

His wonderful conversion (22:6-16). Luke 
recorded Paul’s conversion experience in Acts 9, and 
Paul would repeat the account later for Felix and 
Agrippa (Acts 26:1-32). It is difficult to imagine a 
comparable crowd today quietly listening to that kind 
of a testimony. However, people in that day expected 
miraculous things to happen and were no doubt fasci- 
nated by Paul’s story (see Acts 23:9). Also, Paul was on 
official Sanhedrin business when these events took 
place, which at least gave it some aura of authority. 

In his testimony, Paul affirmed that Jesus of 
Nazareth was alive. Paul saw His glory and heard His 
voice. The people listening in the temple courts knew 
the official Jewish position that Jesus of Nazareth was 
an impostor who had been crucified and His body 
stolen from the tomb by His disciples, who then 
started the rumor that Jesus had been raised from the 
dead. Of course, Paul himself had believed this story 
when he was persecuting the church. 

The men with Paul saw the bright light, but were 
not blinded as he was, and they heard a sound, but 
could not understand what was being said (Acts 9:7). 
Imagine Paul’s amazement to discover that Jesus was 
alive! Instantly, he had to change his whole way of 
thinking (repentance) and let the risen Lord have 
control. 

Note Paul’s wisdom as he identified himself with 
Ananias, a devout Jew who kept the law and who called 
him “brother.” Note also that Ananias attributed Paul’s 
great experience to “the God of our fathers.” In quot- 
ing Ananias, Paul gave reason for his listeners to accept 
his salvation experience and his call to service. Paul had 
seen “the Just [Righteous] One,” which was a title for 
Messiah (see Acts 3:14; 7:52). Paul was now commis- 
sioned by God to take His message to “all men.” This 
would include the Gentiles, but Paul did not say so 
until later. 

Acts 22:16 in the King James Version seems to sug- 
gest that baptism is required for the washing away of 
our sins, but such is not the case. In his Expanded 
Translation of the New Testament, Greek scholar 
Kenneth Wuest puts it, “Having arisen, be baptized 
and wash away your sins, having previously called 
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upon His Name.” We are saved by calling on the Lord 
by faith (Acts 2:21; 9:14), and we give evidence of that 
faith by being baptized. According to Acts 9:17, Paul 
was filled with the Spirit before he was baptized, and 
this would indicate that he was already born again. It 
is the “calling,” not the baptizing, that effects the 
cleansing. 

Certainly many of Paul’s listeners knew about the 
new “Christian sect” that had sprung up, the baptisms 
that had taken place, the stoning of Stephen, and the 
miracles that these “people of the way” had wrought. 
Paul was not speaking to ignorant people, because 
these things had not been “done in a corner” (Acts 
26:26). 

His special calling (22:17-29). After his conver- 
sion, Paul had ministered in Damascus and then had 
gone to Arabia, perhaps to evangelize and to meditate 
on God’s Word (Acts 9:19-25; Gal. 1:16-17). When 
Paul did return to Jerusalem, the church leaders did not 
accept him until Barnabas interceded and got him in 
(Acts 9:26-29). Note how Paul again emphasized the 
Jewish elements in his experience, for the Jews would 
be impressed with a man who prayed in the temple and 
had a vision from God. 

The Lord told Paul to leave Jerusalem quickly, 
because the people would not receive his witness. By 
obeying this command, Paul saved his life, because the 
Hellenistic Jews had plotted to kill him (Acts 9:29-30). 
But first, Paul debated with the Lord! He wanted to 
show the Jews that he was a new person and tell them 
that Jesus was the Messiah, and He was alive. If Paul 
won some of them to the Lord, it would perhaps help 
to compensate for all the damage he had done, espe- 
cially in the killing of Stephen. 

The Lord’s command was, “Depart, for I will send 
you far from here to the Gentiles” (Acts 22:21 NKJV). 
Paul was about to explain why he was involved with the 
Gentiles, but the Jews in the temple courts would not 
permit him to go on. No devout Jew would have any- 
thing to do with the Gentiles! Had Paul not uttered 
that one word, he might have later been released, and 
perhaps he knew this. However, he had to be faithful in 
his witness, no matter what it cost him. Paul would 
rather be a prisoner than give up his burden for lost 
souls and for missions! We could use more Christians 
like that today. 

When Claudius saw that the riot was starting again, 
he took Paul into the barracks for “examination by tor- 
ture.” The apostle had already mentioned that he was 
born in Tarsus, but he had not told them that his citi- 
zenship was Roman. It was unlawful for a Roman 
citizen to be scourged. We do not know how people 
proved their citizenship in those days; perhaps they car- 
ried the first-century equivalent of an ID card. 

Claudius must have been shocked that this little 
Jewish troublemaker who spoke Aramaic and Greek was 
actually a Roman citizen. “With great sum I obtained 
this freedom,” Claudius boasted, indicating that he had 
gotten his citizenship by bribing the Roman officials, 
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for it could not be actually purchased. But Paul was 
ahead of the Roman captain, for he had been born into 
freedom and Roman citizenship, thanks to his father. 
How Paul's father obtained his freedom, we do not 
know. We do know that Paul knew how to make use of 
his Roman citizenship for the cause of Christ. 

The soldiers had made two mistakes, and they were 
quick to undo them: they had bound Paul and had 
planned to scourge him. No doubt Claudius and his 
men were especially kind to Paul now that they knew 
he was a Roman citizen. God was using the great power 
of the empire to protect His servant and eventually get 
him to Rome. 

Paul’s entire time in Jerusalem was one filled with 
serious misunderstandings, but he pressed on. Perhaps 
at this point some of his friends were saying, “We told 
him so! We warned him!” For Paul and his associates, 
it may have looked like the end of the road, but God 
had other plans for them. Paul would witness again and 
again, and to people he could never have met had he 
not been a Roman prisoner. God’s missionary did get 
to Rome—and the Romans paid the bill! 

That’s what happens when God’s people are willing 
to be daring! 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
Acts 22:30—23:35 


PAUL THE PRISONER 


was once called to be a character witness in a child 
| custody case involving a man who had served time in 

prison. This was a new experience for me, and I was 
completely unprepared for the first question the attor- 
ney asked me: “Reverend, do you think that a man who 
has been a prisoner is fit to raise a child?” 

“That depends on the man,” I replied bravely. 
“Some of the greatest men in history have been prison- 
ers—John the Baptist, John Bunyan, and even the 
apostle Paul.” 

“Simply answer yes or no!” said the judge curtly, 
and that was the end of my sermon. 

“Paul the prisoner” (Acts 23:18) was the name the 
Roman soldiers used for the apostle, a designation he 
himself often used (Eph. 3:1; 4:1; 2 Tim. 1:8; Philem. 
1, 9). Paul was under “military custody,” which meant 
he was bound to a Roman soldier who was responsible 
for him. Prisoners under “public custody” were put in 
the common jail, a horrible place for any human being 
to suffer (Acts 16:19-24). 

Paul’s friends could visit him and help meet his per- 
sonal needs. It is sad that we don’t read, “And prayer 
was made fervently by the church for Paul” (see Acts 
12:5). There is no record that the Jerusalem church 
took any steps to assist him, either in Jerusalem or dur- 
ing his two years in Caesarea. 

This is an exciting chapter, and in it we read of 
three confrontations that Paul experienced. 
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Paul and the Jewish Council (22:30—23:10) 
Having discovered that Paul was a Roman citizen, the 
Roman captain now had two serious problems to solve. 
First, he needed to let the prisoner know what the offi- 
cial charges were against him, since that was Paul’s right 
as a Roman citizen. Second, he also needed to have 
some official charges for his own records and to share 
with his superiors. He was sure that Paul had done 
something notorious, otherwise why would so many 
people want to do away with him? Yet nobody seemed 
to know what Paul’s crimes were. What a plight for a 
Roman official to be in! 

The logical thing was to let Paul’s own people try 
him, so the captain arranged for a special meeting of 
the Jewish council (Sanhedrin). This group was com- 
posed of seventy (or seventy-one) of the leading Jewish 
teachers, with the high priest presiding. It was their 
responsibility to interpret and apply the sacred Jewish 
law to the affairs of the nation, and to try those who 
violated that law. The Romans gave the council permis- 
sion to impose capital punishment where the offense 
deserved it. 

The captain and his guard (Acts 23:10) brought 
Paul into the council chamber and stepped aside to 
watch the proceedings. Knowing how the Jews in the 
temple had treated Paul, Claudius remained there on 
guard lest his prisoner be taken from him and killed. 
No Roman soldier could afford to lose a prisoner, for 
that might mean the forfeiting of his own life. The 
loss of a prisoner against whom the charges were neb- 
ulous would be especially embarrassing for any 
Roman officer. 

As Paul faced the council and examined it carefully, 
he decided to start with a personal approach. “Men and 
brethren” immediately identified him as a Jew and no 
doubt helped win the attention of his countrymen. 

The Greek word translated “lived” means “to live as 
a citizen.” It gives us the English word politics. Paul 
affirmed that he was a loyal Jew who had lived as a 
good Jewish citizen and had not broken the law. His 
conscience did not condemn him even though the Jews 
had condemned him. 

“Conscience” is one of Paul’s favorite words; he 
used it twice in Acts (23:1; 24:16) and twenty-one 
times in his letters. The word means “to know with, to 
know together.” Conscience is the inner “judge” or 
“witness” that approves when we do right and disap- 
proves when we do wrong (Rom. 2:15). Conscience 
does not set the standard; it only applies it. The con- 
science of a thief would bother him if he told the truth 
about his fellow crooks just as much as a Christian’s 
conscience would convict him if he told a lie about his 
friends. Conscience does not make the standards; it 
only applies the standards of the person, whether they 
are good or bad, right or wrong. 

Conscience may be compared to a window that lets 
in the light. God’s law is the light, and the cleaner the 
window is, the more the light shines in. As the window 
gets dirty, the light gets dimmer, and finally the light 


becomes darkness. A good conscience, or pure con- 
science (1 Tim. 3:9), is one that lets in God’s light so 
that we are properly convicted if we do wrong and 
encouraged if we do right. A defiled conscience (1 Cor. 
8:7) is one that has been sinned against so much that it 
is no longer dependable. If a person continues to sin 
against his conscience, he may end up with an evil con- 
science (Heb. 10:22) or a seared conscience (1 Tim. 
4:2). Then he would feel convicted if he did what was 
right rather than what was wrong! 

Paul had persecuted the church and had even 
caused innocent people to die, so how could he claim 
to have a good conscience? He had lived up to the light 
that he had, and that is all that a good conscience 
requires. After he became a Christian and the bright 
light of God’s glory shone into his heart (2 Cor. 4:6), 
Paul then saw things differently and realized that he 
was “the chief of sinners” (1 Tim. 1:15). 

Ananias the high priest (not to be confused with 
Annas in Acts 4:6) was so incensed at Paul’s saying that 
he had “lived in all good conscience” that he ordered 
the nearest Jewish council members to slap Paul across 
the mouth. (Jesus had been treated in a similar way— 
John 18:22.) This was, of course, illegal and inhumane, 
for, after all, Paul had not even been proven guilty of 
anything. Certainly the high priest would be expected 
to show honesty and fairness, if not compassion and 
concern (Lev. 19:15; Heb. 5:2). 

Paul responded with what appears to me to be justi- 
fied anger, though many disagree about this. When 
called to account for what he had said, Paul did not apol- 
ogize. Rather, he showed respect for the office but not for 
the man. Ananias was indeed one of the most corrupt 
men ever to be named high priest. He stole tithes from 
the other priests and did all he could to increase his 
authority. He was known as a brutal man who cared 
more for Rome’s favor than for Israel’s welfare. 

In calling the high priest a “whited wall,” Paul was 
simply saying that the man was a hypocrite (Matt. 
23:27; see Ezek. 13:10-12). Paul spoke prophetically, 
because God did indeed smite this wicked man. When 
the Jews revolted against Rome in the year 66, Ananias 
had to flee for his life because of his known sympathies 
with Rome. The Jewish guerrillas found him hiding in 
an aqueduct at Herod’s palace, and they killed him. It 
was an ignominious death for a despicable man. 

Paul’s reply in Acts 23:5 has been variously inter- 
preted. Some say that Paul did not know who the high 
priest was. Or perhaps Paul was speaking in holy sar- 
casm: “Could such a man actually be the high priest?” 
Since this was an informal meeting of the council, per- 
haps the high priest was not wearing his traditional 
garments and sitting in his usual place. For that matter, 
Paul had been away from the Jewish religious scene for 
many years and probably did not know many people in 
the council. 

The quoting of Exodus 22:28 would indicate that 
Paul may not have known that it was the high priest 
who ordered him to be smitten. Again, note that Paul 
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showed respect for the office, but not for the man who 
held the office. There is a difference. 

Having failed in his personal approach, Paul then 
used a doctrinal approach. He declared that the real 
issue was his faith in the doctrine of the resurrection, a 
doctrine over which the Pharisees and Sadducees vio- 
lently disagreed. Paul knew that by defending this 
important doctrine, he would divide the council and 
soon have the members disputing among themselves, 
which is exactly what happened. So violent was the 
response that Claudius and his men had to rush down 
to the floor of the council chamber and rescue their 
prisoner for the second time! 

Was Paul “playing politics? when he took this 
approach? I don’t think so. After his unfortunate clash 
with the high priest, Paul realized that he could never 
get a fair trial before the Sanhedrin. If the trial had con- 
tinued, he might well have been condemned and taken 
out and stoned as a blasphemer. The Asian Jews, if 
given opportunity to testify, could well have added fuel 
to the fire with their false witness. No, the wisest thing 
to do was to end the hearing as soon as possible and 
trust God to use the Roman legions to protect him 
from the Jews. 

There is a second consideration: Paul was absolutely 
right when he said that the real issue was the doctrine 
of the resurrection, not “the resurrection” in general, 
but the resurrection of Jesus Christ (see Acts 24:21; 
26:6-8; 28:20). Had he been given the opportunity, 
Paul would have declared the gospel of “Jesus Christ 
and the resurrection” just as he had declared it before 
Jewish congregations in many parts of the empire. The 
witness in Acts centers on the resurrection (see Acts 
1:22; 2:32; 3:15). 

Jesus had stood trial before the Sanhedrin, and so 
had His apostles, and now Paul had witnessed to them. 
What great opportunities the council had, and yet they 
would not believe! 


Paul and the Lord Jesus (23:11) 

A few years after Paul’s conversion, when Paul’s life was 
in danger in Jerusalem, Jesus appeared to him in the 
temple and told him what to do (Acts 22:17-21). 
When Paul was discouraged in Corinth and contem- 
plated going elsewhere, Jesus appeared to him and 
encouraged him to stay (Acts 18:9-10). Now, when 
Paul was certainly at “low ebb” in his ministry, Jesus 
appeared once again to encourage and instruct him. 
Paul would later receive encouragement during the 
storm (Acts 27:22-25) and during his trial in Rome (2 
Tim. 4:16-17). “Lo, I am with you always” is a great 
assurance for every situation (Matt. 28:20). 

The Lord’s message to Paul was one of courage. “Be 
of good cheer!” simply means “Take courage!” Jesus 
often spoke these words during His earthly ministry. 
He spoke them to the palsied man (Matt. 9:2) and to 
the woman who suffered with the hemorrhage (Matt. 
9:22). He shouted them to the disciples in the storm 
(Matt. 14:27) and repeated them in the Upper Room 
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(John 16:33). As God’s people, we can always take 
courage in times of difficulty because the Lord is with 
us and will see us through. 

It was also a message of commendation. The Lord 
did not rebuke Paul for going to Jerusalem. Rather, He 
commended. him for the witness he had given, even 
though that witness had not been received. When you 
read the account of Paul’s days in Jerusalem, you get 
the impression that everything Paul did failed miser- 
ably. His attempt to win over the legalistic Jews only 
helped cause a riot in the temple, and his witness before 
the Sanhedrin left the council in confusion. But the 
Lord was pleased with Paul’s testimony, and that’s what 
really counts. 

Finally, it was a message of confidence: Paul would 
go to Rome! This had been Paul’s desire for months 
(Acts 19:21; Rom. 15:22-29), but events in Jerusalem 
had made it look as though that desire would not be 
fulfilled. What encouragement this promise gave to 
Paul in the weeks that followed, difficult weeks when 
leaders lied about him, when fanatics tried to kill him, 
and when government officials ignored him. In all of 
this, the Lord was with him and fulfilling His perfect 
plan to get His faithful servant to Rome. 


Paul and the Jewish Conspirators (23:12-35) 

Paul’s life had been in danger from the very beginning 
of his ministry, when he witnessed for Christ in 
Damascus (Acts 9:22-25). During his first visit to 
Jerusalem after his conversion, the Hellenistic Jews 
tried to kill him (Acts 9:29). The Jews drove him out 
of Antioch in Pisidia (Acts 13:50-51) and threatened 
to stone him in Iconium (Acts 14:5). Paul was stoned 
in Lystra (Acts 14:19-20), and in Corinth, the Jews 
tried to get him arrested (Acts 18:12—17). In Ephesus, 
the Jews had a plot to kill him (Acts 20:19), and they 
even planned to kill him at sea (Acts 20:3). Paul’s words 
in 1 Thessalonians 2:14-16 take on special meaning 
when you consider all that Paul suffered at the hands of 
his own countrymen. 

Perhaps it was the Asian Jews who conspired to kill 
Paul (Acts 21:27-29). Certain of the chief priests and 
elders agreed to cooperate with them and try to influ- 
ence Claudius. It was a natural thing for the council to 
want further information from Paul, and it would have 
been an easy thing to ambush Paul’s party and kill the 
apostle. If this got the captain in trouble with his supe- 
riors, the high priest could protect him. The Romans 
and the Jews had cooperated this way before (Matt. 
28:11-15). 

But the forty fasting men and the scheming reli- 
gious leaders had forgotten that Paul was an apostle of 
Jesus Christ, and that the exalted Lord was watching 
from heaven. At Paul’s conversion, the Lord had told 
him that he would suffer, but He had also promised 
that He would deliver him from his enemies (Acts 
9:15-16; 26:16-17). Paul held on to that promise all 
of his life, and God was faithful. 


We know nothing about Paul’s sister and nephew 
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except what is recorded here. Philippians 3:8 suggests 
that Paul lost his family when he became a Christian, 
but we do not know if any of his relatives were con- 
verted later. (The word kinsman in Rom. 16:7 and 11 
means “fellow Jew,” as in Rom. 9:3.) Since Paul’s fam- 
ily had long been connected with the Pharisees (Acts 
23:6), his sister was no doubt in touch with the “pow- 
ers that be” and able to pick up the news that was 
passed along. Wives do chat with each other, and a 
secret is something you tell one person at a time! 

It is not likely that either the sister or the nephew 
were believers, for that certainly would have shut them 
out of the official religious circle in Jerusalem. But they 
were devout Jews and knew that the plot was evil (Ex. 
23:2). It was in the providence of God that they were 
able to hear the news and convey it privately to 
Claudius. St. Augustine said, “Trust the past to the 
mercy of God, the present to His love, and the future 
to His providence.” 

We certainly must admire the integrity and courage 
of Claudius Lysias, the captain. How did he know the 
boy was even telling the truth? Paul had already caused 
Claudius so much trouble that it might be a relief to 
get rid of him! The Jews did not know that Claudius 
was aware of their plot, so he could have used his 
“inside knowledge” for his own profit. No Roman sol- 
dier could afford to lose a prisoner, but there were 
always ways to work things out. 

Throughout the book of Acts, Dr. Luke speaks 
favorably of the Roman military officers, beginning 
with Cornelius in Acts 10 and ending with Julius (Acts 
27:1, 3, 43). There is no record in Acts of official 
Roman persecution against the church; the opposition 
was instigated by the unbelieving Jews. While the 
empire had its share of corrupt political opportunists, 
for the most part, the military leaders were men of 
quality who respected the Roman law. 

Claudius’s plan was simple and wise. He knew that 
he had to get Paul out of Jerusalem or there would be 
one murderous plot after another, and one of them just 
might succeed. He also knew that he had better deter- 
mine the charges against Paul or he might be accused 
of illegally holding a Roman citizen. He could solve 
both problems by sending Paul to Caesarea and putting 
him under the authority of Felix, the Roman governor. 

If Paul had been a private citizen, attempting to 
travel from Jerusalem to Caesarea (about sixty-five 
miles), he would have been an easy target for the con- 
spirators. But God arranged for 470 Roman soldiers to 
protect him, almost half of the men in the temple gar- 
rison! Once again in his career, Paul was smuggled out 
of a city under cover of night (Acts 9:25; 17:10). 

The captain’s official letter is most interesting. Of 
course, Claudius put himself and his men in the best 
light, which is to be expected. While it is true they pre- 
vented Paul from being killed, it was not because they 
knew he was a Roman. Claudius thought Paul was an 
Egyptian and almost had him scourged! 

Acts 23:29 is another of Luke’s “official statements” 


from Roman officials, proving that Christians were not 
considered criminals. The officials in Philippi had 
almost apologized to Paul (Acts 16:35—40), and Gallio 
in Corinth had refused to try him (Acts 18:14-15). In 
Ephesus, the town clerk told twenty-five thousand peo- 
ple that the Christians were innocent of any crime 
(Acts 19:40), and now the Roman captain from the 
temple fortress was writing the same thing. Later, 
Festus (Acts 25:24-25) and Herod Agrippa (Acts 
26:31-32) would also affirm that Paul should have 
been set free. Even the Jewish leaders in Rome had to 
confess that they had had no official news against Paul 
(Acts 28:21). 

Leaving at nine o'clock that night, Paul and his 
escort went from Jerusalem to Antiparis, about thirty- 
seven miles away. This must have been an all-night 
forced march for that many people to cover that much 
ground in that short a time. The cavalry then contin- 
ued with Paul while the two hundred soldiers returned 
to the barracks, since the dangerous part of the trip was 
now over. They traveled another twenty-seven miles to 
Caesarea, where Paul was officially turned over to Felix. 
Paul was safe from the Jewish plotters, but was he safe 
from Felix? 

Antonius Felix was governor (procurator) of Judea. 
He was married to Drusilla, a Jewess who was daugh- 
ter of Herod Agrippa I (Acts 12:1) and who left her 
husband to become Felix’s third wife. She was sister of 
Herod Agrippa II (Acts 25:13ff.). The Roman historian 
‘Tacitus said that Felix “exercised the power of a king in 
the spirit of a slave.” Felix was called “a vulgar ruffian” 
and lived up to the name. 

Not only was Paul protected by an escort fit for a 
king, but he was put, not in the common prison, but 
in the palace built by Herod the Great, where the gov- 
ernor had his official headquarters. We wonder if any 
of the believers in Caesarea knew about Paul’s presence 
and sought to bring him personal aid and encourage- 
ment. They would certainly remember the visit of 
Agabus and realize that his dire prophecy had been ful- 
filled (Acts 21:10-14). 

As you review the events recorded in this chapter, 
you cannot help but be impressed with the commit- 
ment of the apostle Paul to his calling. “None of these 
things move me” (Acts 20:24). If ever a man dared to 
follow Christ, come what may, he was that man. Paul 
did not look for the easy way but for the way that 
would most honor the Lord and win the lost. He was 
even willing to become a prisoner if that would further 
the work of the gospel. 

You are also impressed with the amazing providence 
of God in caring for His servant. “The angel of the 
Lord encamps all around those who fear Him, and 
delivers them” (Ps. 34:7 Nxyv). “Let us trust in God, 
and be very courageous for the gospel,” wrote Charles 
Spurgeon, “and the Lord Himself will screen us from 
all harm.” 

God’s people can afford to be daring, in the will 
of God, because they know their Savior will be 
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dependable and work out His perfect win. Paul was 
alone—but not alone! His Lord was with him and he 
had nothing to fear. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
Acts 24 


PAUL THE WITNESS 


[E was the most characteristic and lasting expres- 
sion of the Roman spirit,” wrote historian Will 
Durant in Caesar and Christ. “The first person in 
Roman law was the citizen.” In other words, it was the 
responsibility of the court to protect the citizen from 
the State, but too often various kinds of corruption 
infected the system and made justice difficult for the 
common man. Paul would soon discover how corrupt 
a Roman governor could be. 

“The secret of Roman government was the princi- 
ple of indirect rule,” wrote Arnold Toynbee. This 
meant that the real burden of administration was left 
pretty much on the shoulders of the local authorities. 
Imperial Rome got involved only if there was danger 
from without or if the local governing units were at 
odds with one another. 

In this chapter we see the Roman legal system at 
work and three men each making his contribution. 


Tertullus: False Accusations (24:1-9) 

In the Bible record, when people go to Jerusalem, they 
always go up, but when they go from Jerusalem, they 
always go down. This explains why the official Jewish 
party “descended” when they came to Caesarea. With 
Ananias the high priest were some of the Jewish elders 
as well as a lawyer to present the case and defend their 
charges. Roman law was as complex as our modern law, 
and it took an expert to understand it and know how 
to apply it successfully to his client’s case. 

Tertullus began with the customary flattery, a nor- 
mal part of the judicial routine. After all, before you 
can win your case, you must win over your judge. 
Tacitus, the Roman orator and politician, called flatter- 
ers “those worst of enemies,” and Solomon wrote that 
“a flattering mouth works ruin” (Prov. 26:28 NKJv). 

The lawyer complimented Felix because the gover- 
nors many reforms had brought quietness to the land. 
(Question: Why did it require nearly five hundred sol- 
diers to protect one man in transit from Jerusalem to 
Caesarea?) It was true that Felix had put down some 
revolts, but he had certainly not brought peace to the 
land. In fact, during the time Felix was suppressing 
robbers in his realm, he was also hiring robbers to mur- 
der the high priest Jonathan! So much for his reforms. 

But the prosecutor's accusations against Paul were 
no more truthful than his flattery. He brought three 
charges: a personal charge (“he is a pestilent fellow”), a 
political charge (sedition and leading an illegal reli- 
gion), and a doctrinal charge (profaning the temple). 
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As for Paul being “a pest,” it all depends on one’s 
point of view. The Jews wanted to maintain their 
ancient traditions, and Paul was advocating something 
new. The Romans were afraid of anything that upset 
their delicate “peace” in the empire, and Paul’s record 
of causing trouble was long and consistent. As Vance 
Havner used to say, “Wherever Paul went, there was 
either a riot or a revival!” 

This personal charge was based on the Jews’ con- 
flicts with Paul in different parts of the Roman world. 
I have already pointed out that it was his own country- 
men, not the Roman authorities, who caused Paul 
trouble from city to city. The Jews from Asia (Acts 
21:27) would certainly have stories to tell about Lystra, 
Corinth, and Ephesus! This first accusation reminds us 
of the charges brought against the Lord Jesus at His 
trial (Luke 23:1-2, 5). 

The political charge was much more serious, 
because no Roman official wanted to be guilty of per- 
mitting illegal activities that would upset the Pax 
Romana (Roman Peace). Rome had given the Jews free- 
dom to practice their religion, but the Roman officials 
kept their eyes on them lest they use their privileges to 
weaken the empire. When Tertullus called Paul “an 
instigator of insurrections among all the Jews through- 
out the Roman Empire” (wuest), he immediately got 
the attention of the governor. Of course, his statement 
was an exaggeration, but how many court cases have 
been won by somebody stretching the truth? 

Tertullus knew that there was some basis for this 
charge because Paul had preached to the Jews that Jesus 
Christ was their King and Lord. To the Romans and 
the unbelieving Jews, this message sounded like treason 
against Caesar (Acts 16:20-21; 17:5-9). Furthermore, 
it was illegal to establish a new religion in Rome with- 
out the approval of the authorities. If Paul indeed was 
a “ringleader of the sect of the Nazarenes,” then his 
enemies could easily build a case against him. 

At that time, the Christian faith was still identified 
with the Jews, and they were permitted by the Romans 
to practice their religion. There had been Gentile seek- 
ers and God-fearers in the synagogues, so the presence 
of Gentiles in the churches did not create legal prob- 
lems. Later, when the number of Gentile believers 
increased and more of the congregations separated 
from the Jewish synagogues, then Rome saw the differ- 
ence between Jews and Christians and trouble began. 
Rome did not want a rival religion thriving in the 
empire and creating problems. 

Tertullus’s third accusation had to be handled with 
care because it implicated a Roman officer who had 
saved a man’s life. For the most part, Roman officials 
like Felix did not want anything to do with cases 
involving Jewish law (John 18:28-31; Acts 16:35—40; 
18:12-17). The fewer Jews who ended up in Roman 
courts, the better it would be for the empire. Tertullus 
had to present this third charge in a way that made the 
Jews look good without making the Romans look too 


bad, and he did a good job. 
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To begin with, he softened the charge. The accusa- 
tion given by the Asian Jews was that Paul had polluted 
the temple (Acts 21:28), but Tertullus said, “He even 
tried to profane the temple” (Acts 24:6 ngyv). Why the 
change? For at least two good reasons. To begin with, 
Paul’s accusers realized that the original charge could 
never be substantiated if the facts were investigated. 
But even more, the Asian Jews who started the story 
seemed to have vanished from the scene! If there were 
no witnesses, there could be no evidence or conviction. 

When you compare Luke’s account of Paul’s arrest 
(Acts 21:27—40) with the captains account (Acts 
23:25-30) and the lawyer’s account (Acts 24:6-8), you 
can well understand why judges and juries can get con- 
fused. Tertullus gave the impression that Paul had 
actually been guilty of profaning the temple, that the 
Jews had been within their rights in seizing him, and 
that the captain had stepped out of line by interfering. 
It was Claudius, not the Jews, who was guilty of treat- 
ing a Roman citizen with violence! But Felix had the 
official letter before him and was more likely to believe 
his captain than a paid Hellenistic Jewish lawyer. 

Tertullus knew that the Jews had authority from 
Rome to arrest and prosecute those who violated 
Jewish law. True, the Romans thought that the Jews’ 
devotion to their traditions was excessive and supersti- 
tious, yet Rome wisely let them have their way. The 
Jews were even permitted to execute guilty offenders in 
capital cases, such as Paul’s “offense” of permitting 
Gentiles to cross the protective barricade in the temple 
(Acts 21:28-29). Tertullus argued that if Claudius had 
not interfered, the Jews would have tried Paul them- 
selves, and this would have saved Felix and Rome a 
great deal of trouble and expense. 

In closing his argument, Tertullus hinted that 
Claudius Lysias should have been there personally and 
had not just sent the Jewish leaders to present the case. 
Why was he absent? Could he not defend his case? Was 
he trying to “pass the buck” to others? As far as we 
know, during the two years Paul was detained in 
Caesarea, Claudius never did show up to tell his side of 
the story. We wonder why. 

But Paul was there and Felix could get the truth out 
of him! “If you examine Paul,” the clever lawyer said, 
“you will find that what I am saying is true.” The other 
members of the Jewish delegation united in agreeing 
with their lawyer, which was no surprise to anybody. 


Paul: Faithful Answers (24:10-21) 
But the governor did not examine Paul. He merely 
nodded his head as a signal that it was now Paul’s turn 
to speak. Paul did not flatter Felix (see 1 Thess. 2:1-6); 
he merely acknowledged that the governor was a man 
of experience and therefore a man of knowledge. After 
this brief but honest introduction, Paul then proceeded 
to answer the charges of Tertullus (Acts 24:10—16), the 
Asian Jews (Acts 24: 17-19), and the Jewish council 
(Acts 24:20-21). 

As far as the temple charge was concerned, Paul was 


in the temple to worship and not to lead a disturbance. 
In fact, the temple records would show that Paul was 
registered to pay the costs for four Jews who had taken 
a Nazarite vow. Paul had not preached in the temple or 
the synagogues, nor had he preached anywhere in the 
city. (Years before, Paul had made an agreement with 
Peter and the Jerusalem elders that he would not evan- 
gelize the Jews in Jerusalem. See Gal. 2:7-10.) Nobody 
could prove that he was guilty of leading any kind of 
rebellion against the Jews or the Romans. 
Furthermore, since he had been in Jerusalem only a 
week (the twelve days of Acts 24:11, minus the five 
days of Acts 24:1), there had hardly been time to 
organize and lead an assault on the temple! While stu- 
dents of Paul’s life do not agree on every detail, the 
order of events was probably something like this: 


Day 1—Paul arrived in Jerusalem (21:17) 

Day 2—Met with James and the elders (21:18) 
Day 3—In the temple with the Nazarites (21:26) 
Day 4—In the temple 

Day 5—In the temple 

Day 6—Arrested in the temple (21:27) 

Day 7—Met with the Jewish council (23:1—10) 
Day 8—Threatened; taken to Caesarea (23:12, 23) 
Day 9—Arrived in Caesarea (23:33) 

Day 10—Waited (Felix sent for the Jewish leaders) 
Day 11—Waited for the Jewish leaders to arrive 
Day 12—Waited—they arrived—hearing scheduled 
Day 13—The hearing conducted 


The four men who had taken the Nazarite vow 
were evidently already involved in their temple duties 
when James suggested that Paul pay their costs (Acts 
21:24). If they had started the day before Paul arrived 
in Jerusalem, then the day of Paul’s arrest would have 
been the seventh day of their obligations (Acts 21:27). 
The New American Standard Bible translates Acts 
21:27, “And when the seven days were almost over.” 
This implies that the events occurred on the seventh 
day of their schedule, Paul’s sixth day in the city. 

It would probably take two days for the official 
Roman messenger to get from Caesarea to Jerusalem, 
and another two days for Ananias and his associates to 
make it to Caesarea. They were not likely to linger; the 
case was too important. 

Having disposed of the temple charges, Paul then 
dealt with the charges of sedition and heresy. Even 
though the high priest was a Sadducee, there were cer- 
tainly Pharisees in the official Jewish delegation, so 
Paul appealed once again to their religious roots in the 
Scriptures. The fact that Paul was a Christian did not 
mean that he worshipped a different God from the 
God of his fathers. It only meant he worshipped the 
God of his fathers in a new and living way, for the only 
acceptable way to worship the Father is through Jesus 
Christ (John 5:23). His faith was still founded on the 
Old Testament Scriptures, and they bore witness to 


Jesus Christ. 
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The Sadducees accepted the five Books of Moses 
(the law), but not the rest of the Old Testament. They 
rejected the doctrine of the resurrection because they 
said it could not be found anywhere in what Moses 
wrote. (Jesus had refuted that argument, but they chose 
to ignore it. See Matt. 22:23-33.) By declaring his per- 
sonal faith in the resurrection, Paul affirmed his 
orthodox convictions and identified himself with the 
Pharisees. Once again, the Pharisees were caught on 
the horns of a dilemma, for if Paul’s faith was that of a 
heretic, then they were heretics too! 

Paul and the early Christians did not see them- 
selves as “former Jews” but as “fulfilled Jews.” The 
Old Testament was a new book to them because they 
had found their Messiah. They knew that they no 
longer needed the rituals of the Jewish law in order to 
please God, but they saw in these ceremonies and 
ordinances a revelation of the Savior. Both as a 
Pharisee and a Christian, Paul had “taken pains” 
always to have a good conscience and to seek to please 
the Lord. 

Having replied to the false charges of Tertullus, Paul 
then proceeded to answer the false accusation of the 
Asian Jews that he had profaned the temple (Acts 
24:17-19). He had not come to Jerusalem to defile the 
temple but to bring needed help to the Jewish people 
and to present his own offerings to the Lord. (This is 
the only mention in Acts of the special offering.) When 
the Asians saw him in the temple, he was with four 
men who were fulfilling their Nazarite vows. How 
could Paul possibly be worshipping God and profaning 
God’s house at the same time? A Jewish priest was in 
charge of Paul’s temple activities, so, if the holy temple 
was defiled, the priest was responsible. Paul was only 
obeying the law. 

Now Paul reached the heart of his defense, for it 
was required by Roman law that the accusers face the 
accused at the trial, or else the charges would be 
dropped. Ananias had wisely not brought any of the 
Hellenistic Jews with him, for he was sure that their 
witness would fall down under official examination. 
These men were good at inciting riots; they were not 
good at producing facts. 

Paul closed his defense by replying to the members 
of the Jewish council (Acts 24:20-21). Instead of giv- 
ing him a fair hearing, the high priest and the 
Sanhedrin had abused him and refused to hear him 
out. Ananias was no doubt grateful that Paul said noth- 
ing about his slap in the face, for it was not legal for a 
Roman citizen to be treated that way. 

Do we detect a bit of holy sarcasm in Paul’s clos- 
ing statement? We might paraphrase it, “If I have 
done anything evil, it is probably this: I reminded 
the Jewish council of our great Jewish doctrine of 
the resurrection.” Remember, the book of Acts is a 
record of the early church’s witness to the resurrec- 
tion of Jesus Christ (Acts 1:22). The Sadducees had 
long abandoned the doctrine, and the Pharisees did 
not give it the practical importance it deserved. Of 
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course, Paul would have related this doctrine to the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ, and the Sanhedrin did 
not want that. 

They had accused Paul of being anti-Jewish and 
anti-Roman, but they could not prove their charges. If 
the Jewish leaders had further pursued any of these 
charges, their case would have collapsed. But there was 
enough circumstantial evidence to plant doubts in the 
minds of the Roman officials, and perhaps there was 
enough race prejudice in them to water that seed and 
encourage it to grow. After all, had not the Emperor 
Claudius expelled the Jews from Rome (Acts 18:2)? 
Perhaps Paul would bear watching. 


Felix: Foolish Attitudes (24:22-27) 

If ever a man failed both personally and officially, that 
man was Felix, procurator of Judea. He certainly could 
not plead ignorance of the facts, because he was “well 
acquainted with the Way” (Acts 24:22 niv). His wife, 
Drusilla, was a Jewess and perhaps kept him informed 
of the activities among her people, and as a Roman 
official, he would carefully (if privately) investigate 
these things. He saw the light, but he preferred to live 
in the darkness. 

Felix saw to it that Paul was comfortably cared for 
while at the same time safely guarded. “Liberty” in Acts 
24:23 means that he was not put in the common jail or 
kept in close confinement. He had limited freedom in 
the palace, chained to a soldier. (The guards were 
changed every six hours, a perfect captive congrega- 
tion!) Paul’s friends were permitted to minister to him 
(Greek: “wait on him as personal servants”), so people 
could come and go to meet his needs. What Paul’s min- 
istry was during those two years in Caesarea, we do not 
know, but we can be sure he gave a faithful witness for 
the Lord. 

The record of one such witness is given by Luke, 
and it makes Felix’s guilt even greater. Not only was 
Felix’s mind informed, but his heart was moved by fear, 
and yet he would not obey the truth. It is not enough 
for a person to know the facts about Christ, or to have 
an emotional response to a message. He or she must 
willingly repent of sin and trust the Savior. “But you 
are not willing to come to Me that you may have life” 
(John 5:40 nxyjv). 

It must have been the curiosity of his wife, Drusilla, 
that prompted Felix to give Paul another hearing. She 
wanted to hear Paul, for, after all, her family had been 
involved with “the Way” on several occasions. Her 
great-grandfather tried to kill Jesus in Bethlehem 
(Matt. 2); her great-uncle killed John the Baptist and 
mocked Jesus (Luke 23:6-12); and Acts 12:1-2 tells of 
her father killing the apostle James. 

Dr. Luke has given us only the three points of Paul’s 
sermon to this infamous couple: righteousness, self- 
control, and the judgment to come. But what an 
outline! Paul gave them three compelling reasons why 
they should repent and believe on Jesus Christ. 

First, they had to do something about yesterdays sin 
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(“righteousness”). In 1973, Dr. Karl Menninger, one of 
the world’s leading psychiatrists, published a startling 
book, Whatever Became of Sin? He pointed out that the 
very word sin has gradually dropped out of our vocab- 
ulary, “the word, along with the notion.” We talk about 
mistakes, weaknesses, inherited tendencies, faults, and 
even errors, but we do not face up to the fact of sin. 

“People are no longer sinful,” said Phyllis 
McGinley, noted American writer and poet. “They are 
only immature or underprivileged or frightened or, 
more particularly, sick.” But a holy God demands righ- 
teousness; that’s the bad news. Yet the good news is that 
this same holy God provides His own righteousness to 
those who trust Jesus Christ (Rom. 3:21—26). We can 
never be saved by our own righteousness of good 
works. We can be saved only through Christ’s righ- 
teousness made available by His finished work of 
salvation on the cross. 

The second point in Paul’s sermon dealt with self- 
control: we must do something about todays 
temptations. Man can control almost everything but 
himself. Here were Felix and Drusilla, prime illustra- 
tions of lack of self-control. She divorced her husband 
to become Felix’s third wife, and though a Jewess, she 
lived as though God had never given the Ten 
Commandments at Sinai. Felix was an unscrupulous 
official who did not hesitate to lie, or even to murder, 
in order to get rid of his enemies and promote himself. 
Self-control was something neither of them knew 
much about. 

Paul’s third point was the clincher “judgment to 
come.” We must do something about tomorrow’ judg- 
ment. Perhaps Paul told Felix and Drusilla what he told 
the Greek philosophers: God has “appointed a day, in 
which he will judge the world in righteousness” by the 
Lord Jesus Christ (Acts 17:31). Jesus Christ is either 
your Savior or your Judge. How do we know that Jesus 
Christ is the Judge? “He has given assurance of this to 
all by raising Him from the dead” (Acts 17:31 Nxyv). 
Once again, the resurrection! 

“Felix trembled” (Acts 24:25), which literally 
means “Felix became terrified.” Roman leaders prided 
themselves in their ability to be stoical and restrain 
their emotions under all circumstances, but a convic- 
tion from God gripped Felix’s heart, and he could not 
hide it. Paul had diagnosed the case and offered the 
remedy. It was up to Felix to receive it. 

What did Felix do? He procrastinated! “When I have 
a convenient time, I will call for you,” he told the apos- 
tle. “Procrastination is the thief of time,” wrote Edward 
Young. Perhaps he was thinking about the English 
proverb, “One of these days is none of these days.” 
Procrastination is also the thief of souls. The most 
“convenient season” for a lost sinner to be saved is right 
now. “Behold, now is the accepted time; behold, now is 
the day of salvation” (2 Cor. 6:2). 

“T think there’s a special time for each person to be 
saved,” a man argued to whom I was witnessing. “I 
can't get saved until that time comes.” 


“What are the signals that your special time has 
come?” I asked. “Well,” he drawled, “I don’t rightly 
know.” “Then how will you know when you are sup- 
posed to be saved?” I asked. But the stupidity of his 
position never bothered him. I do hope he was saved 
before he died. 

Consider Felix’s foolish attitudes. He had a foolish 
attitude toward God’s Word, thinking that he could 
“take it or leave it.” But God “now commands all men 
everywhere to repent” (Acts 17:30 Nxjv, italics mine). 
When God speaks, men and women had better listen 
and obey. 

Felix had a foolish attitude toward his sins. He 
knew he was a sinner, yet he refused to break with his 
sins and obey the Lord. He had a foolish attitude 
toward God’s grace. The Lord had been long suffering 
toward Felix, yet the governor would not surrender. 
Felix was not sure of another day’s life, yet he foolishly 
procrastinated. “Do not boast about tomorrow, for you 
do not know what a day may bring forth” (Prov. 27:1 
NIV). 

Instead of listening to Paul, Felix tried to “use” Paul 
as a political pawn, either to get money from the 
church or to gain favor with the Jews. The fact that 
Felix had further discussions with Paul is no indication 
that his heart was interested in spiritual things. Paul’s 
friends were coming and going, and perhaps some of 
them had access to the large offering sent by the 
Gentile churches. Certainly Paul gave further witness 
to the governor, but to no avail. When Felix was 
replaced, he left Paul a prisoner, but it was Felix who 
was really the prisoner. 

The governor’s mind was enlightened (Acts 24:22), 
his emotions were stirred (Acts 24:25), but his will 
would not yield. He tried to gain the world, but, as far 
as we know, he lost his soul. He procrastinated himself 
into hell. 

Dr. Clarence Macartney told a story about a 
meeting in hell. Satan called his four leading demons 
together and commanded them to think up a new lie 
that would trap more souls. “I have it!” one demon 
said. “Pll go to earth and tell people there is no 
God.” 

“It will never work,” said Satan. “People can look 
around them and see that there is a God.” 

“TIl go and tell them there is no heaven!” suggested 
a second demon, but Satan rejected that idea. 
“Everybody knows there is life after death and they 
want to go to heaven.” 

“Let’s tell them there is no hell!” said a third demon. 

“No, conscience tells them their sins will be 
judged,” said the devil. “We need a better lie than 
that.” 

Quietly, the fourth demon spoke. “I think I’ve 
solved your problem,” he said. “Pll go to earth and tell 
everybody there is no hurry.” 

The best time to trust Jesus Christ is—now! 

And the best time to tell others the good news of 
the gospel is—now! 


Acts 24—25 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
Acts 25—26 


PAUL THE DEFENDER 


he new governor, Porcius Festus, was a better man 
Te his predecessor and took up his duties with 

the intention of doing what was right. However, 
he soon discovered that Jewish politics was not easy to 
handle, especially the two-year-old case of the apostle 
Paul, a prisoner with no official charges against him. 
Paul was a Jew whose countrymen wanted to kill him, 
and he was a Roman whose government did not know 
what to do with him. 

What a dilemma! If Festus released Paul, the Jews 
would cause trouble, and that was something the new 
governor dared not risk. However, if he held Paul pris- 
oner, Festus would have to explain why a Roman 
citizen was being held without definite official charges. 
Festus knew that it was smart for him to act quickly 
and take advantage of the fact that he was a newcomer 
on the scene. To delay would only make the problem 
worse, and it was bad enough already. 

These two chapters present Festus in three different 
situations, each of which related to the apostle Paul. 


Conciliation: Festus and the Jewish Leaders 
(25:1-12) 

Knowing how important it was for him to get along 
well with the Jewish leaders, Festus lost no time in vis- 
iting the Holy City and paying his respects, and the 
leaders lost no time in bringing up Paul’s case. The new 
high priest was Ishmael; he had replaced Jonathan, who 
had been killed by Felix. Ishmael wanted to resurrect 
the plot of two years before and remove Paul once and 
for all (Acts 23:12-15). 

It is not likely that the new governor knew anything 
about the original plot or even suspected that the 
Jewish religious leaders were out for blood. Since a 
Roman court could meet in Jerusalem as well as in 
Caesarea, transferring Paul would be a normal proce- 
dure. Festus would probably not demand that a large 
retinue go with him, so an ambush would be easy. 
Finally, since it was a matter involving a Jewish pris- 
oner and the Jewish law, the logical place to meet 
would be Jerusalem. 

“Kill Paul!” had been the cry of the unbelieving 
Jews ever since Paul had arrived in Jerusalem (Acts 
21:27-31; 22:22; 23:10-15; 25:3); however, Festus 
knew nothing of this. Paul had been warned of this 
danger, but he had also been assured that the Lord 
would protect him, use his witness, and then take him 
safely to Rome (Acts 23:11; 26:17). The situation was 
growing more serious, for now it was the council itself, 
and not a group of outsiders, that was plotting Paul’s 
death. You would think that their anger would have 
subsided after two years, but it had not. Satan the mur- 
derer was hard at work (John 8:44). 
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Festus was wise not to cooperate with their scheme, 
but he did invite the leaders to accompany him to 
Caesarea and face Paul once again. This would give 
Festus opportunity to review the case and get more 
facts. The Jews agreed, but the hearing brought out 
nothing new. The Jewish delegation (this time without 
their lawyer) only repeated the same unfounded and 
unproved accusations, hoping that the governor would 
agree with them and put Paul to death (Acts 25:15-16). 

What did Paul do? He once again affirmed that he 
was innocent of any crime against the Jewish law, the 
temple, or the Roman government. Festus saw that no 
progress was being made, so he asked Paul if he would 
be willing to be tried in Jerusalem. He did this to please 
the Jews and probably did not realize that he was jeop- 
ardizing the life of his famous prisoner. But a Roman 
judge could not move a case to another court without 
the consent of the accused, and Paul refused to go! 
Instead, he claimed the right of every Roman citizen to 
appeal to Caesar. 

What led Paul to make that wise decision? For one 
thing, he knew that his destination was Rome, not 
Jerusalem, and the fastest way to get there was to 
appeal to Caesar. Paul also knew that the Jews had not 
given up their hopes of killing him, so he was wise to 
stay under the protection of Rome. By appealing to 
Caesar, Paul forced the Romans to guard him and take 
him to Rome. Finally, Paul realized that he could never 
have a fair trial in Jerusalem anyway, so why go? 

It must have infuriated the Jewish leaders when 
Paul, by one statement, took the case completely out of 
their hands. He made it clear that he was willing to die 
if he could be proved guilty of a capital crime, but first 
they had to find him guilty. Festus met with his official 
council, and they agreed to send Paul to Nero for trial. 
No doubt the new governor was somewhat embar- 
rassed that he had handled one of his first cases so 
badly that the prisoner was forced to appeal to Caesar, 
and to Caesar he must go! 


Consultation: Festus and Agrippa (25:13-22) 
But the new governor's problems were not over. He had 
managed not to offend the Jews, but he had not deter- 
mined the legal charges against his prisoner. How 
could he send such a notable prisoner to the emperor 
and not have the man’s crimes listed against him? 

About that time, Festus had a state visit from Herod 
Agrippa II and Herod’s sister, Bernice. This youthful 
king, the last of the Herodians to rule, was the great- 
grandson of the Herod who killed the Bethlehem 
babes, and the son of the Herod who killed the apostle 
James (Acts 12). The fact that his sister lived with him 
created a great deal of suspicion on the part of the 
Jewish people, for their law clearly condemned incest 
(Lev. 18:1-18; 20:11-21). Rome had given Herod 
Agrippa II legal jurisdiction over the temple in 
Jerusalem, so it was logical that Festus share Paul’s case 
with him. 

Festus was smart enough to understand that the 
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Jewish case against Paul had nothing to do with civil 
law. It was purely a matter of “religious questions” (Acts 
18:14-15; 23:29), which the Romans were unprepared 
to handle, especially the doctrine of the resurrection. 
Acts 25:19 proves that Paul was defending much more 
than the resurrection in general. He was declaring and 
defending the resurrection of Jesus Christ. As we have 
noted in our studies, this is the key emphasis of the wit- 
ness of the church in the book of Acts. 

Festus gave the impression that he wanted to move 
the trial to Jerusalem because the “Jewish questions” 
could be settled only by Jewish people in Jewish terri- 
tory (Acts 25:20). It was a pure fabrication, of course, 
because his real reason was to please the Jewish leaders, 
most of whom King Herod knew. Festus needed some- 
thing definite to send to the emperor Nero, and perhaps 
Agrippa could supply it. (“Augustus” in Acts 25:21, 25 
is a title, “the august one,” and not a proper name.) 

The king was an expert in Jewish matters (Acts 
26:2-3) and certainly would be keenly interested in 
knowing more about this man who caused a riot in the 
temple. Perhaps Herod could assist Festus in finding 
out the real charges against Paul, and perhaps Festus 
could assist Herod in learning more about Jewish 


affairs in the Holy City. 


Confrontation: Festus, Agrippa, and Paul (25:23— 
26:32) 

It seems incredible that all of this pomp and ceremony 
was because of one little Jewish man who preached the 
gospel of Jesus Christ! But the Lord had promised Paul 
he would bear witness before “Gentiles and kings” (Acts 
9:15), and that promise was being fulfilled again. Once 
Paul was finished with his witness, all his hearers would 
know how to be saved and would be without excuse. 

They met in an “audience room” in the palace, and 
the key military men and officers of the Roman gov- 
ernment were there. Paul’s case had probably been 
discussed by various official people many times over 
the past two years, so very few of those present were 
ignorant of the affair. 

Festus was certainly exaggerating when he said that 
“all the multitude of the Jews” had pressed charges 
against Paul, but that kind of statement would make 
the Jews present feel much better. Acts 25:25 gives us 
the second of Luke’s “official statements” declaring 
Paul’s innocence (see Acts 23:29), and there will be 
others before his book is completed. 

In his flowery speech before Agrippa, Festus indi- 
cated that he wanted the king to examine Paul (Acts 
25:26), but there is no record that he did. In fact, 
before the session ended, Paul became the judge, and 
Festus, King Agrippa, and Bernice became the defen- 
dants! Paul was indeed defending himself (Acts 26:24 
NKJV), but at the same time, he was presenting the 
truth of the gospel and witnessing to the difference 
Jesus Christ can make in a person’s life. This is the 
longest of Paul’s speeches found in Acts. 

King Agrippa was in charge and told Paul that he 


was free to speak. In his brief introduction, Paul sin- 
cerely gave thanks that Agrippa was hearing his case, 
because he knew the king was an expert in Jewish reli- 
gious matters. Paul did not mention it then, but he also 
knew that the king believed the Old Testament 
prophets (Acts 26:27). Paul also hinted that his speech 
might be a long one and that he would appreciate the 
king’s patience in hearing him out. 

Five key statements summarize Paul’s defense. 

“I lived a Pharisee” (vv. 4-11). Paul’s early life in 
Jerusalem was known to the Jews, so there was no need 
to go into great detail. He was a devout Pharisee (Phil. 
3:5) and the son of a Pharisee (Acts 23:6), and his peers 
had likely realized he would accomplish great things as 
a rabbi (Gal. 1:13-14 rv). It was because of his con- 
victions about the resurrection and “the hope of Israel” 
that he was now a prisoner (see Acts 23:6; 24:15). 
Once again, Paul appealed to Jewish orthodoxy and 
loyalty to the Hebrew tradition. 

It is worth noting that Paul mentioned “our twelve 
tribes” (Acts 26:7). While it is true that the ten north- 
ern tribes (Israel) were conquered by Assyria in 722 BC 
and assimilated to some extent, it is not true that these 
ten tribes were “lost” or annihilated. Jesus spoke about 
all twelve tribes (Matt. 19:28), and so did James (James 
1:1) and the apostle John (Rev. 7:4-8; 21:12). God 
knows where His chosen people are, and He will fulfill 
the promises He has made to them. 

The pronoun you in Acts 26:8 is plural, so Paul must 
have looked around at the entire audience as he spoke. 
The Greeks and Romans, of course, would not believe 
in the doctrine of the resurrection (Acts 17:31—32), nor 
would the Sadducees who were present (Acts 23:8). To 
Paul, this was a crucial doctrine, for if there is no resur- 
rection, then Jesus Christ was not raised and Paul had 
no gospel to preach. (For Paul’s argument about the res- 
urrection and the gospel, see 1 Cor. 15). 

Paul was not only a Pharisee, but he had also been 
a zealous persecutor of the church. He had punished 
the believers and tried to force them to deny Jesus 
Christ, and some of them he had helped send to their 
death. The phrase “gave my voice” (Acts 26:10) literally 
means “registered my vote.” This suggests that Paul had 
been an official member of the Sanhedrin, but surely if 
that were true, seemingly he would have mentioned it 
in one of his speeches. The phrase probably means 
nothing more than he “voted against them” as a special 
representative of the high priest (Acts 9:2, 14). 

In the early days of the church, the Jewish believ- 
ers continued to meet in the synagogues, and that 
was where Paul found them and punished them 
(Matt. 10:17; 23:34). What Paul in his early years 
looked on as “religious zeal” (Gal. 1:13-14), in his 
later years he considered to be “madness” (Acts 
26:11). Like a wild animal, he had “made havoc of 
the church” (Acts 8:3), “breathing out threatenings 
and slaughter” (Acts 9:1). 

“I saw a light” (vv. 12-13). Not content to limit 
his work to Jerusalem, Paul had asked for authority to 
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visit the synagogues in distant cities. His zeal had 
driven out many of the believers and they had taken 
their message to Jews in other communities (Acts 8:4). 

Paul considered himself an enlightened man, for, 
after all, he was a Jew (Rom. 9:4-5), a scholar (Acts 
22:3), and a Pharisee. In reality, Paul had lived in gross 
spiritual darkness. He knew the law in his preconver- 
sion days, but he had not realized that the purpose of 
the law was to bring him to Christ (Gal. 3:24). He had 
been a self-righteous Pharisee who needed to discover 
that his good works and respectable character could 
never save him and take him to heaven (Phil. 3:1-11). 

The light that Paul saw was supernatural, for it was 
the glory of God revealed from heaven (compare Acts 
7:2, 55-56). It actually had blinded Paul for three days 
(Acts 9:8-9), but his spiritual eyes had been opened to 
behold the living Christ (2 Cor. 4:3-6). But seeing a 
light was not enough; he also had to hear the Word of 
God. 

“I heard a voice” (vv. 14-18). Paul’s companions 
had seen the light, but not the Lord, and they had 
heard a sound, but they could not understand the 
words. They all fell to the earth, but only Paul 
remained there (Acts 9:7). Jesus Christ spoke to Paul in 
the familiar Aramaic tongue of the Jews, called him by 
name, and told him it was futile for him to continue 
fighting the Lord. In that moment, Paul had made two 
surprising discoveries: Jesus of Nazareth was alive, and 
He was so united to His people that their suffering was 
His suffering! Paul was persecuting not only the 
church, but also his own Messiah! 

How encouraging it is to know that God in His grace 
speaks to those who are His enemies. God had been 
dealing with Paul, but Paul had been resisting Him, 
kicking against the “goads.” What were these “goads”? 
Certainly the testimony and death of Stephen (Acts 
22:20), plus the faithful witness of the other saints who 
had suffered because of Paul. Perhaps Paul had also 
struggled with the emptiness and weakness of Judaism 
and his own inability to meet the demands of the law. 
Even though he could now say he was “blameless” in 
conduct and conscience (Acts 23:1; Phil. 3:6), yet within 
his own heart, he certainly knew how far short he came 
of meeting God’s holy standards (Rom. 7:7-16). 

The word minister in Acts 26:16 means “an under- 
rower” and refers to a lowly servant on a galley ship. Paul 
had been accustomed to being an honored leader, but 
after his conversion he became a subordinate worker, 
and Jesus Christ became his Master. The Lord had 
promised to be with Paul and protect him, and He also 
promised to reveal Himself to him. Paul saw the Lord on 
the Damascus road, and again three years later while in 
the temple (Acts 22:17-21). Later, the Lord appeared to 
him in Corinth (Acts 18:9) and in Jerusalem (Acts 
23:11), and He would appear to him again. 

No doubt it was a surprise to Paul after his conver- 
sion to hear that the Lord was sending him to the 
Gentiles. He had a great love for his own people and 
would gladly have lived and died to win them to Christ 
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(Rom. 9:1-3), but that was not God’s plan. Paul would 
always be “the apostle to the Gentiles.” 

Acts 26:18 describes both the spiritual condition of 
the lost and the gracious provision of Christ for those 
who will believe. You will find parallels in Isaiah 35:5; 
42:6ff.; and 61:1. The lost sinner is like a blind pris- 
oner in a dark dungeon, and only Christ can open his 
eyes and give him light and freedom (2 Cor. 4:3-6). 
But even after he is set free, what about his court record 
and his guilt? The Lord forgives his sins and wipes the 
record clean! He then takes him into His own family as 
His own child and shares His inheritance with him! 

What must the sinner do? He must trust Jesus 
Christ (“faith that is in me’—Acts 26:18). Paul had to 
lose his religion to gain salvation! He discovered in a 
moment of time that all of his righteousnesses were but 
filthy rags in God’s sight, and that he needed the righ- 
teousness of Christ (Isa. 64:6). 

“I was not disobedient” (vv. 19-21). When Paul 
had asked, “Lord, what wilt thou have me to do?” (Acts 
9:6) he meant it sincerely, and when the Lord told him, 
he obeyed orders immediately. He began right at 
Damascus and it almost cost him his life (Acts 
9:20-25). Likewise, when he had witnessed to the Jews 
in Jerusalem, they attempted to kill him (Acts 
9:29-30). In spite of repeated discouragements and 
dangers, Paul had remained obedient to the call and 
the vision that Jesus Christ gave him. Nothing moved 
him (Acts 20:24)! 

In Acts 26:21, Paul clearly explained to Agrippa and 
Festus what had really happened in the temple and why 
it had happened. It was “on account of these things” 
that Paul had been attacked and almost killed: his dec- 
laration that Jesus of Nazareth was alive and was Israel’s 
Messiah, his ministry to the Gentiles, and his offer of 
God’s covenant blessings to both Jews and Gentiles on 
the same terms of repentance and faith (see Acts 20:21). 
The proud nationalistic Israelites would have nothing 
to do with a Jew who treated Gentiles like Jews! 

“I continue unto this day” (vv. 22-32). It is one 
thing to have a great beginning, with visions and 
voices, but quite another thing to keep on going, espe- 
cially when the going is tough. The fact that Paul 
continued was proof of his conversion and evidence of 
the faithfulness of God. He was saved by God’s grace 
and enabled to serve by God’s grace (1 Cor. 15:10). 

The one word that best summarizes Paul’s life and 
ministry is “witnessing” (see Acts 26:16). He simply 
shared with others what he had learned and experi- 
enced as a follower of Jesus Christ. His message was not 
something he manufactured, for it was based solidly on 
the Old Testament Scriptures. We must remind our- 
selves that Paul and the other apostles did not have the 
New Testament, but used the Old Testament to lead 
sinners to Christ and to nurture the new believers. 

Acts 26:23 is a summary of the gospel (1 Cor. 
15:3-4), and each part can be backed up from the Old 
Testament. See, for example, Isaiah 52:13—53:12 and 
Psalm 16:8-11. Paul could even defend his call to the 
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Gentiles from Isaiah 49:6 (see also Acts 13:47). Jesus 
was not the first person to be raised from the dead, but 
He was the first one to be raised and never die again. 
He is “the firstfruits of them that slept” (1 Cor. 15:20). 

In his message in the temple, when Paul got to the 
word Gentiles, the crowd exploded (Acts 22:21-22). 
That is the word Paul spoke when Festus responded 
and loudly accused Paul of being mad. How strange 
that Festus did not think Paul was mad when he was 
persecuting the church (Acts 26:11)! Nobody called 
D. L. Moody crazy when he was energetically selling 
shoes and making money, but when he started winning 
souls, people gave him the nickname “Crazy Moody.” 
This was not the first time Paul had been called “crazy” 
(2 Cor. 5:13), and he was only following in the foot- 
steps of his Master (Mark 3:20-21; John 10:20). 

Paul had been addressing King Agrippa, but the 
emotional interruption of the governor forced him to 
reply. He reminded Festus that the facts about the min- 
istry of Jesus Christ, including His death and 
resurrection, were public knowledge and “not done in 
a corner.” The Jewish Sanhedrin was involved and so 
was the Roman governor, Pilate. Jesus of Nazareth had 
been a famous public figure for at least three years, and 
huge crowds had followed Him. How then could the 
governor plead ignorance? 

Festus had not interrupted because he really 
thought Paul was mad. Had that been the case, he 
would have treated Paul gently and ordered some of his 
guards to escort him to a place of rest and safety. 
Furthermore, what official would send a raving mad- 
man to be tried before the emperor? No, the governor 
was only giving evidence of conviction in his heart. 
Paul’s words had found their mark, and Festus was try- 
ing to escape. 

But Paul did not forget King Agrippa, a Jew who 
was an expert in these matters. When Paul asked if 
Agrippa believed the prophets, he was forcing him to 
take a stand. Certainly the king would not repudiate 
what every Jew believed! But Agrippa knew that if he 
affirmed his faith in the prophets, he must then face 
the question, “Is Jesus of Nazareth the one about 
whom the prophets wrote?” 

Festus avoided decision by accusing Paul of being 
mad. King Agrippa eluded Paul’s question (and the 
dilemma it presented) by adopting a superior attitude 
and belittling Paul’s witness. His reply in Acts 26:28 
can be stated, “Do you think that in such a short time, 
with such few words, you can persuade me to become 
a Christian?” Perhaps he spoke with a smirk on his face 
and a sneer in his voice. But he certainly spoke his own 
death warrant (John 3:18-21, 36). 

Paul was polite in his reply. “I would to God, that 
whether in a short or long time, not only you, but also 
all who hear me this day, might become such as I am, 
except for these chains” (Acts 26:29 Nass). Festus and 
Agrippa knew that their prisoner had a compassionate 
concern for them, and they could not easily escape his 
challenge. The best thing to do was to end the hearing, 


so the king stood up, and this told everybody that the 
audience was over. 

Both Agrippa and Festus declared that Paul was 
innocent of any crime deserving of death. Luke contin- 
ues to accumulate these official statements so that his 
readers will understand that Paul was an innocent man 
(see Acts 16:35—40; 18:12-17; 23:29; 25:25). In fact, 
Paul might have been set free, had he not appealed to 
Caesar. Was he foolish in making his appeal? No, he was 
not, for it was the appeal to Caesar that finally ended 
the repeated accusations of the Jewish leaders. They 
knew they could not successfully fight against Rome. 

What Agrippa and Festus did not understand was 
that Paul had been the judge and they had been the 
prisoners on trial. They had been shown the light and 
the way to freedom, but they had deliberately closed 
their eyes and returned to their sins. Perhaps they felt 
relieved that Paul would go to Rome and trouble them 
no more. The trial was over, but their sentence was still 
to come; and come it would. 

What a wonderful thing is the opportunity to 
trust Jesus Christ and be saved! What a terrible thing 
is wasting that opportunity and perhaps never having 
another. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
Acts 27—28 


PAUL ARRIVES IN ROME 


must also see Rome!” Those were Paul’s words dur- 
| ing his ministry in Ephesus (Acts 19:21), and little 

did he realize all that would happen to him before he 
would arrive in the imperial city: illegal arrest, Roman 
and Jewish trials, confinement, and even shipwreck. 
He had long wanted to preach the gospel in Rome 
(Rom. 1:14-16) and then go on into Spain (Rom. 
15:28), but he had not planned to travel as a prisoner. 
Through it all, Paul trusted God’s promise that he 
would witness in Rome (Acts 23:11), and the Lord saw 
him through. 

Why would Luke devote such a long section of his 
book to a description of a voyage and shipwreck? Surely 
he could have summarized the account for us! But 
Luke was a skilled writer, inspired by the Spirit of God, 
and he knew what he was doing. For one thing, this 
exciting report balances the speeches that we have been 
reading and brings more drama into the account. Also, 
Luke was an accurate historian who presented the 
important facts about his hero and his voyage to Rome. 

But perhaps the major purpose Luke had in mind 
was the presenting of Paul as the courageous leader who 
could take command of a difficult situation in a time of 
great crisis. Future generations would love and appreci- 
ate Paul all the more for what he did en route to Rome. 

Since ancient times, writers have pictured life as a 
journey or a voyage. Pilgrims Progress by John Bunyan 
is based on this theme, and so is Homer’s Odyssey. We 
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sometimes use the “voyage” metaphor in everyday con- 
versation: “Smooth sailing!” or “Dont make 
shipwreck!” or “Sink or swim!” When a Christian dies, 
we might say, “She has reached the other shore.” Dr. 
Luke was certainly not writing an allegory, but he did 
use this exciting event to show how one man’s faith can 
make a big difference for him and others “in the storms 
of life.” What an encouragement to our own faith! 

In Paul’s journey to Rome, we see the great apostle 
in four important roles. 


Paul the Counselor (27:1-20) 

Luke had not included himself since Acts 21:18, but 
now he joined Paul and Aristarchus (Acts 19:29; 20:2, 
4) for the voyage to Rome. It is possible that Luke was 
allowed to go as Paul’s physician and Aristarchus as 
Paul’s personal attendant. How Paul must have 
thanked God for his faithful friends who gave up their 
liberty, and even risked their lives, that he might have 
the help he needed. There is no evidence that either of 
these men had been arrested, yet Paul referred to 
Aristarchus as a “fellow prisoner” (Col. 4:10). This 
could refer to a voluntary imprisonment on his part in 
order to assist Paul. 

Paul was not the only prisoner that Julius and his 
men were taking to Rome, for there were “certain other 
prisoners” with them. The Greek word means “others 
of a different kind” and may suggest that, unlike Paul, 
these men were going to Rome to die and not to stand 
trial. What mercy that they met Paul who could tell 
them how to go to heaven when they died! 

The centurion found a coastal ship leaving 
Caesarea, so they embarked and covered the eighty 
miles from Caesarea to Sidon in one day. In Sidon, 
Paul was permitted to visit his friends and put together 
the things needed for the long trip. Luke records the 
kindness of a Roman officer to the apostle Paul (Acts 
24:23), as well as the encouragement of the anony- 
mous believers in Sidon. Their names are in God’s 
book and they shall be rewarded one day (Phil. 4:3). 

From Sidon to Myra, the voyage became difficult 
because of the westerly winds. At Myra, Julius, a 
Roman officer, found a ship going to Italy, so he aban- 
doned the slower coastal ship and put Paul and the 
others on board this large grain ship from Egypt that 
carried 276 passengers (Acts 27:37-38). Rome 
depended on Egypt for much of its grain supply, and 
the Roman government gave special consideration to 
those who ran these ships. 

The strong winds again hindered their progress so 
that “many days” were required to cover the 130 miles 
from Myra to Cnidus. The pilot then steered south- 
southwest to Crete, passing Salmone and finally 
struggling into Fair Havens. It had been a most diffi- 
cult voyage, a portent of things to come. 

The centurion now had to decide whether to win- 
ter at Fair Havens or set sail and try to reach the port 
of Phoenix (Phoenicia, Acts 27:12) on the southern 
coast of Crete, about forty miles away. His approach to 
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making this decision is a classic illustration of how not 
to determine the will of God. 

Paul admonished them to stay in Fair Havens. They 
had already encountered adverse winds, and it was now 
the start of the stormy season. “The fast” refers to the 
day of Atonement, which fell in September/October, 
and every sailor knew that sailing was difficult from 
mid-September to mid-November, and impossible 
from mid-November to February. 

Acts 27:10 sounds so much like a prophecy that we 
are prone to believe God gave Paul a premonition of 
danger. Paul had already experienced three shipwrecks 
(2 Cor. 11:25), so he was certainly speaking from expe- 
rience. (The Greek word translated “perceive” in Acts 
27:10 means “to perceive from past experience.”) 
However, the men in charge gave little value to Paul’s 
warning, an attitude they lived to regret. 

What were the factors that governed Julius’s deci- 
sion? To begin with, Fair Havens was not a comfortable 
place to settle down because it was too open to the win- 
ter storms. Phoenix had a more sheltered harbor. Julius 
also listened to the “expert advice” of the pilot and cap- 
tain (“master and owner”) of the ship. They advised 
that the ship head for Phoenix as fast as possible. Surely 
they could cover forty miles safely, and already they 
had lost too much time (Acts 27:9). When Julius added 
up the votes, it was three to one that the ship set sail. 
After all, the majority cannot be wrong, especially 
when it includes the experts! 

But the clinching argument came with an encour- 
aging change in the weather, for the south wind began 
to blow gently, and that was just what they needed. As 
the ship left the harbor, perhaps Julius, the pilot, and 
the captain smiled tolerantly at Paul and his two 
friends as if to say, “See, you were wrong!” 

However, it was not long before Paul was proved 
right, for the “soft wind” became a stormy wind. The 
word translated “tempestuous” gives us the English 
word typhoon. Sailors called this special wind 
Euroclydon, a hybrid Greek and Latin word that means 
“a northeasterner.” The crew had to let the ship drift 
because it was impossible to steer it, and the wind 
drove it twenty-three miles to the south, to the island 
of Cauda. Here the sailors pulled in the small boat that 
was towed behind larger ships, lest they lose it or it be 
driven against the ship and cause damage. 

As the storm grew worse, the crew did all it could 
to keep the ship afloat. They wrapped ropes (or chains) 
around the hull so the boat would not come apart, and 
they took down some of the sails. The second day, they 
started throwing some of the wheat overboard, and the 
third day they jettisoned the furnishings. (Note Luke’s 
use of “we” in Acts 27:19.) Because of the storm, they 
could not see the sun or the stars, so it was impossible 
to determine their position. The situation seemed 
hopeless, and it all happened because one man would 
not listen to God’s messenger. 

Sometimes we get ourselves into storms for the 
same reasons: impatience (Acts 27:9), accepting expert 
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advice that is contrary to God’s will, following the 
majority, and trusting “ideal” conditions (Acts 27:13). 
“He that believeth shall not make haste” (Isa. 28:16). It 
pays to listen to God’s Word. 


Paul the Encourager (27:21-44) 

“Paul began as a prisoner,” said Joseph Parker; “he 
ended as the captain.” Paul “took over” the situation 
when it was obvious that nobody else knew what to do. 
A crisis does not make a person; a crisis shows what a 
person is made of, and it tends to bring true leadership 
to the fore. Paul gently rebuked the centurion, pilot, 
and captain for ignoring his warning. Soon they would 
discover that God had spared all of them only because 
of Paul. 

Consider Paul’s four ministries of encouragement 
to the passengers and crew. 

He shared God’s Word with them (vv. 22-26). A 
messenger from the Lord had visited Paul and told him 
that the ship and cargo would be lost, but that all the 
passengers would be spared and cast on an island. Once 
again, the Lord gave him a special word of encourage- 
ment at the right time (Acts 18:9-10; 23:11). Today, we 
are not likely to have visions, but we do have the prom- 
ises in His Word to encourage us (Isa. 41:10; 43:1-5; 
Rom. 15:4). It was for Paul’s sake that God did this, and 
it was Paul’s faith that God honored. What a testimony 
he was to the people on that storm-tossed ship! 

He warned them (vv. 27-32). During the two 
weeks they had been at sea, the ship had been driven 
over five hundred miles off course and was now adrift 
in the Adrian Sea. (It is now called the Ionian Sea and 
must not be confused with the Adriatic Sea.) As the 
crew took soundings, they discovered that the water 
was getting shallower (from 120 feet to 90 feet), indi- 
cating that land was near. From the roar of the waves, 
it appeared that the ship was headed for the rocks. 

In order to keep the prow headed toward shore, 
some of the crew dropped four anchors from the stern. 
But others of the crew tried to escape from the ship in 
the dinghy that had been brought on board (Acts 
27:16). This was not only an act of selfishness and 
revolt on their part, but it was also an act of unbelief. 
Paul had told everybody God’s promise that He would 
keep all those safe who sailed with him on the voyage 
(Acts 27:24). For the men to abandon ship was to take 
their lives in their own hands and threaten the lives of 
others. Whether the soldiers acted wisely in cutting the 
boat free, it is difficult to determine, but in an emer- 
gency, you take emergency measures. 

He set a good example before them (vv. 33-38). 
What a difference it makes when a person has faith in 
God! Instead of vainly wishing for a change (Acts 27:29) 
or selfishly trying to escape (Acts 27:30), Paul got ready 
for the demands that would come at daybreak. It is not 
difficult to understand why everyone had fasted those 
two weeks, but now it was time to eat. Caring for one’s 
health is an important part of the Christian life, and 
even an apostle must not abuse his body. 


Paul took the bread and openly prayed and gave 
thanks to God. (This is a good example for us to follow 
when we are eating in public places.) His example 
encouraged the others to join him, and before long, 
everybody felt better. There are times when one dedicated 
believer can change the whole atmosphere of a situation 
simply by trusting God and making that faith visible. 

He rescued them (vv. 39-44). When it was day, 
the pilot saw where they were and made every effort to 
get the ship to shore. But it was all futile; the ship was 
grounded and the waves began to beat the stern to 
pieces. The only thing the passengers could do was 
jump into the water and make for land. 

The soldiers, of course, were concerned about their 
prisoners, for if a prisoner escaped, the soldier was held 
accountable and could be killed. Once again, it was 
Paul whose presence saved their lives. Just as the Lord 
promised, all of them made it safely to shore, and not 
one was lost. I have a feeling that Paul had been shar- 
ing the gospel with his fellow passengers and that some 
of them had trusted in the Lord as a result of this expe- 
rience. Luke does not give us the details, but would you 
expect Paul to do otherwise? 

Before leaving this exciting section of Acts, we 
should note some practical lessons that it teaches us. 
First of all, storms often come when we disobey the will 
of God. (Jonah is a good example of this truth.) 
However, it was not Paul who was at fault, but the cen- 
turion in charge of the ship. We sometimes suffer 
because of the unbelief of others. 

Second, storms have a way of revealing character. 
Some of the sailors selfishly tried to escape; others 
could only hope for the best; but Paul trusted God and 
obeyed His will. 

Third, even the worst storms cannot hide the face 
of God or hinder the purposes of God. Paul received 
the word of assurance that they needed, and God over- 
ruled so that His servant arrived safely in Rome. 

Finally, storms can give us opportunities to serve oth- 
ers and bear witness to Jesus Christ. Paul was the most 
valuable man on that ship! He knew how to pray, he had 
faith in God, and he was in touch with the Almighty. 


Paul the Helper (28:1-10) 

God had brought them to the Isle of Malta (which 
means “refuge”), where the native people welcomed all 
276 of them and did their best to make them comfort- 
able. To the Greeks, anybody who did not speak Greek 
was a “barbarian.” These people proved to be kind and 
sympathetic. The storm abated, but the weather was 
cold, so the natives built a fire. 

After all he had done for the passengers, Paul could 
well have requested a throne and insisted that every- 
body serve him! Instead, he did his share of the work 
and helped gather fuel for the fire. No task is too small 
for the servant of God who has “the mind of Christ” 
(Phil. 2:1-13). 

One rainy day, a man accompanied by two women 
arrived at Northfield, hoping to enroll his daughter in 
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D. L. Moody’s school for young women. The three 
needed help in getting their luggage from the railway 
depot to the hotel, so the visitor “drafted” a rather 
common-looking man with a horse and wagon, assum- 
ing he was a local cabby. The “cabby” said he was 
waiting for students, but the visitor ordered him to 
take them to the hotel. The visitor was shocked when 
the “cabby” did not charge him, and was even more 
shocked to discover that the “cabby” was D. L. Moody 
himself! Moody was a leader because he knew how to 
be a servant. 

The episode of the viper reminds us of Paul’s expe- 
rience in Lystra (Acts 14:6-18). First, the people 
thought that Justice, one of their goddesses, had caught 
up with this notorious prisoner who was supposed to 
drown in the sea but had somehow escaped. (If only 
they knew!) When Paul failed to swell up and die, they 
decided that he must be a god himself! Such are the 
reasonings of people who judge by appearances. 

Was the viper a weapon of Satan to get Paul out of 
the way? The storm did not drown him, but a hidden 
trap might catch him. As Christians, we must con- 
stantly be alert, for either the serpent or the lion will 
attack us (2 Cor. 11:3; 1 Peter 5:8). We should also 
keep in mind that we are being watched, and we must 
use every opportunity to magnify Christ. 

Paul and the party remained on Malta for three 
months, and, thanks to Paul, they were treated gra- 
ciously and sent on their way with generous gifts. Since 
they had lost everything in the shipwreck, the passen- 
gers were grateful to have their needs supplied. Luke 
says nothing about evangelism on the island, but we 
must believe that Paul shared the gospel with anybody 
who would listen. His miraculous deliverance from the 
sea and from the viper, and his power to heal, would 
certainly arouse the interest of the people, and Paul 
would want to give the glory to the Lord (Matt. 5:16). 


Paul the Preacher (28:11-31) 

Whether all 276 people boarded the Alexandrian ship, 
or just Julius and his guard and prisoners, we do not 
know; nor do we know why Luke took such care to 
identify the ship. In Greek mythology, “Castor and 
Pollux” were the names of the twin sons of Zeus and 
were revered as the protectors of men on the sea. Many 
Roman ships bore their image as a plea for safety. It was 
eighty miles to Syracuse, another seventy to Rhegium, 
and about 180 to Puteoli, the port of Naples. This time 
the “south wind” was exactly what they needed in order 
to make the voyage quickly and safely. 

In Puteoli, Paul and his friends, along with Julius 
and the other prisoners and guards, were urged by the 
believers to stay and rest for a week, and Julius gave his 
consent. The centurion knew that Paul had saved their 
lives, and perhaps he was even getting interested in 
what these Christians had to offer. 

Word had gotten to Rome that Paul was coming; 
how, we do not know. Perhaps Aristarchus did not go 
with Paul and Luke on the grain ship, but made his 
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way instead overland to Rome where he met Paul’s 
friends. (At least twenty-six are named in Rom. 16.) 
Or, perhaps a delegation from Caesarea headed for 
Rome as soon as Paul appealed to Caesar. 

Julius and his party took the famous Appian Way 
and traveled 125 miles from Puteoli to Rome. The first 
group of Christians met Paul at the Forum of Appius, 
about forty-three miles from Rome, and the second 
group met him at the Three Taverns, ten miles nearer 
to the city. (Some saints will go farther than others!) 
Paul was greatly encouraged when he met them, as well 
he might be. Now he could fellowship with the saints 
and they could be a blessing to one another. 

Pauls greatest concern was his witness to the Jews 
in Rome. They had received no special word about 
Paul, but they did know that the “Christian sect” was 
being spoken against in many places (Acts 28:21-22). 
When you read Paul’s letter to the Romans, you get the 
impression that the Jews in Rome had misunderstood 
some of his teachings (Rom. 3:8; 14:1ff.). The apostle 
made it clear that his appeal to Caesar must not be 
interpreted as an indictment against his nation. 
Actually, he was a prisoner on behalf of his nation and 
“the hope of Israel.” 

On the day appointed, Paul spent “from morning 
till evening” explaining the Scriptures and revealing 
Christ in the law and the prophets. He had “dialogued” 
this way with the Jews in one synagogue after another, 
and now he was sharing the Word with the leaders of 
many synagogues in Rome. 

The result? Some were persuaded and some were 
not. When the Jewish leaders left Paul’s house, they 
were still arguing among themselves! But Paul had 
faithfully given his witness to the Jews in Rome, and 
now he would turn to the Gentiles. 

Paul quoted the words of Isaiah to these men (Isa. 
6:9-10), words that described their tragic spiritual con- 
dition. Jesus had used this passage in connection with 
His parables of the kingdom (Matt. 13:13-15; Mark 
4:12; Luke 8:10). The apostle John in his gospel 
applied them to Israel (John 12:39-40), and Paul 
quoted them in his Roman epistle (Rom. 11:7-8). It is 
one thing to /sten and quite something else to ear, 
and there is a great difference between seeing and per- 
ceiving. If anybody should have possessed spiritual 
understanding, it was these Jewish leaders, but their 
hearts were dull and hard. Too often those who enjoy 
the most spiritual privileges are not ready when they 
must make spiritual decisions. 

But their unbelief did not put an end to Paul’s min- 
istry of the gospel! He announced that the gospel some 
of the Jews had rejected would be proclaimed to the 
Gentiles, “and they will hear it!” This is one of the 
major themes of Acts, how the gospel moved from the 
Jews to the Gentiles and from Jerusalem to Rome. 
Without the book of Acts, we would turn in the New 
Testament from the gospel of John to Romans and ask, 
“How did the gospel ever get from the Jews in 
Jerusalem to the Gentiles in Rome?” 
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Paul kept “open house” and received anybody who 
wanted to discuss the things of the kingdom of God. 
He was chained to a guard who was relieved every six 
hours, but who was forced to listen as Paul preached 
and taught and prayed. No wonder some of them were 
saved (Phil. 1:12—14; 4:22)! 

During these two years in Rome, Paul wrote 
Philippians, Ephesians, Colossians, and Philemon. He 
expected to be released (Phil. 1:23-27; 2:24; Philem. 
22), and most students agree that he was. During this 
time, he had Timothy with him (Phil. 1:1; 2:19; Col. 
1:1), as well as John Mark, Luke, Aristarchus, 
Epaphras, Justus, and Demas (Col. 4:10-14; Philem. 
24). He also met Philemon’s runaway slave Onesimus 
and led him to faith in Christ (Philem. 10-21). 
Epaphroditus brought a gift to him from the 
Philippian church and almost died ministering to Paul 
(Phil. 2:25-30; 4:18). Tychicus was Paul’s “mailman” 
who delivered Ephesians (Eph. 6:21), Colossians, and 
Philemon (Col. 4:7—9). 

Dr. Luke ended his book before Paul’s case had 
been heard, so he could not give us the results of the 
trial. We have every reason to believe that Paul was 
indeed released and that he resumed his ministry, 
probably traveling as far as Spain (Rom. 15:24, 28). 
During this period (AD 63-66/67), he wrote letters 
to Timothy and Titus. He left Titus in Crete (Titus 
1:5), Trophimus sick in Miletus (2 Tim. 4:20), and 
Timothy in Ephesus (1 Tim. 1:3). He planned to 
meet some of his helpers at Nicopolis (Titus 
3:12-13) after he had visited some of the churches he 
had established. Wherever he went, he sought to 
bring Jews and Gentiles to faith in Jesus Christ. 

He was arrested again, probably about the year 67, 
and this time his situation was changed drastically. He 
did not live in a house, but was chained in a prison and 
treated like a criminal (2 Tim. 1:16; 2:9). Winter was 
coming, and he asked Timothy to bring him his cloak 
(2 Tim. 4:13). But the saddest thing about this second 
imprisonment was his being forsaken by the believers 
in Rome (2 Tim. 4:16-17). The great apostle to the 
Gentiles was abandoned by the very people he came to 
assist. 

Even Demas forsook him, and only Luke was with 
him (2 Tim. 4:10-11). The family of Onesiphorus 
ministered to his needs (2 Tim. 1:16-18), but he 
longed for Timothy and Mark to come to be at his side 
(2 Tim. 1:4; 4:9, 21). Paul knew that the end was com- 
ing (2 Tim. 4:6-8). Tradition tells us that he was 
beheaded at Rome in AD 67/68. 

Luke did not write his book simply to record 
ancient history. He wrote to encourage the church in 
every age to be faithful to the Lord and carry the gospel 
to the ends of the earth. “What was begun with so 
much heroism ought to be continued with ardent zeal,” 
said Charles Spurgeon, “since we are assured that the 
same Lord is mighty still to carry on His heavenly 
designs.” 

“Lo, I am with you always!” 
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Romans 1 


CHAPTER ONE 


Romans 1:1-17 


READY FOR ROME 


n May 24, 1738, a discouraged missionary went 

“very unwillingly” to a religious meeting in 

London. There a miracle took place. “About a 
quarter before nine,” he wrote in his journal, “I felt my 
heart strangely warmed. I felt I did trust in Christ, 
Christ alone, for salvation; and an assurance was given 
me that He had taken away my sins, even mine, and 
saved me from the law of sin and death.” 

That missionary was John Wesley. The message he 
heard that evening was the preface to Martin Luther’s 
commentary on Romans. Just a few months before, 
John Wesley had written in his journal: “I went to 
America to convert the Indians; but Oh! who shall con- 
vert me?” That evening in Aldersgate Street, his 
question was answered. And the result was the great 
Wesleyan Revival that swept England and transformed 
the nation. 

Paul’s epistle to the Romans is still transforming 
people’s lives, just the way it transformed Martin 
Luther and John Wesley. The one Scripture above all 
others that brought Luther out of mere religion into 
the joy of salvation by grace, through faith, was 
Romans 1:17: “The just shall live by faith.” The 
Protestant Reformation and the Wesleyan Revival were 
both the fruit of this wonderful letter written by Paul 
from Corinth about the year AD 56. The letter was 
carried to the Christians at Rome by one of the dea- 
conesses of the church at Cenchrea, Sister Phebe (Rom. 
16:1). 

Imagine! You and I can read and study the same 
inspired letter that brought life and power to Luther 
and Wesley! And the same Holy Spirit who taught 
them can teach us! You and I can experience revival in 
our hearts, homes, and churches if the message of this 
letter grips us as it has gripped men of faith in centuries 
past. 

In the opening verses of the letter, Paul introduces 
himself to the believers in Rome. Some of them must 
have known him personally, since he greets them in the 
final chapter, but many of them he had never met. So, 
in these first seventeen verses, Paul seeks to link himself 
to his Roman readers in three ways. 


He Presented His Credentials (1:1-7) 

In ancient days, the writer of a letter always opened 
with his name. But there would be many men named 
Paul in that day, so the writer had to further identify 
himself and convince the readers that he had a right to 
send the letter. What were Paul’s credentials? 

He was a servant of Jesus Christ (v. la). The 
word Paul used for servant would be meaningful to the 
Romans, because it is the word slave. There were an 
estimated sixty million slaves in the Roman Empire, 
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and a slave was looked on as a piece of property, not a 
person. In loving devotion, Paul had enslaved himself 
to Christ, to be His servant and obey His will. 

He was an apostle (v. 1b). This word means “one 
who is sent by authority with a commission.” It was 
applied in that day to the representatives of the 
emperor or the emissaries of a king. One of the require- 
ments for an apostle was the experience of seeing the 
risen Christ (1 Cor. 9:1—2). Paul saw Christ when he 
was on the road to Damascus (Acts 9:1—9), and it was 
then that Christ called him to be His apostle to the 
Gentiles. Paul received from Christ divine revelations 
that he was to share with the churches. 

He was a preacher of the gospel (vv. 1c-4). 
When he was a Jewish rabbi, Paul was separated as a 
Pharisee to the laws and traditions of the Jews. But 
when he yielded to Christ, he was separated to the 
gospel and its ministry. Gospel means “the good news.” 
It is the message that Christ died for our sins, was 
buried and rose again, and now is able to save all who 
trust Him (1 Cor. 15:1—4). It is “the gospel of God” 
(Rom. 1:1) because it originates with God; it was not 
invented by man. It is “the gospel of Christ” (Rom. 
1:16) because it centers in Christ, the Savior. Paul also 
calls it “the gospel of his Son” (Rom. 1:9), which indi- 
cates that Jesus Christ is God! In Romans 16:25-26, 
Paul called it “my gospel.” By this he meant the special 
emphasis he gave in his ministry to the doctrine of the 
church and the place of the Gentiles in the plan of 
God. 

The gospel is not a new message; it was promised in 
the Old Testament, beginning in Genesis 3:15. The 
prophet Isaiah certainly preached the gospel in passages 
such as Isaiah 1:18, and chapters 53 and 55. The salva- 
tion we enjoy today was promised by the prophets, 
though they did not fully understand all that they were 
preaching and writing (1 Peter 1:10-12). 

Jesus Christ is the center of the gospel message. Paul 
identified Him as a man, a Jew, and the Son of God. 
He was born of a virgin (Isa. 7:14; Matt. 1:18-25) into 
the family of David, which gave Him the right to 
David's throne. He died for the sins of the world, and 
then was raised from the dead. It is this miraculous 
event of substitutionary death and victorious resurrec- 
tion that constitutes the gospel, and it was this gospel 
that Paul preached. 

He was a missionary to the Gentiles (vv. 5-7). 
Missionary is the Latin form of “apostle—one who is 
sent.” There were probably several assemblies of believ- 
ers in Rome and not just one church, since in Romans 
16 Paul greets a number of “home church” groups 
(Rom. 16:5, 10-11, 14). We do not know for certain 
how these churches began, but it is likely that believers 
from Rome who were at Pentecost established the 
assemblies on their return to Rome (Acts 2:10). There 
were both Jews and Gentiles in these fellowships, 
because Paul addresses both in this letter. (Jews: Rom. 
2:17-29; 4:1; 7:1. Gentiles: Rom. 1:13; 11:13-24; 
15:15-21.) The churches in Rome were not founded 


by Peter or any other apostle. If they had been, Paul 
would not have planned to visit Rome, because his pol- 
icy was to minister only where no other apostle had 
gone (Rom. 15:20-21). 

Note the repetition of the word called: Paul was 
called to be an apostle; the believers were the called of 
Jesus Christ; and they were also called saints. (Not “to 
be” saints; they already were saints! A saint is a set-apart 
one, and the person who trusts Jesus Christ is set apart 
and is a saint.) Salvation is not something that we do 
for God; it is God who calls us in His grace (2 Thess. 
2:13-14). When you trust Christ, you are saved by His 
grace and you experience His peace. 

Paul’s special commission was to take the gospel to 
the Gentiles (the word nations means Gentiles), and 
this is why he was planning to go to Rome, the very 
capital of the empire. He was a preacher of the gospel, 
and the gospel was for all nations. In fact, Paul was anx- 
ious to go to Spain with the message of Christ (Rom. 
15:28). 

Having presented his credentials, Paul proceeded to 
forge a second link between himself and the believers in 
Rome. 


He Expressed His Concern (1:8-15) 

We can well understand Paul’s concern for the churches 
that Ae founded, but why would he be concerned about 
the believers at Rome? He was unknown to many of 
them, yet he wanted to assure them that he was deeply 
concerned about their welfare. Note the evidences of 
Paul’s concern. 

He was thankful for them (v. 8). “The whole 
world”—meaning the whole Roman Empire—knew of 
the faith of the Christians at Rome. Travel was rela- 
tively common in that day and “all roads led to Rome.” 
It is no wonder that the testimony of the church spread 
abroad, and this growing witness made Paul’s ministry 
easier as he went from place to place and was able to 
point to this testimony going out from the heart of the 
Roman Empire. 

He prayed for them (vv. 9-10). They did not 
know of Paul’s prayer support, but the Lord knew 
about it and honored it. (I wonder how many of us 
know the people who are praying for us?) One of the 
burdens of Paul’s prayer was that God would permit 
him to visit Rome and minister to the churches there. 
He would have visited them sooner, but his missionary 
work had kept him busy (Rom. 15:15-33). He was 
about to leave Corinth for Jerusalem to deliver the spe- 
cial offering received from the Gentile churches for the 
poor Jewish saints. He hoped he would be able to travel 
from Jerusalem to Rome, and then on to Spain, and he 
was hoping for a prosperous journey. 

Actually, Paul had a very perilous journey, and he 
arrived in Rome a prisoner as well as a preacher. In 
Jerusalem he was arrested in the temple, falsely accused 
by the Jewish authorities, and eventually sent to Rome 
as the emperors prisoner to be tried before Caesar. 
When Paul wrote this letter, he had no idea that he 
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would go through imprisonment and even shipwreck 
before arriving in Rome! At the close of the letter 
(Rom. 15:30-33), he asked the believers in Rome to 
pray for him as he contemplated this trip, and it is a 
good thing that they did pray! 

He loved them (vv. 11-12). “I long to see you!” 
This is the pastor’s heart in Paul the great missionary. 
Some of the saints in Rome were very dear to Paul, 
such as Priscilla and Aquila (Rom. 16:3-4), who risked 
their lives for him, “the beloved Persis” (Rom. 16:12), 
and others who had labored and suffered with Paul. 
But he also loved the believers that he did not know, 
and he longed to be able to share some spiritual gift 
with them. He was looking forward to a time of 
mutual blessing in the love of Christ. 

He was in debt to them (vv. 13-14). As the apos- 
tle to the Gentiles, Paul had an obligation to minister 
in Rome. He would have fulfilled that obligation 
sooner, but his other labors had hindered him. 
Sometimes Paul was hindered because of the work of 
Satan (1 Thess. 2:17—20), but in this case he was hin- 
dered because of the work of the Lord. There was so 
much to do in Asia Minor and Greece that he could 
not immediately spare time for Rome. But Paul had to 
pay his debt; he was under orders from the Lord. 

The Greeks considered every non-Greek a barbar- 
ian. Steeped in centuries of philosophy, the Greeks saw 
themselves as wise and everyone else as foolish. But 
Paul felt an obligation to a// men, just as we need to feel 
a burden for the whole world. Paul could not be free 
from his debt until he had told as many people as pos- 
sible the good news of salvation in Christ. 

He was eager to visit them (v. 15). Two different 
Greek words are translated “ready” in the King James 
Version. One means “prepared,” as in Acts 21:13. “I 
am ready ... to die at Jerusalem for the name of the 
Lord Jesus.” The other one, used in Romans 1:15, 
means “eager, with a ready mind.” Paul was not eager 
to die, though he was prepared to die. But he was eager 
to visit Rome that he might minister to the believers 
there. It was not the eagerness of a sightseer, but the 
eagerness of a soul-winner. 

After reading these five evidences of Paul’s concern 
for the Christians at Rome, these saints could not but 
give thanks to God for the apostle Paul and his burden 
to come and minister to them. Actually, the epistle to 
the Romans, in which Paul explained the gospel he 
preached, was his letter of introduction that prepared 
the believers for his visit. No doubt the false teachers 
had already gotten to Rome and were seeking to poison 
the Christians against Paul (see Rom. 3:8). Some 
would accuse him of being anti-law; others would say 
he was a traitor to the Jewish nation. Still others would 
twist his teaching about grace and try to prove that he 
taught loose living. No wonder Paul was eager to get to 
Rome! He wanted to share with them the fullness of 
the gospel of Christ. 

But would the gospel of Christ work in the great 
city of Rome as it had in other places? Would Paul 
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succeed there, or would he fail? The apostle no doubt 
felt these objections and raised these questions in his 
own mind, which is why he forged a third link 
between himself and his readers. 


He Affirmed His Confidence (1:16-17) 

What a testimony: “I am debtor! I am eager! I am not 
ashamed!” Why would Paul even be tempted to be 
ashamed of the gospel as he contemplated his trip to 
Rome? For one thing, the gospel was identified with a 
poor Jewish carpenter who was crucified. The Romans 
had no special appreciation for the Jews, and crucifix- 
ion was the lowest form of execution given a criminal. 
Why put your faith in a Jew who was crucified? 

Rome was a proud city, and the gospel came from 
Jerusalem, the capital city of one of the little nations 
that Rome had conquered. The Christians in that day 
were not among the elite of society; they were common 
people and even slaves. Rome had known many great 
philosophers and philosophies; why pay any attention 
to a fable about a Jew who arose from the dead (1 Cor. 
1:18—25)? Christians looked on each other as brothers 
and sisters, all one in Christ, which went against the 
grain of Roman pride and dignity. To think of a little 
Jewish tentmaker, going to Rome to preach such a mes- 
sage, is almost humorous. 

But Paul was not ashamed of the gospel. He had 
confidence in his message, and he gave us several rea- 
sons that explain why he was not ashamed. 

The origin of the gospel: it is the gospel of 
Christ (v. 16a). Any message that was handed down 
from Caesar would immediately get the attention of 
the Romans. But the message of the gospel is from and 
about the very Son of God! In his opening sentence, 
Paul called this message “the gospel of God” (Rom. 
1:1). How could Paul be ashamed of such a message, 
when it came from God and centered in His Son, Jesus 
Christ? 

During my years in high school, I was chosen to be 
an office monitor. The other hall monitors sat at vari- 
ous stations around the building, but I was privileged 
to sit right outside the door of the main high school 
office. I was entrusted with important messages that I 
had to deliver to different teachers and staff members, 
and on occasion even to other schools. Believe me, it 
was fun to walk into a classroom and even interrupt a 
lesson! No teacher ever scolded me, because all of them 
knew I carried messages from the principal. I never had 
to be afraid or ashamed, because I knew where my mes- 
sages came from. 

The operation of the gospel: it is the power of 
God (v. 16b). Why be ashamed of power? Power is the 
one thing that Rome boasted of the most. Greece 
might have its philosophy, but Rome had its power. 
The fear of Rome hovered over the empire like a cloud. 
Were they not the conquerors? Were not the Roman 
legions stationed all over the known world? But with all 
of her military power, Rome was still a weak nation. 
The philosopher Seneca called the city of Rome “a 
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cesspool of iniquity”; and the writer Juvenal called it a 
“filthy sewer into which the dregs of the empire flood.” 

No wonder Paul was not ashamed: he was taking to 
sinful Rome the one message that had the power to 
change men’s lives! He had seen the gospel work in 
other wicked cities, such as Corinth and Ephesus, and 
he was confident that it would work in Rome. It had 
transformed his own life, and he knew it could trans- 
form the lives of others. There was a third reason why 
Paul was not ashamed. 

The outcome of the gospel: it is the power of 
God unto salvation (v. 16c). That word salvation car- 
ried tremendous meaning in Paul’s day. Its basic 
meaning is “deliverance,” and it was applied to per- 
sonal and national deliverance. The emperor was 
looked on as a savior, as was the physician who healed 
you of illness. The gospel delivers sinners from the 
penalty and power of sin. “Salvation” is a major theme 
in this letter; salvation is the great need of the human 
race (see Rom. 10:1, 9-10). If men and women are to 
be saved, it must be through faith in Jesus Christ as 
proclaimed in the gospel. 

The outreach of the gospel: “to everyone that 
believeth” (vv. 16d—17). This was not an exclusive 
message for either the Jew or the Gentile; it was for all 
men, because all men need to be saved. “Go ye into all 
the world and preach the Gospel,” was Christ's com- 
mission (Mark 16:15). “To the Jew first” does not 
suggest that the Jew is better than the Gentile, for there 
is “no difference” in condemnation or in salvation 
(Rom. 2:6-11; 10:9-13). The gospel came “to the Jew 
first” in the ministry of Jesus Christ (Matt. 10:5-7) 
and the apostles (Acts 3:26). How marvelous it is to 
have a message of power that can be taken to all peo- 
ple! 

God does not ask men to behave in order to be 
saved, but to believe. It is faith in Christ that saves the 
sinner. Eternal life in Christ is one gift that is suitable 
for all people, no matter what their need may be or 
what their station in life. 

Romans 1:17 is the key verse of the letter. In it Paul 
announces the theme: “the righteousness of God.” The 
word righteousness is used in one way or another over 
sixty times in this letter (righteous, just, and justified). 
God’s righteousness is revealed in the gospel; for in the 
death of Christ, God revealed His righteousness by 
punishing sin; and in the resurrection of Christ, He 
revealed His righteousness by making salvation avail- 
able to the believing sinner. The problem “How can a 
holy God ever forgive sinners and still be holy?” is 
answered in the gospel. Through the death and resur- 
rection of Christ, God is seen to be “both just and 
justifier” (Rom. 3:26). 

The gospel reveals a righteousness that is by faith. In 
the Old Testament, righteousness was by works, but sin- 
ners soon discovered they could not obey God’s law 
and meet His righteous demands. Here Paul refers to 
Habakkuk 2:4: “The just shall live by his faith.” This 


verse is quoted three times in the New Testament: 


Romans 1:17; Galatians 3:11; and Hebrews 10:38. 
Romans explains “the just”; Galatians explains “shall 
live”; and Hebrews explains “by faith.” There are more 
than sixty references to faith or unbelief in Romans. 

When you study Romans, you walk into a court- 
room. First, Paul called Jews and Gentiles to the stand 
and found both guilty before God. Then he explained 
God’s marvelous way of salvation—justification by 
faith. At this point, he answered his accusers and 
defended God’s salvation. “This plan of salvation will 
encourage people to sin!” they cry. “It is against the 
very law of God!” But Paul refuted them, and in so 
doing explained how the Christian can experience vic- 
tory, liberty, and security. 

Chapters 9—11 are not a parenthesis or a detour. 
There were Jewish believers in the Roman assemblies 
and they would naturally ask, “What about Israel? 
How does God’s righteousness relate to them in this 
new age of the church?” In these three chapters, Paul 
gave a complete history of Israel, past, present, and 
future. 

Then he concluded with the practical outworking 
of God’s righteousness in the life of the believer. This 
begins with dedication to God (Rom. 12:1-2), contin- 
ues with ministry in the church (Rom. 12:3-21), and 
then obedience to the government (Rom. 13:1-14). 
He also told Jews and Gentiles, strong and weak, how 
to live together in harmony and joy. In the closing sec- 
tion (Rom. 15:14-16:27), Paul explained his plans and 
greeted his friends. 

When you sum it all up, the book of Romans is say- 
ing to us—“Be right!” Be right with God, with yourself, 
and with others! The righteousness of God received by 
faith makes it possible for us to live right lives. Rome 
needed this message, and we need it today: Be right! 


CHAPTER TWO 
Romans 1:18—3:20 


WHEN GOD GIVES UP 


ear ye! Hear ye! Court is now in session!” Paul 
H could have used those awesome words at this 
point in his letter, because Romans 1:18 is the 
door that leads us into God’s courtroom. The theme of 
Romans is the righteousness of God, but Paul had to 
begin with the unrighteousness of man. Until man 
knows he is a sinner, he cannot appreciate the gracious 
salvation God offers in Jesus Christ. Paul followed the 
basic Bible pattern: first law and condemnation, then 
grace and salvation. 
In this section, God makes three declarations that 
together prove that all men are sinners and need Jesus 


Christ. 


The Gentile World Is Guilty! (1:18-32) 
The picture Paul paints here is an ugly one. I confess 
that there are some neighborhoods that I dislike 
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driving through, and I avoid them if I can. My avoiding 
them does not change them or eliminate them. God’s 
description of sinners is not a pretty one, but we cannot 
avoid it. This section does not teach evolution (that man 
started low and climbed high), but devolution: he started 
high and, because of sin, sank lower than the beasts. 
Four stages mark man’s tragic devolution. 

Intelligence (vv. 18-20). Human history began 
with man knowing God. Human history is not the 
story of a beast that worshipped idols, and then evolved 
into a man worshipping one God. Human history is 
just the opposite: man began knowing God, but turned 
from the truth and rejected God. God revealed Himself 
to man through creation, the things that He made. 
From the world around him, man knew that there was 
a God who had the wisdom to plan and the power to 
create. Man realized too that this Creator was eternal 
... “His eternal power and Godhead” (Rom. 1:20), 
since God could not be created if He is the Creator. 
These facts about God are not hidden in creation; they 
are “clearly seen” (Rom. 1:20). “The heavens declare 
the glory of God, and the firmament showeth his 
handiwork” (Ps. 19:1). 

The word translated “hold” in Rom. 1:18 can also 
be translated “hold down, suppress.” Men knew the 
truth about God, but they did not allow this truth to 
work in their lives. They suppressed it in order that 
they might live their own lives and not be convicted by 
God’s truth. The result, of course, was refusing the 
truth (Rom. 1:21-22), and then turning the truth into 
a lie (Rom. 1:25). Finally, man so abandoned the truth 
that he became like a beast in his thinking and in his 
living. 

Ignorance (vv. 21-23). Man knew God; this is 
clear. But man did not want to know God or honor 
Him as God. Instead of being thankful for all that God 
had given him, man refused to thank God or give Him 
the glory He deserves. Man was willing to use God’s 
gifts, but he was not willing to worship and praise God 
for His gifts. The result was an empty mind and a dark- 
ened heart. Man the worshipper became man the 
philosopher, but his empty wisdom only revealed his 
foolishness. Paul summarized all of Greek history in 
one dramatic statement: “the times of this ignorance” 
(Acts 17:30). First Corinthians 1:18—31 is worth read- 
ing at this point. 

Having held down God’s truth and refusing to 
acknowledge God’s glory, man was left without a god, 
and man is so constituted that he must worship some- 
thing. If he will not worship the true God, he will 
worship a false god, even if he has to manufacture it 
himself} This fact about man accounts for his propen- 
sity to idolatry. Man exchanged the glory of the true 
God for substitute gods that he himself made. He 
exchanged glory for shame, incorruption for corrup- 
tion, truth for lies. 

Note that first on the list of false gods is man. This 
fulfilled Satan’s purpose when he told Eve, “You will 
be like God” (Gen. 3:5 NasB). “Glory to man in the 
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highest!” Satan encouraged man to say. Instead of man 
being made in God’s image, man made gods in his 
own image—and then descended so low as to worship 
birds, beasts, and bugs! 

Indulgence (vv. 24-27). From idolatry to 
immorality is just one short step. If man is his own 
god, then he can do whatever he pleases and fulfill his 
desires without fear of judgment. We reach the climax 
of man’s battle with God’s truth when man exchanges 
the truth of God for “the lie” and abandons truth com- 
pletely. “The lie” is that man is his own god, and he 
should worship and serve himself and not the Creator. 
It was “the lie” Satan used in the garden to lead Eve 
into sin: “Ye shall be as God!” Satan has always wanted 
the worship that belongs only to God (Isa. 14:12-15; 
Matt. 4:8-10), and in idolatry, he receives that worship 
(1 Cor. 10:19-21). 

The result of this self-deification was self-indul- 
gence, and here Paul mentions a vile sin that was 
rampant in that day and has become increasingly 
prevalent in our own day: homosexuality. This sin is 
repeatedly condemned in Scripture (Gen. 18:20ff.; 1 
Cor. 6:9-10; Jude 7). Paul characterizes it as “vile” and 
“unnatural,” as well as “against nature.” Not only were 
the men guilty, but “even the women.” 

Because of their sin “God gave them up” (Rom. 
1:24, 26), which means that He permitted them to go 
on in their sins and reap the sad consequences. They 
received “in their own persons the due penalty of their 
error” (Rom. 1:27 nass). This is the meaning of 
Romans 1:18: “The wrath of God is being revealed 
from heaven” (literal translation). God revealed His 
wrath, not by sending fire from heaven, but by aban- 
doning sinful men to their lustful ways. But there was 
one more stage. 

Impenitence (vv. 28-32). When man began to feel 
the tragic consequences of his sins, you would think he 
would repent and seek God, but just the opposite was 
true. Because he was abandoned by God, he could only 
become worse. Man did not even want to retain God 
in his knowledge! So, “God gave them over” this time 
to a “depraved mind” (Rom. 1:28 Nass), which means 
a mind that cannot form right judgments. They now 
abandoned themselves to sin. Paul names twenty-four 
specific sins, all of which are with us today. (For other 
lists, see Mark 7:20-23; Gal. 5:19-21; 1 Tim. 1:9-10; 
2 Tim. 3:2-5.) 

But the worst is yet to come. Men not only com- 
mitted these sins in open defiance of God, but 
encouraged others and applauded them when they 
sinned. How far man fell! He began glorifying God but 
ended exchanging that glory for idols. He began know- 
ing God but ended refusing to keep the knowledge of 
God in his mind and heart. He began as the highest of 
God’s creatures, made in the image of God, but he 
ended lower than the beasts and insects, because he 
worshipped them as his gods. The verdict? “They are 
without excuse” (Rom. 1:20). 

This portion of Scripture gives ample proof that the 
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heathen are lost. Dan Crawford, British missionary to 
Africa, said: “The heathen are sinning against a flood of 
light.” There is a desperate need for us to carry the 
gospel to all men, for this is the only way they can be 
saved. 


The Jewish World Is Guilty! (2:1—3:8) 

Bible scholars do not agree on whom Paul was address- 
ing in Romans 2:1-16. Some think he was dealing 
with the moral pagan who did not commit the sins 
named in Romans 1:18-32, but who sought to live a 
moral life. But it seems to me that Paul was addressing 
his Jewish readers in this section. To begin with, his dis- 
cussion of the law in Romans 2:12-16 would have 
been more meaningful to a Jew than to a Gentile. And 
in Romans 2:17, he openly addressed his reader as “a 
Jew.” This would be a strange form of address if in the 
first half of the chapter he were addressing Gentiles. 

It would not be an easy task to find the Jews guilty, 
since disobedience to God was one sin they did not 
want to confess. The Old Testament prophets were per- 
secuted for indicting Israel for her sins, and Jesus was 
crucified for the same reason. Paul summoned four 
witnesses to prove the guilt of the Jewish nation. 

The Gentiles (2:1-3). Certainly the Jews would 
applaud Paul’s condemnation of the Gentiles in 
Romans 1:18-32. In fact, Jewish national and religious 
pride encouraged them to despise the “Gentile dogs” 
and have nothing to do with them. Paul used this judg- 
mental attitude to prove the guilt of the Jews, for the 
very things they condemned in the Gentiles, they 
themselves were practicing! They thought that they 
were free from judgment because they were God’s cho- 
sen people. But Paul affirmed that God’s election of the 
Jews made their responsibility and accountability even 
greater. 

God’s judgment is according to truth. He does not 
have one standard for the Jews and another for the 
Gentiles. One who reads the list of sins in Romans 
1:29-32 cannot escape the fact that each person is 
guilty of at least one of them. There are “sins of the 
flesh and of the spirit” (2 Cor. 7:1); there are “prodigal 
sons” and “elder brothers” (Luke 15:11—32). In con- 
demning the Gentiles for their sins, the Jews were really 
condemning themselves. As the old saying puts it, 
“When you point your finger at somebody else, the 
other three are pointing at you.” 

God’s blessing (2:4-11). Instead of giving the 
Jews special treatment from God, the blessings they 
received from Him gave them greater responsibility to 
obey Him and glorify Him. In His goodness, God had 
given Israel great material and spiritual riches: a won- 
derful land, a righteous law, a temple and priesthood, 
God’s providential care, and many more blessings. 
God had patiently endured Israel’s many sins and 
rebellions, and had even sent them His Son to be their 
Messiah. Even after Israel crucified Christ, God gave 
the nation nearly forty more years of grace and with- 
held His judgment. It is not the judgment of God that 


leads men to repentance, but the goodness of God— 
but Israel did not repent. 

In Romans 2:6-11, Paul was not teaching salvation 
by character or good deeds. He was explaining another 
basic principle of God’s judgment: God judges accord- 
ing to deeds, just as He judges according to truth. Paul 
was dealing here with the consistent actions of a per- 
son's life, the total impact of his character and conduct. 
For example, David committed some terrible sins, but 
the total emphasis of his life was obedience to God. 
Judas confessed his sin and supplied the money for 
buying a cemetery for strangers, yet the total emphasis 
of his life was disobedience and unbelief. 

True saving faith results in obedience and godly 
living, even though there may be occasional falls. 
When God measured the deeds of the Jews, He found 
them to be as wicked as those of the Gentiles. The fact 
that the Jews occasionally celebrated a feast or even 
regularly honored the Sabbath day did not change the 
fact that their consistent daily life was one of disobe- 
dience to God. God’s blessings did not lead them to 
repentance. 

God’s law (1:12-24). Paul’s statement in Romans 
2:11, “For there is no respect of persons with God,” 
would shock the Jew, for he considered himself deserv- 
ing of special treatment because he was chosen by God. 
But Paul explained that the Jewish law only made the 
guilt of Israel that much greater! God did not give the 
law to the Gentiles, so they would not be judged by the 
law. Actually, the Gentiles had “the work of the law 
written in their hearts” (Rom. 2:15). Wherever you go, 
you find people with an inner sense of right and wrong, 
and this inner judge, the Bible calls “conscience.” You 
find among all cultures a sense of sin, a fear of judg- 
ment, and an attempt to atone for sins and appease 
whatever gods are feared. 

The Jew boasted in the law. He was different from 
his pagan neighbors who worshipped idols! But Paul 
made it clear that it was not the possession of the law 
that counted, but the practice of the law. The Jews 
looked on the Gentiles as blind, in the dark, foolish, 
immature, and ignorant! But if God found the 
“deprived” Gentiles guilty, how much more guilty were 
the “privileged” Jews! God not only judges according to 
truth (Rom. 2:2), and according to men’s deeds (Rom. 
2:6), but He also judges “the secrets of men” (Rom. 
2:16). He sees what is in the heart! 

The Jewish people had a religion of outward action, 
not inward attitude. They may have been moral on the 
outside, but what about the heart? Our Lord’s indict- 
ment of the Pharisees in Matthew 23 illustrates the 
principle perfectly. God not only sees the deeds but He 
also sees the “thoughts and intents of the heart” (Heb. 
4:12). It is possible for a Jew to be guilty of theft, adul- 
tery, and idolatry (Rom. 2:21-22) even if no one saw 
him commit these sins outwardly. In the Sermon on 
the Mount we are told that such sins can be commit- 
ted in the heart. 

Instead of glorifying God among the Gentiles, the 
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Jews were dishonoring God, and Paul quoted Isaiah 
52:5 to prove his point. The pagan Gentiles had daily 
contact with the Jews in business and other activities, 
and they were not fooled by the Jews’ devotion to the 
law. The very law that the Jews claimed to obey only 
indicted them! 

Circumcision (2:25-29). This was the great mark 
of the covenant, and it had its beginning with 
Abraham, the father of the Jewish nation (Gen. 17). To 
the Jews, the Gentiles were “uncircumcised dogs.” The 
tragedy is that the Jews depended on this physical mark 
instead of the spiritual reality it represented (Deut. 
10:16; Jer. 9:26; Ezek. 44:9). A true Jew is one who has 
had an inward spiritual experience in the heart, and not 
merely an outward physical operation. People today 
make this same mistake with reference to baptism or 
the Lord’s Supper, or even church membership. 

God judges according to “the secrets of the heart” 
(Rom. 2:16), so that He is not impressed with mere 
outward formalities. An obedient Gentile with no cir- 
cumcision would be more acceptable than a 
disobedient Jew with circumcision. In fact, a disobedi- 
ent Jew turns his circumcision into uncircumcision in 
God’s sight, for God looks at the heart. The Jews 
praised each other for their obedience to the law, but 
the important thing is the “praise of God” and not the 
praise of men (Rom. 2:29). When you recall that the 
name “Jew” comes from “Judah,” which means 
“praise,” this statement takes on new meaning (Gen. 
29:35; 49:8). 

Paul’s summation (3:1-8). All of Paul’s four wit- 
nesses agreed: the Jews were guilty before God. In 
Romans 3:1-8, Paul summed up the argument and 
refuted those Jews who tried to debate with him. 
They raised three questions: (1) “What advantage is it 
to be a Jew?” Reply: Every advantage, especially pos- 
sessing the Word of God; (2) “Will Jewish unbelief 
cancel God’s faithfulness?” Reply: Absolutely not—it 
establishes it; (3) “If our sin commends his righteous- 
ness, how can he judge us?” Reply: We do not do evil 
that good may come of it. God judges the world 
righteously. 


The Whole World Is Guilty! (3:9-20) 

The third declaration was obvious, for Paul had already 
proved (charged) both Jews and Gentiles to be guilty 
before God. Next he declared that all men were sinners, 
and proved it with several quotations from the Old 
Testament. Note the repetition of the words none and 
all, which in themselves assert the universality of 
human guilt. 

His first quotation was from Psalm 14:1-3. This 
psalm begins with, “The fool hath said in his heart, 
“There is no God.” The words “there is” are in italics, 
meaning they were added by the translators, so you can 
read the sentence, “The fool hath said in his heart, ‘No, 
God!” This parallels the description of man’s devolu- 
tion given in Romans 1:18-32, for it all started with 
man saying no to God. 
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These verses indicate that the whole of man’s inner 
being is controlled by sin: his mind (“none that under- 
standeth”), his heart (“none that seeketh after God”), and 
his will (“none that doeth good”). Measured by God’s 
perfect righteousness, no human being is sinless. No sin- 
ner seeks after God. Therefore, God must seek the sinner 
(Gen. 3:8-10; Luke 19:10). Man has gone astray and has 
become unprofitable both to himself and to God. Our 
Lord’s parables in Luke 15 illustrate this perfectly. 

In Romans 3:13-18, Paul gave us an X-ray study of 
the lost sinner, from head to foot. His quotations are as 
follows: verse 13a—Psalm 5:9; verse 13b—Psalm 
140:3; verse 14—Psalm 10:7; verses 15—17—Isaiah 
59:7-8; verse 18—Psalm 36:1. These verses need to be 
read in their contexts for the full impact. 

Romans 3:13-14 emphasize human speech—the 
throat, tongue, lips, and mouth. The connection 
between words and character is seen in Matthew 12:34: 
“For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth 
speaketh.” The sinner is spiritually dead by nature 
(Eph. 2:1-3), therefore only death can come out of his 
mouth. The condemned mouth can become a con- 
verted mouth and acknowledge that “Jesus Christ is 
Lord” (Rom. 10:9-10). “For by thy words thou shalt 
be justified, and by thy words thou shalt be con- 
demned” (Matt. 12:37). 

In Romans 3:15-16, Paul pictured the sinner’s feet. 
Just as his words are deceitful, so his ways are destruc- 
tive. The Christians’ feet are shod with the gospel of 
peace (Eph. 6:15), but the lost sinner brings death, 
destruction, and misery wherever he goes. These 
tragedies may not occur immediately, but they will 
come inevitably. The lost sinner is on the broad road 
that leads to destruction (Matt. 7:13-14); he needs to 
repent, trust Jesus Christ, and get on the narrow road 
that leads to life. 

Romans 3:17 deals with the sinner’s mind: he does 
not know the way of God’s peace. This is what caused 
Jesus to weep over Jerusalem (Luke 19:41-44). The 
sinner does not want to know God’s truth (Rom. 1:21, 
25, 28); he prefers to believe Satan’s lie. God’s way of 
peace is through Jesus Christ: “Therefore being justi- 
fied by faith, we have peace with God through our 
Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:1). 

In Romans 3:18, which cites Psalm 36:1, the sin- 
ner’s arrogant pride is prescribed: “There is no fear of 
God before their eyes.” The entire psalm should be 
read to get the full picture. The ignorance mentioned 
in Romans 3:17 is caused by the pride of verse 18, for 
it is “the fear of the Lord” that is the beginning of 
knowledge (Prov. 1:7). 

These quotations from God’s law, the Old 
Testament Scriptures, lead to one conclusion: the 
whole world is guilty before God! There may be those 
who want to argue, but every mouth is stopped. There 
is no debate or defense. The whole world is guilty, Jews 
and Gentiles. The Jews stand condemned by the law of 
which they boast, and the Gentiles stand condemned. 
on the basis of creation and conscience. 
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The word therefore in Romans 3:20 carries the 
meaning of “because,” and gives the reason why the 
whole world is guilty. No flesh can obey God’s law and 
be justified (declared righteous) in His sight. It is true 
that “the doers of the law shall be justified” (Rom. 
2:13), but nobody can do what the law demands! This 
inability is one way that men know they are sinners. 
When they try to obey the law, they fail miserably and 
need to cry out for God’s mercy. Neither Jew nor 
Gentile can obey God’s law; therefore God must save 
sinners by some other means. The explanation of that 
means by which man can be saved occupied Paul for 
the rest of his letter. 

The best way to close this section would be to ask a 
simple question: Has your mouth ever been stopped? 
Are you boasting of your own self-righteousness and 
defending yourself before God? If so, then perhaps you 
have never been saved by God’s grace. It is only when 
we stand silent before Him as sinners that He can save 
us. As long as we defend ourselves and commend our- 
selves, we cannot be saved by God’s grace. The whole 
world is guilty before God—and that includes you and 


me! 


CHAPTER THREE 
Romans 3:21—4:25 


FATHER ABRAHAM 


aul’s theme in the second section of his letter was 
P Salvation—Righteousness Declared. He had proved 

that all men are sinners; next he was to explain 
how sinners can be saved. The theological term for this 
salvation is justification by faith. Justification is the act 
of God whereby He declares the believing sinner righ- 
teous in Christ on the basis of the finished work of 
Christ on the cross. Each part of this definition is 
important, so we must consider it carefully. 

To begin with, justification is an act, not a process. 
There are no degrees of justification; each believer has 
the same right standing before God. Also, justification 
is something God does, not man. No sinner can justify 
himself before God. Most important, justification does 
not mean that God makes us righteous, but that He 
declares us righteous. Justification is a legal matter. 
God puts the righteousness of Christ on our record in 
the place of our own sinfulness. And nobody can 
change this record. 

Do not confuse justification and sanctification. 
Sanctification is the process whereby God makes the 
believer more and more like Christ. Sanctification may 
change from day to day. Justification never changes. 
When the sinner trusts Christ, God declares him righ- 
teous, and that declaration will never be repealed. God 
looks on us and deals with us as though we had never 
sinned at all! 

But, how can the holy God declare sinners righ- 
teous? Is justification merely a “fictional idea” that has 


no real foundation? In this section of Romans, Paul 
answered these questions in two ways. First, he 
explained justification by faith (Rom. 3:21-31); then 
he illustrated justification by faith from the life of 
Abraham (Rom. 4:1—25). 


Justification Explained (3:21-31) 

“But now the righteousness of God ... has been mani- 
fested” (Rom. 3:21, literal translation). God had 
revealed His righteousness in many ways before the full 
revelation of the gospel: His law, His judgments against 
sin, His appeals through the prophets, His blessing on 
the obedient. But in the gospel, a new kind of righ- 
teousness has been revealed (Rom. 1:16-17), and the 
characteristics of this righteousness are spelled out in 
this section. 

Apart from the law (v. 21). Under the Old 
Testament law, righteousness came by man behaving, 
but under the gospel, righteousness comes by believ- 
ing. The law itself reveals the righteousness of God, 
because the law is “holy and just and good” (Rom. 
7:12). Furthermore, the law bore witness to this gospel 
righteousness even though it could not provide it. 
Beginning at Genesis 3:15, and continuing through 
the entire Old Testament, witness is given to salvation 
by faith in Christ. The Old Testament sacrifices, the 
prophecies, the types, and the great “gospel Scriptures” 
(such as Isa. 53) all bore witness to this truth. The law 
could witness to God’s righteousness, but it could not 
provide it for sinful man. Only Jesus Christ could do 
that (see Gal. 2:21). 

Through faith in Christ (v. 22a). Faith is only as 
good as its object. All men trust something, if only 
themselves, but the Christian trusts Christ. Law righ- 
teousness is a reward for works. Gospel righteousness is 
a gift through faith. Many people say, “I trust in God!” 
But this is not what saves us. It is personal, individual 
faith in Jesus Christ that saves and justifies the lost sin- 
ner. Even the demons from hell believe in God and 
tremble, yet this does not save them (James 2:19). 

For all men (vv. 22b-23). God gave His law to the 
Jews, not to the Gentiles, but the good news of salva- 
tion through Christ is offered to all men. All men need 
to be saved. There is no difference between the Jew and 
the Gentile when it comes to condemnation. “All have 
sinned, and are coming short of the glory of God” 
(Rom. 3:23, literal translation). God declared all men 
guilty so that He might offer to all men His free gift of 
salvation. 

By grace (v. 24). God has two kinds of attributes: 
absolute (what He is in Himself), and relative (how 
He relates to the world and men). One of His 
absolute attributes is love: “God is love” (1 John 4:8). 
When God relates that love to you and me, it 
becomes grace and mercy. God in His mercy does not 
give us what we do deserve, and God in grace gives us 
what we do not deserve. The Greek word translated 
“freely” is translated in John 15:25 as “without a 
cause.” We are justified without a cause! There is no 
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cause in us that would merit the salvation of God! It 
is all of grace! 

At great cost to God (vv. 24b—25). Salvation is 
free, but it is not cheap. Three words express the price 
God paid for our salvation: propitiation, redemption, 
and blood. In human terms, “propitiation’ means 
appeasing someone who is angry, usually by a gift. But 
this is not what it means in the Bible. “Propitiation” 
means the satisfying of God’s holy law, the meeting of 
its just demands, so that God can freely forgive those 
who come to Christ. The word blood tells us what the 
price was. Jesus had to die on the cross in order to sat- 
isfy the law and justify lost sinners. 

The best illustration of this truth is the Jewish day 
of Atonement described in Leviticus 16. Two goats 
were presented at the altar, and one of them was cho- 
sen for a sacrifice. The goat was slain and its blood 
taken into the Holy of Holies and sprinkled on the 
mercy seat, that golden cover on the ark of the 
covenant. This sprinkled blood covered the two tablets 
of the law inside the ark. The shed blood met (tem- 
porarily) the righteous demands of the holy God. 

The priest then put his hands on the head of the 
other goat and confessed the sins of the people. Then 
the goat was taken out into the wilderness and set free 
to symbolize the carrying away of sins. “As far as the 
east is from the west, so far hath he removed our trans- 
gressions from us” (Ps. 103:12). In the Old Testament 
period, the blood of animals could never take away sin; 
it could only cover it until the time when Jesus would 
come and purchase a finished salvation. God had 
“passed over” the sins that were past (Rom. 3:25, literal 
translation), knowing that His Son would come and 
finish the work. Because of His death and resurrection, 
there would be “redemption’—a purchasing of the sin- 
ner and setting him free. 

Dr. G. Campbell Morgan was trying to explain 
“free salvation” to a coal miner, but the man was unable 
to understand it. “I have to pay for it,” he kept arguing. 
With a flash of divine insight, Dr. Morgan asked, 
“How did you get down into the mine this morning?” 
“Why, it was easy,” the man replied. “I just got on the 
elevator and went down.” 

Then Morgan asked, “Wasn't that too easy? Didn't 
it cost you something?” 

The man laughed. “No, it didn’t cost me anything, 
but it must have cost the company plenty to install that 
elevator.” Then the man saw the truth: “It doesn’t cost 
me anything to be saved, but it cost God the life of His 
Son.” 

In perfect justice (vv. 25a—26). God must be per- 
fectly consistent with Himself. He cannot break His 
own law or violate His own nature. “God is love” (1 
John 4:8), and “God is light” (1 John 1:5). A God of 
love wants to forgive sinners, but a God of holiness 
must punish sin and uphold His righteous law. How 
can God be both “just and the justifier”? The answer is 
in Jesus Christ. When Jesus suffered the wrath of God 
on the cross for the sins of the world, He fully met the 
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demands of God’s law and also fully expressed the love 
of God’s heart. The animal sacrifices in the Old 
Testament never took away sin, but when Jesus died, 
He reached all the way back to Adam and took care of 
those sins. No one (including Satan) could accuse God 
of being unjust or unfair because of His seeming pass- 
ing over of sins in the Old Testament time. 

To establish the law (vv. 27-31). Because of his 
Jewish readers, Paul wanted to say more about the rela- 
tionship of the gospel to the law. The doctrine of 
justification by faith is not against the law, because it 
establishes the law. God obeyed His own law in work- 
ing out the plan of salvation. Jesus in His life and death 
completely fulfilled the demands of the law. God does 
not have two ways of salvation, one for the Jews and 
one for the Gentiles, for He is one God. He is consis- 
tent with His own nature and His own law. If salvation 
is through the law, then men can boast, but the princi- 
ple of faith makes it impossible for men to boast. The 
swimmer, when he is saved from drowning, does not 
brag because he trusted the lifeguard. What else could 
he do? When a believing sinner is justified by faith, he 
cannot boast of his faith, but he can boast in a wonder- 
ful Savior. 

In Romans 4—8, Paul explained how God’s great 
plan of salvation was in complete harmony with the 
Old Testament Scriptures. He began first with the 
father of the Jewish nation, Abraham. 


Justification Illustrated ( 4:1-25) 

The Jewish Christians in Rome would immediately 
have asked, “How does this doctrine of justification by 
faith relate to our history? Paul, you say that this doc- 
trine is witnessed to by the law and the prophets. Well, 
what about Abraham?” 

Paul accepted the challenge and explained how 
Abraham was saved. Abraham was called “our father,” 
referring primarily to the Jews’ natural and physical 
descent from Abraham. But in Romans 4:11, Abraham 
was also called “the father of all them that believe,” 
meaning, all who have trusted Christ (see Gal. 3:1-18). 
Paul stated three important facts about Abraham's sal- 
vation that prove that the patriarch’s spiritual 
experience was like that of believers today. 

He was justified by faith, not works (vv. 1-8). 
Paul called two witnesses to prove that statement: 
Moses (Gen. 15:6) and David (Ps. 32:1—2). In Romans 
4:1-3, Paul examined the experience of Abraham as 
recorded in Genesis 15. Abraham had defeated the 
kings (Gen. 14) and was wondering if they would 
return to fight again. God appeared to him and assured 
him that He was his shield and “exceeding great 
reward.” But the thing that Abraham wanted most was 
ason and heir. God had promised him a son, but as yet 
the promise had not been fulfilled. 

It was then that God told him to look at the stars. 
“So shall thy seed [descendants] be!” God promised, 
and Abraham believed God’s promise. The Hebrew 
word translated believed means “to say amen.” God 
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gave a promise, and Abraham responded with “Amen!” 
It was this faith that was counted for righteousness. 

The word counted in Romans 4:3 is a Greek word 
that means “to put to one’s account.” It is a banking 
term. This same word is used eleven times in this chap- 
ter, translated “reckoned” (Rom. 4:4, 9-10) and 
“imputed” (Rom. 4:6, 8, 11, 21-24), as well as 
“counted.” When a man works, he earns a salary and 
this money is put to his account. But Abraham did not 
work for his salvation; he simply trusted God’s Word. 
It was Jesus Christ who did the work on the cross, and 
His righteousness was put on Abraham’s account. 

Romans 4:5 makes a startling statement: God justi- 
fies the ungodly! The law said, “I will not justify the 
wicked” (Ex. 23:7). The Old Testament judge was 
commanded to “justify the righteous, and condemn 
the wicked” (Deut. 25:1). When Solomon dedicated 
the temple, he asked God to condemn the wicked and 
justify the righteous (1 Kings 8:31-32)! But God justi- 
fies the ungodly—because there are no godly for Him 
to justify! He put our sins on Christ’s account that He 
might put Christ’s righteousness on our account. 

In Romans 4:6-8, Paul used David as a witness, 
quoting from one of David’s psalms of confession after 
his terrible sin with Bathsheba (Ps. 32:1-2). David 
made two amazing statements: (1) God forgives sins 
and imputes righteousness apart from works; (2) God 
does not impute our sins. In other words, once we are 
justified, our record contains Christ’s perfect righteous- 
ness and can never again contain our sins. Christians 
do sin, and these sins need to be forgiven if we are to 
have fellowship with God (1 John 1:5-7), but these 
sins are not held against us. God does keep a record of 
our works, so that He might reward us when Jesus 
comes, but He is not keeping a record of our sins. 

He was justified by grace, not law (vv. 9-17). As 
we have seen, the Jews gloried in circumcision and the 
law. If a Jew was to become righteous before God, he 
would have to be circumcised and obey the law. Paul 
had already made it clear in Romans 2:12-29 that 
there must be an inward obedience to the law, and a 
“circumcision of the heart.” Mere external observances 
can never save the lost sinner. 

But Abraham was declared righteous when he was 
in the state of uncircumcision. From the Jewish point 
of view, Abraham was a Gentile. Abraham was ninety- 
nine years old when he was circumcised (Gen. 
17:23-27). This was more than fourteen years after the 
events in Genesis 15. The conclusion is obvious: cir- 
cumcision had nothing to do with his justification. 

Then why was circumcision given? It was a sign and 
a seal (Rom. 4:11). As a sign, it was evidence that he 
belonged to God and believed His promise. As a seal, 
it was a reminder to him that God had given the prom- 
ise and would keep it. Believers today are sealed by the 
Holy Spirit of God (Eph. 1:13-14). They have also 
experienced a spiritual circumcision in the heart (Col. 
2:10-12), not just a minor physical operation, but the 
putting off of the old nature through the death and 


resurrection of Christ. Circumcision did not add to 
Abraham’s salvation; it merely attested to it. 

But Abraham was also justified before the law was 
given, and this fact Paul discusses in Romans 4:13-17. 
The key word here is “promise.” Abraham was justified 
by believing God’s promise, not by obeying God’s law, 
for God’s law through Moses had not yet been given. 
The promise to Abraham was given purely through 
God’s grace. Abraham did not earn it or merit it. So 
today, God justifies the ungodly because they believe 
His gracious promise, not because they obey His law. 
The law was not given to save men, but to show men 
that they need to be saved (Rom. 4:15). 

The fact that Abraham was justified by grace and 
not law proves that salvation is for all men. Abraham is 
the father of all believers, both Jews and Gentiles 
(Rom. 4:16; Gal. 3:7, 29). Instead of the Jew com- 
plaining because Abraham was not saved by law, he 
ought to rejoice that God’s salvation is available to all 
men, and that Abraham has a spiritual family (all true 
believers) as well as a physical family (the nation of 
Israel). Paul saw this as a fulfillment of Genesis 17:5: “I 
have made thee a father of many nations.” 

He was justified by resurrection power, not 
human effort (vv. 18-25). These verses are an expan- 
sion of one phrase in Romans 4:17: “who quickeneth 
the dead.” Paul saw the rejuvenation of Abraham's 
body as a picture of resurrection from the dead, and 
then he related it to the resurrection of Christ. 

One reason why God delayed in sending Abraham 
and Sarah a son was to permit all their natural strength 
to decline and then disappear. It was unthinkable that 
a man ninety-nine years old could beget a child in the 
womb of his wife who was eighty-nine years old! From 
a reproductive point of view, both of them were dead. 

But Abraham did not walk by sight; he walked by 
faith. What God promises, He performs. All we need 
do is believe. Abraham’s initial faith in God as recorded 
in Genesis 15 did not diminish in the years that fol- 
lowed. In Genesis 17—18, Abraham was “strong in 
faith.” It was this faith that gave him strength to beget 
a son in his old age. 

The application to salvation is clear: God must wait 
until the sinner is “dead” and unable to help himself 
before He can release His saving power. As long as the 
lost sinner thinks he is strong enough to do anything to 
please God, he cannot be saved by grace. It was when 
Abraham admitted that he was “dead” that God’s 
power went to work in his body. It is when the lost sin- 
ner confesses that he is spiritually dead and unable to 
help himself that God can save him. 

The gospel is “the power of God unto salvation” 
(Rom. 1:16) because of the resurrection of Jesus Christ 
from the dead. Romans 4:24 and Romans 10:9-10 
parallel each other. Jesus Christ was “delivered up to die 
on account of our offenses, and was raised up because 
of our justification” (Rom. 4:25, literal translation). 
This means that the resurrection of Christ is the proof 
that God accepted His Son’s sacrifice, and that now 
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sinners can be justified without God violating His own 
law or contradicting His own nature. 

The key, of course, is “if we believe” (Rom. 4:24). 
There are over sixty references to faith or unbelief in 
Romans. God’s saving power is experienced by those 
who believe in Christ (Rom. 1:16). His righteousness is 
given to those who believe (Rom. 3:22). We are justi- 
fied by faith (Rom. 5:1). The object of our faith is Jesus 
Christ who died for us and rose again. 

All of these facts make Abraham’s faith that much 
more wonderful. He did not have a Bible to read; he 
had only the simple promise of God. He was almost 
alone as a believer, surrounded by heathen unbelievers. 
He could not look back at a long record of faith; in 
fact, he was helping to write that record. Yet Abraham 
believed God. People today have a complete Bible to 
read and study. They have a church fellowship, and can 
look back at centuries of faith as recorded in church 
history and the Bible. Yet many refuse to believe! 

Dr. Harry Ironside, for eighteen years pastor of the 
Moody Church in Chicago, told of visiting a Sunday 
school class while on vacation. The teacher asked, 
“How were people saved in Old Testament times?” 

After a pause, one man replied, “By keeping the law.” 

“That’s right,” said the teacher. 

But Dr. Ironside interrupted: “My Bible says that 
by the deeds of the law shall no flesh be justified.” 

The teacher was a bit embarrassed, so he said, 
“Well, does somebody else have an idea?” 

Another student replied, “They were saved by 
bringing sacrifices to God.” 

“Yes, that’s right!” the teacher said, and tried to go 
on with the lesson. 

But Dr. Ironside interrupted, “My Bible says that 
the blood of bulls and goats cannot take away sin.” 

By this time the unprepared teacher was sure the 
visitor knew more about the Bible than he did, so he 
said, “Well, you tell us how people were saved in the 
Old Testament!” 

And Dr. Ironside explained that they were saved by 
faith—the same way people are saved today! Twenty-one 
times in Hebrews 11 you find the same words, “by faith.” 

If you are a Jew, you are a child of Abraham physi- 
cally, but are you a child of Abraham spiritually? 
Abraham is the father of all who believe on Jesus Christ 
and are justified by faith. If you are a Gentile, you can 
never be a natural descendant of Abraham, but you can 
be one of his spiritual descendants. Abraham “believed 
God and it was counted unto him for righteousness.” 


CHAPTER FOUR 


Romans 5 


LIVE LIKE A KING! 


ince Romans is a book of logic, it is a book of 
“therefores.” We have the “therefore” of condem- 
nation in Romans 3:20, justification in Romans 
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5:1, no condemnation in Romans 8:1, and dedication 
in Romans 12:1. In presenting his case, Paul has 
proved that the whole world is guilty before God, and 
that no one can be saved by religious deeds, such as 
keeping the law. He has explained that God’s way of 
salvation has always been “by grace, through faith” 
(Eph. 2:8-9), and he has used Abraham as his illustra- 
tion. If a reader of the letter stopped at this point, he 
would know that he needed to and could be saved. 

But there is much more the sinner needs to know 
about justification by faith. Can he be sure that it will 
last? How is it possible for God to save a sinner through 
the death of Christ on the cross? Romans 5 is Paul’s 
explanation of the last two words in Romans 4: “our 
justification.” He explained two basic truths: the bless- 
ings of our justification (Rom. 5:1-11), and the basis 
for our justification (Rom. 5:12-21). 


The Blessings of Our Justification (5:1-11) 

In listing these blessings, Paul accomplished two pur- 
poses. First, he told how wonderful it is to be a 
Christian. Our justification is not simply a guarantee 
of heaven, as thrilling as that is, but it is also the source 
of tremendous blessings that we enjoy here and now. 

His second purpose was to assure his readers that 
justification is a lasting thing. His Jewish readers in 
particular would ask, “Can this spiritual experience last 
if it does not require obedience to the law? What about 
the trials and sufferings of life? What about the coming 
judgment?” When God declared us righteous in Jesus 
Christ, He gave to us seven spiritual blessings that 
assure us that we cannot be lost. 

Peace with God (v. 1). The unsaved person is at 
“enmity with God” (Rom. 5:10; 8:7) because he can- 
not obey God’s law or fulfill God’s will. Two verses 
from Isaiah make the matter clear: “There is no peace, 
saith the Lord, unto the wicked” (Isa. 48:22); “And the 
work of righteousness shall be peace” (Isa. 32:17). 
Condemnation means that God declares us sinners, 
which is a declaration of war. Justification means that 
God declares us righteous, which is a declaration of 
peace, made possible by Christ’s death on the cross. 
“Mercy and truth are met together; righteousness and 
peace have kissed each other” (Ps. 85:10). “Because the 
law worketh wrath” (Rom. 4:15), nobody condemned 
by the law can enjoy peace with God. But when you are 
justified by faith, you are declared righteous, and the 
law cannot condemn you or declare war! 

Access to God (v. 2a). The Jew was kept from 
God’s presence by the veil in the temple, and the 
Gentile was kept out by a wall in the temple with a 
warning on it that any Gentile who went beyond 
would be killed. But when Jesus died, He tore the veil 
(Luke 23:45) and broke down the wall (Eph. 2:14). In 
Christ, believing Jews and Gentiles have access to God 
(Eph. 2:18; Heb. 10:19-25), and they can draw on the 
inexhaustible riches of the grace of God (Eph. 1:7; 2:4; 
3:8). We stand “in grace” and not “in law.” Justification 
has to do with our standing; sanctification has to do 
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with our state. The child of a king can enter his father’s 
presence no matter how the child looks. The word 
access here means “entrance to the king through the 
favor of another.” 

Glorious hope (v. 2b). “Peace with God” takes 
care of the past: He will no longer hold our sins against 
us. “Access to God” takes care of the present: we can 
come to Him at any time for the help we need. “Hope 
of the glory of God” takes care of the future: one day 
we shall share in His glory! The word rejoice can be 
translated “boast,” not only in Romans 5:2, but also in 
Romans 5:3 and 11 (“joy”). When we were sinners, 
there was nothing to boast about (Rom. 3:27), because 
we fell short of the glory of God (Rom. 3:23). But in 
Christ, we boast in His righteousness and glory! Paul 
will amplify this in Romans 8:18-30. 

Christian character (vv. 3—4). Justification is no 
escape from the trials of life. “In this world ye shall 
have tribulation” (John 16:33). But for the believer, tri- 
als work for him and not against him. No amount of 
suffering can separate us from the Lord (Rom. 
8:35-39); instead, trials bring us closer to the Lord and 
make us more like the Lord. Suffering builds Christian 
character. The word experience in Romans 5:4 means 
“character that has been proved.” The sequence is 
tribulation—patience—proven character—hope. Our 
English word tribulation comes from a Latin word 
tribulum. In Paul’s day, a tribulum was a heavy piece of 
timber with spikes in it, used for threshing the grain. 
The tribulum was drawn over the grain and it sepa- 
rated the wheat from the chaff. As we go through 
tribulations, and depend on God’s grace, the trials only 
purify us and help to get rid of the chaff. 

God’s love within (vv. 5-8). “Hope deferred 
maketh the heart sick” (Prov. 13:12). But as we wait for 
this hope to be fulfilled, the love of God is “poured out 
into our hearts” (literal translation). Note how the first 
three of the “fruit of the Spirit” are experienced: love 
(Rom. 5:5), joy (Rom. 5:2), and peace (Rom. 5:1). 
Before we were saved, God proved His love by sending 
Christ to die for us. Now that we are His children, 
surely He will love us more. It is the inner experience 
of this love through the Spirit that sustains us as we go 
through tribulations. 

For many months I visited a young man in a hospi- 
tal who had almost burned to death. I do not know 
how many operations and skin grafts he had during 
those months, or how many specialists visited him. But 
the thing that sustained him during those difficult 
months was not the explanations of the doctors but the 
promises they gave him that he would recover. That 
was his hope. And the thing that sustained his hope 
was the love of his family and many friends as they 
stood by him. The love of God was channeled through 
them to him. He did recover and today gives glory to 
God. 

Faith (Rom. 5:1), hope (Rom. 5:2), and love (Rom. 
5:5) all combine to give the believer patience in the tri- 
als of life. And patience makes it possible for the 


believer to grow in character and become a mature 
child of God (James 1:1-4). 

Salvation from future wrath (vv. 9-10). Paul 
argued from the lesser to the greater. If God saved us 
when we were enemies, surely He will keep on saving 
us now that we are His children. There is a “wrath to 
come,” but no true believer will experience it (1 Thess. 
1:9-10; 5:8-10). Paul further argued that if Christ’s 
death accomplished so much for us, how much more 
will He do for us in His life as He intercedes for us in 
heaven! “Saved by his life” refers to Romans 4:25: 
“raised again for [on account of] our justification.” 
Because He lives, we are eternally saved (Heb. 
7:23-25). 

A will is of no effect until the death of the one who 
wrote it. Then an executor takes over and sees to it that 
the will is obeyed and the inheritance distributed. But 
suppose the executor is unscrupulous and wants to get 
the inheritance for himself? He may figure out many 
devious ways to circumvent the law and steal the inher- 
itance. 

Jesus Christ wrote us into His will, and He wrote 
the will with His blood. “This cup is the new testa- 
ment in my blood, which is shed for you” (Luke 
22:20). He died so that the will would be in force, but 
then He arose from the dead and returned to heaven 
that He might enforce the will Himself and distribute 
the inheritance. Thus, we are “saved by his life.” 

Reconciliation with God (v. 11). The word atone- 
ment means “reconciliation, brought back into 
fellowship with God.” The term is mentioned also in 
Romans 5:10. In Romans 1:18-32, Paul explained 
how men declared war on God and, because of this, 
deserved to be condemned eternally. But God did not 
declare war on man. Instead, He sent His Son as the 
Peacemaker (Eph. 2:11-18), that men might be recon- 
ciled to God. 

A review of these seven blessings of justification 
shows how certain our salvation is in Christ. Totally 
apart from law, and purely by grace, we have a salvation 
that takes care of the past, the present, and the future. 
Christ died for us; Christ lives for us; Christ is coming 
for us! Hallelujah, what a Savior! 


The Basis of Our Justification (5:12-21) 

How is it possible for God to save sinners in the person 
of Jesus Christ? We understand that somehow Christ 
took our place on the cross, but how was such a substi- 
tution possible? 

Paul answered the question in this section, and 
these verses are the very heart of the letter. To under- 
stand these verses a few general truths about this 
section need to be understood. First, note the repeti- 
tion of the little word one. It is used eleven times. 
The key idea here is our identification with Adam 
and with Christ. Second, note the repetition of the 
word reign, which is used five times. Paul saw two 
men—Adam and Christ—each of them reigning 
over a kingdom. Finally, note that the phrase much 


Romans 5 


more is repeated five times. This means that in Jesus 
Christ we have gained much more than we ever lost 
in Adam! 

In short, this section is a contrast of Adam and 
Christ. Adam was given dominion over the old cre- 
ation; he sinned; and he lost his kingdom. Because of 
Adam's sin, all mankind is under condemnation and 
death. Christ came as the King over a new creation (2 
Cor. 5:17). By His obedience on the cross, He brought 
in righteousness and justification. Christ not only 
undid all the damage that Adam's sin effected, but He 
accomplished “much more” by making us the very sons 
of God. Some of this “much more” Paul has already 
explained in Romans 5:1-11. 

Skeptics sometimes ask, “Was it fair for God to 
condemn the whole world just because of one man’s 
disobedience?” The answer, of course, is that it was 
not only fair, but it was also wise and gracious. To 
begin with, if God had tested each human being indi- 
vidually, the result would have been the same: 
disobedience. But even more important, by con- 
demning the human race through one man (Adam), 
God was then able to save the human race through 
one Man (Jesus Christ)! Each of us is racially united 
to Adam, so that his deed affects us. (See Heb. 7:9-10 
for an example of this racial headship.) The fallen 
angels cannot be saved because they are not a race. 
They sinned individually and were judged individu- 
ally. There can be no representative to take their 
judgment for them and save them. But because you 
and I were lost in Adam, our racial head, we can be 
saved in Christ, the Head of the new creation. God’s 
plan was both gracious and wise. 

Our final question must be answered: How do we 
know that we are racially united to Adam? The answer 
is in Romans 5:12-14, and the argument runs like this: 
We know that all men die. But death is the result of 
disobeying the law. There was no law from Adam to 
Moses, but men still died. A general result demands a 
general cause. What is that cause? It can be only one 
thing: the disobedience of Adam. When Adam sinned, 
he ultimately died. All of his descendants died (Gen. 
5), yet the law had not yet been given. Conclusion: 
they died because of Adam’s sin. “For that all have 
sinned” (Rom. 5:12) means “all have sinned in Adam’s 
sin.” Men do not die because of their own acts of sin; 
otherwise, babies would not die (Rom. 9:11). Men die 
because they are united racially to Adam, and “in 
Adam all men die” (1 Cor. 15:22). 

Having understood these general truths about the 
passage, we may now examine the contrasts that Paul 
gives between Adam and Christ and between Adam's 
sin and Christ’s act of obedience on the cross. 

Adam’s offense is contrasted with Christ’s free 
gift (v. 15). Because of Adam’s trespass, many died; 
because of Christ’s obedience, the grace of God 
abounds to many bringing life. The word many (liter- 
ally “the many’) means the same as “all men” in 
Romans 5:12 and 18. Note the “much more,” for the 
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grace of Christ brings not only physical life, but also 
spiritual life and abundant life. Christ did conquer 
death and one day will raise the bodies of all who have 
died “in Christ.” If He stopped there, He would only 
reverse the effects of Adam’s sin, but He went on to do 
“much more.” He gives eternal life abundantly to all 
who trust Him (John 10:10). 

The effect of Adam’s sin is contrasted with the 
effect of Christ’s obedience (v.16). Adam’s sin 
brought judgment and condemnation, but Christs 
work on the cross brings justification. When Adam 
sinned, he was declared unrighteous and condemned. 
When a sinner trusts Christ, he is justified—declared 
righteous in Christ. 

The two “reigns” are contrasted (v. 17). Because 
of Adams disobedience, death reigned. Read the 
“book of the generations of Adam” in Genesis 5, and 
note the solemn repetition of the phrase “and he 
died.” In Romans 5:14, Paul argued that men did not 
die “from Adam to Moses” for the same reason that 
Adam died—breaking a revealed law of God—for the 
law had not yet been given. “The wages of sin is 
death” (Rom. 6:23). Because sin was reigning in men’s 
lives (Rom. 5:21), death was also reigning (Rom. 
5:14, 17). 

But in Jesus Christ we enter a new kingdom: “For 
the kingdom of God is not meat and drink; but righ- 
teousness, and peace, and joy in the Holy Ghost” 
(Rom. 14:17). “Therefore being justified by faith,” 
we are declared righteous, we have peace with God, 
and we rejoice in the hope of the glory of God. Note 
that it is we who reign! “Much more they ... shall 
reign in life by one, Jesus Christ.” In Adam we lost 
our kingship, but in Jesus Christ we reign as kings. 
And we reign “much more”! Our spiritual reign is far 
greater than Adam’s earthly reign, for we share “abun- 
dance of grace and of the gift of righteousness” (Rom. 
5:17). 

The two “one acts” are contrasted (vv. 18-19). 
Adam did not have to commit a series of sins. In one 
act God tested Adam, and he failed. It is termed an 
“offense” and an act of “disobedience.” The word 
offense means “trespass—crossing over the line.” God 
told Adam how far he could go, and Adam decided to 
go beyond the appointed limit. “Of every tree of the 
garden thou mayest freely eat: but of the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil, thou shalt not eat of it: for 
in the day that thou eatest thereof, thou shalt surely 
die” (Gen. 2:16-17). 

In contrast to “the trespass of one” is “the righ- 
teousness of one,” meaning the righteous work of 
Christ on the cross. In Romans 5:19 Paul calls it “the 
obedience of one” (see Phil. 2:5-12). Christ’s sacri- 
fice on the cross not only made possible 
“justification,” but also “justification of life” (italics 
mine). Justification is not merely a legal term that 
describes our position before God (“just as if Td 
never sinned”), but it results in a certain kind of life. 
“Justification of life” in Romans 5:18 is parallel to 
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“be made righteous” in Romans 5:19. In other 
words, our justification is the result of a living union 
with Christ. And this union ought to result in a new 
kind of life, a righteous life of obedience to God. 
Our union with Adam made us sinners; our union 
with Christ enables us to “reign in life.” 

Law and grace are contrasted (vv. 20-21). “Then 
law crept in” (Williams); or, “Then the law came in 
beside” (literal translation). Grace was not an addition 
to God’s plan; grace was a part of God’s plan from the 
very beginning. God dealt with Adam and Eve in 
grace; He dealt with the patriarchs in grace; and He 
dealt with the nation of Israel in grace. He gave the law 
through Moses, not to replace His grace, but to reveal 
man’s need for grace. Law was temporary, but grace is 
eternal. 

But as the law made man’s sins increase, God’s grace 
abounded even more. God’s grace was more than ade- 
quate to deal with man’s sins. Even though sin and 
death still reign in this world, God’s grace is also reign- 
ing through the righteousness of Christ. The 
Christian’s body is subject to death and his old nature 
tempts him to sin, but in Jesus Christ, he can “reign in 
life” because he is a part of the gracious kingdom of 
Christ. 

An Old Testament story helps us understand the 
conflict between these two “reigns” in the world today. 
God rejected Saul as the king of Israel and anointed 
David. Those who trusted David eventually shared his 
kingdom of peace and joy. Those who trusted Saul 
ended in shame and defeat. 

Like David, Jesus Christ is God’s anointed King. 
Like Saul, Satan is still free to work in this world and 
seek to win men’s allegiance. Sin and death are reigning 
in the “old creation” over which Adam was the head, 
but grace and righteousness are reigning in “the new 
creation” over which Christ is the Head. And as we 
yield to Him, we “reign in life.” 

In Romans 5:14, Adam is called “the figure of him 
that was to come.” Adam was a type, or picture, of 
Jesus Christ. Adam came from the earth, but Jesus is 
the Lord from heaven (1 Cor. 15:47). Adam was 
tested in a garden, surrounded by beauty and love; 
Jesus was tempted in a wilderness, and He died on a 
cruel cross surrounded by hatred and ugliness. Adam 
was a thief, and was cast out of Paradise, but Jesus 
Christ turned to a thief and said, “Today shalt thou 
be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43). The Old 
Testament is “the book of the generations of Adam” 
(Gen. 5:1), and it ends with “a curse” (Mal. 4:6). The 
New Testament is “the book of the generation of Jesus 
Christ” (Matt. 1:1), and it ends with “no more curse” 
(Rev. 22:3). 

You cannot help being “in Adam,” for this came by 
your first birth over which you had no control. But you 
can help staying “in Adam,” for you can experience a 
second birth—a new birth from above—that will put 
you “in Christ.” This is why Jesus said, “Ye must be 
born again” (John 3:7). 


CHAPTER FIVE 


Romans 6 


DYING TO LIVE 


his feet and say, “Your Honor, I object!” Some of 

the Roman Christians must have felt like object- 
ing as they heard Pauls letter being read, and Paul 
seemed to anticipate their thinking. In Romans 6—8 
Paul defended his doctrine of justification by faith. He 
anticipated three objections: (1) “If God’s grace 
abounds when we sin, then let’s continue sinning so we 
might experience more grace” (Rom. 6; 1-14); (2) “If 
we are no longer under the law, then we are free to live 
as we please” (Rom. 6:15—7:6); and (3) “You have 
made God’s law sinful” (Rom. 7:7—25). 

These objections prove that the readers did not 
understand either law or grace. They were going to 
extremes: legalism on the one hand and license on the 
other. So as Paul defended justification he also 
explained sanctification. He told how we can live lives 
of victory (Rom. 6), liberty (Rom. 7), and security 
(Rom. 8). He explained our relationship to the flesh, 
the law, and the Holy Spirit. In Romans 6, Paul gave 
three instructions for attaining victory over sin. 


D uring a court session, an attorney will often rise to 


Know (6:1-10) 

The repetition of the word know in Romans 6; 1, 6, 
and 9 indicates that Paul wanted us to understand a 
basic doctrine. Christian living depends on Christian 
learning; duty is always founded on doctrine. If 
Satan can keep a Christian ignorant, he can keep him 
impotent. 

The basic truth Paul was teaching is the believer's 
identification with Christ in death, burial, and resur- 
rection. Just as we are identified with Adam in sin and 
condemnation, so we are now identified with Christ in 
righteousness and justification. At Romans 5:12, Paul 
made a transition from discussing “sins” to discussing 
“sin’—from the actions to the principle, from the fruit 
to the root. Jesus Christ not only died for our sins, but 
He also died unto sin, and we died with Him. Perhaps 
a chart will explain the contrasts better. 


Romans 3:21—5:21 Romans 6—8 
Substitution: He died Identification: I died 
for me with Him 


He died unto sin 

He broke sin’s power 

Sanctification: 
righteousness 


He died for my sins 

He paid sin’s penalty 

Justification: 
righteousness 


In other words, justification by faith is not simply a 
legal matter between me and God; it is a living rela- 
tionship. It is “a justification which brings life” (Rom. 
5:18, literal translation). I am in Christ and identified 
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with Him. Therefore, whatever happened to Christ has 
happened to me. When He died, I died. When He 
arose, I arose in Him. I am now seated with Him in the 
heavenlies (see Eph. 2:1-10; Col. 3:1-3)! Because of 
this living union with Christ, the believer has a totally 
new relationship to sin. 

He is dead to sin (vv. 2-5). Paul’s illustration is 
baptism. The Greek word has two basic meanings: (1) 
a literal meaning—to dip or immerse; and (2) a figura- 
tive meaning—to be identified with. An example of the 
latter would be 1 Corinthians 10:2: “And were all bap- 
tized unto Moses in the cloud and in the sea.” The 
nation of Israel was identified with Moses as their 
leader when they crossed the Red Sea. 

It appears that Paul had both the literal and the fig- 
urative in mind in this paragraph, for he used the 
readers’ experience of water baptism to remind them of 
their identification with Christ through the baptism of 
the Holy Spirit. To be “baptized into Jesus Christ” 
(Rom. 6:3) is the same as “For by one Spirit are we all 
baptized into one body” (1 Cor. 12:13). There is a dif- 
ference between water baptism and the baptism of the 
Spirit John 1:33). When a sinner trusts Christ, he is 
immediately born into the family of God and receives 
the gift of the Holy Spirit. A good illustration of this is 
the household of Cornelius when they heard Peter 
preach (Acts 10:34—48). When these people believed 
on Christ, they immediately received the Holy Spirit. 
After that, they were baptized. Peter’s words, 
“Whosoever believeth in him shall receive remission of 
sins” gave to them the promise that they needed. They 
believed—and they were saved! 

Historians agree that the mode of baptism in the 
early church was immersion. The believer was “buried” 
in the water and brought up again as a picture of death, 
burial, and resurrection. Baptism by immersion (which 
is the illustration Paul is using in Rom. 6) pictures the 
believer's identification with Christ in His death, bur- 
ial, and resurrection. It is an outward symbol of an 
inward experience. Paul is not saying that their immer- 
sion in water put them “into Jesus Christ,” for that was 
accomplished by the Spirit when they believed. Their 
immersion was a picture of what the Spirit did: the 
Holy Spirit identified them with Christ in His death, 
burial, and resurrection. 

This means that the believer has a new relationship 
to sin. He is “dead to sin.” “I am crucified with Christ” 
(Gal. 2:20). If a drunk dies, he can no longer be 
tempted by alcohol because his body is dead to all 
physical senses. He cannot see the alcohol, smell it, 
taste it, or desire it. In Jesus Christ we have died to sin 
so that we no longer want to “continue in sin.” But we 
are not only dead to sin; we are also alive in Christ. We 
have been raised from the dead and now walk in the 
power of His resurrection. We walk in “newness of life” 
because we share His life. “I am crucified with Christ, 
nevertheless I live” (Gal. 2:20). 

This tremendous spiritual truth is illustrated in the 
miracle of the resurrection of Lazarus (John 11). When 
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Jesus arrived at Bethany, Lazarus had been in the tomb 
four days, so there was no question about his death. By 
the power of His word (“Lazarus, come forth!”) Jesus 
raised His friend from the dead. But when Lazarus 
appeared at the door of the tomb, he was wrapped in 
graveclothes. So Jesus commanded, “Loose him, and 
let him go!” He had been raised to walk “in newness of 
life.” In John 12, Lazarus was seated with Christ at the 
table, in fellowship with Him. Dead—raised from the 
dead—set free to walk in newness of life—seated with 
Christ: all of these facts illustrate the spiritual truths of 
our identification with Christ as given in Ephesians 
2:1-10. 

Too many Christians are “betweeners”: they live 
between Egypt and Canaan, saved but never satisfied; 
or they live between Good Friday and Easter, believing 
in the cross but not entering into the power and glory 
of the resurrection. Romans 6:5 indicates that our 
union with Christ assures our future resurrection 
should we die. But Romans 6:4 teaches that we share 
His resurrection power today. “Since, then, you have 
been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above 
... For you died, and your life is now hidden with 
Christ in God” (Col. 3:1, 3 N1v). 

It is clear, then, that the believer cannot deliberately 
live in sin since he has a new relationship to sin because 
of his identification with Christ. The believer has died 
to the old life; he has been raised to enjoy a new life. 
The believer does not want to go back into sin any 
more than Lazarus wanted to go back into the tomb 
dressed again in his graveclothes! Then Paul introduced 
a second fact. 

He should not serve sin (vv. 6-10). Sin is a terri- 
ble master, and it finds a willing servant in the human 
body. The body is not sinful; the body is neutral. It can 
be controlled either by sin or by God. But man’s fallen 
nature, which is not changed at conversion, gives sin a 
beachhead from which it can attack and then control. 
Paul expressed the problem: “For I know that in me 
(that is, in my flesh) dwelleth no good thing: for to will 
is present with me; but how to perform that which is 
good I find not” (Rom. 7:18). 

A tremendous fact is introduced here: the old man 
(the old ego, self) was crucified with Christ so that the 
body need not be controlled by sin. The word destroyed 
in Romans 6:6 does not mean annihilated; it means 
“rendered inactive, made of no effect.” The same Greek 
word is translated “loosed” in Romans 7:2. Ifa woman's 
husband dies, she is “loosed” from the law of her hus- 
band and is free to marry again. There is a change in 
relationship. The law is still there, but it has no author- 
ity over the woman because her husband is dead. 

Sin wants to be our master. It finds a foothold in the 
old nature, and through the old nature seeks to control 
the members of the body. But in Jesus Christ, we died 
to sin, and the old nature was crucified so that the old 
life is rendered inoperative. Paul was not describing an 
experience; he was stating a fact. The practical experi- 
ence was to come later. It is a fact of history that Jesus 
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Christ died on the cross. It is also a fact of history that 
the believer died with Him, and “he that is dead is 
freed from sin” (Rom. 6:7). Not “free to sin” as Paul’s 
accusers falsely stated, but “freed from sin.” 

Sin and death have no dominion over Christ. We 
are “in Christ”; therefore, sin and death have no 
dominion over us. Jesus Christ not only died “for sin,” 
but He also died “unto sin.” That is, He not only paid 
the penalty for sin, but He broke the power of sin. This 
idea of dominion takes us back to Romans 5:12-21, 
where Paul dealt with the “reigns” of sin, death, and 
grace. Through Christ we “reign in life” (Rom. 5:17) so 
that sin no longer controls our lives. 

The big question now is, “I believe the facts of his- 
tory, but how do I make this work in daily experience?” 
This leads to Paul’s second instruction. 


Reckon (6:11) 

In some parts of the United States, “to reckon” means 
“to think” or “to guess.” “I reckon” is also the equiva- 
lent of “I suppose.” But none of these popular 
meanings can apply to this verse. The word reckon is a 
translation of a Greek word that is used forty-one times 
in the New Testament—nineteen times in Romans 
alone. It appears in Romans 4, where it is translated as 
“count, reckon, impute.” It means “to take into 
account, to calculate, to estimate.” The word impute— 
“to put to one’s account”—is perhaps the best 
translation. 

To reckon means “to put to one’s account.” It simply 
means to believe that what God says in His Word is 
really true in your life. 

Paul didn’t tell his readers to feel as if they were dead 
to sin, or even to understand it fully, but to act on God’s 
Word and claim it for themselves. Reckoning is a mat- 
ter of faith that issues in action. It is like endorsing a 
check: if we really believe that the money is in the 
checking account, we will sign our name and collect 
the money. Reckoning is not claiming a promise, but 
acting on a fact. God does not command us to become 
dead to sin. He tells us that we are dead to sin and alive 
unto God, and then commands us to act on it. Even if 
we do not act on it, the facts are still true. 

Paul’s first instruction (“know”) centered in the 
mind, and this second instruction (“reckon”) focuses on 
the eart. His third instruction touches the will. 


Yield (6:12-23) 
The word yield is found five times in this section (Rom. 
6:13, 16, 19) and means “to place at one’s disposal, to 
present, to offer as a sacrifice.” According to Romans 
12:1, the believers body should be presented to the 
Lord as “a living sacrifice” for His glory. The Old 
Testament sacrifices were dead sacrifices. The Lord may 
ask some of us to die for Him, but He asks all of us to 
live for Him. 

How we are to yield (vv. 12-13). This is an act of 
the will based on the knowledge we have of what 
Christ has done for us. It is an intelligent act—not the 


impulsive decision of the moment based on some emo- 
tional stirring. It is important to notice the tenses of 
the verbs in these verses. A literal translation is “Do not 
constantly allow sin to reign in your mortal body so 
that you are constantly obeying its lusts. Neither con- 
stantly yield your members of your body as weapons 
[or tools] of unrighteousness to sin; but once and for all 
yield yourselves to God.” That once-and-for-all surren- 
der is described in Romans 12:1. 

There must be in the believer's life that final and 
complete surrender of the body to Jesus Christ. This 
does not mean there will be no further steps of surren- 
der, because there will be. The longer we walk with 
Christ, the deeper the fellowship must become. But 
there can be no subsequent steps without that first step. 
The tense of the verb in Romans 12:1 corresponds with 
that in Romans 6:13—a once-and-for-all yielding to the 
Lord. To be sure, we daily surrender afresh to Him, but 
even that is based on a final and complete surrender. 

Why does the Lord want your body? To begin with, 
the believer’s body is God’s temple, and He wants to 
use it for His glory (1 Cor. 6:19-20; Phil. 1:20-21). 
But Paul wrote that the body is also God’s tool and 
God’s weapon (Rom. 6:13). God wants to use the 
members of the body as tools for building His king- 
dom and weapons for fighting His enemies. 

The Bible tells of people who permitted God to 
take and use their bodies for the fulfilling of His pur- 
poses. God used the rod in Moses’ hand and conquered 
Egypt. He used the sling in David’s hand to defeat the 
Philistines. He used the mouths and tongues of the 
prophets. Paul’s dedicated feet carried him from city to 
city as he proclaimed the gospel. The apostle John’s 
eyes saw visions of the future, his ears heard God’s mes- 
sage, and his fingers wrote it all down in a book that we 
can read. 

But you can also read in the Bible accounts of the 
members of the body being used for sinful purposes. 
David's eyes looked on his neighbor’s wife; his mind 
plotted a wicked scheme; his hand signed a cowardly 
order for the woman’s husband to be killed. As you read 
Psalm 51, you see that his whole body was affected by 
sin: his eyes (Ps. 51:3), mind (Ps. 51:6), ears (Ps. 51:8), 
heart (Ps. 51:10), and lips and mouth (Ps. 51:14-15). 
No wonder he prayed for a thorough cleansing (Ps. 51:2)! 

Why we are to yield (vv. 14-23). Three words 
summarize the reasons for our yielding: favor (Rom. 
6:14-15), freedom (Rom. 6:16-20), and fruit (Rom. 
6:21-23). 

Favor (vv. 14—15). It is because of God’s grace that 
we yield ourselves to Him. Paul has proved that we are 
not saved by the law and that we do not live under the 
law. The fact that we are saved by grace does not give 
us an excuse to sin, but it does give us a reason to obey. 
Sin and law go together. “The sting of death is sin; and 
the strength of sin is the law” (1 Cor. 15:56). Since we 
are not under law, but under grace, sin is robbed of its 
strength. 

Freedom (vv. 16-20). The illustration of the master 
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and servant is obvious. Whatever you yield to becomes 
your master. Before you were saved, you were the slave 
of sin. Now that you belong to Christ, you are freed 
from that old slavery and made the servant of Christ. 
Romans 6:19 suggests that the Christian ought to be as 
enthusiastic in yielding to the Lord as he was in yield- 
ing to sin. A friend once said to me, “I want to be as 
good a saint as I was a sinner!” I knew what he meant 
because in his unconverted days he was almost “the 
chief of sinners.” 

The unsaved person is free—free from righteousness 
(Rom. 6:20). But his bondage to sin only leads him 
deeper into slavery so that it becomes harder and harder 
to do what is right. The Prodigal Son is an example of 
this (Luke 15:11-24). When he was at home, he 
decided he wanted his freedom, so he left home to find 
himself and enjoy himself. But his rebellion only led 
him deeper into slavery. He was the slave of wrong 
desires, then the slave of wrong deeds, and finally he 
became a literal slave when he took care of the pigs. He 
wanted to find himself, but he lost himself! What he 
thought was freedom turned out to be the worst kind of 
slavery. It was only when he returned home and yielded 
to his father that he found true freedom. 

Fruit (vv. 21—23). If you serve a master, you can 
expect to receive wages. Sin pays wages—death! God 
also pays wages—holiness and everlasting life. In the 
old life, we produced fruit that made us ashamed. In 
the new life in Christ, we produce fruit that glorifies 
God and brings joy to our lives. We usually apply 
Romans 6:23 to the lost, and certainly it does apply, 
but it also has a warning for the saved. (After all, it was 
written to Christians.) “There is a sin unto death” (1 
John 5:17). “For this reason many among you are weak 
and sick, and a number sleep” (1 Cor. 11:30 Nass). 
Samson, for example, would not yield himself to God, 
but preferred to yield to the lusts of the flesh, and the 
result was death (Judg. 16). If the believer refuses to 
surrender his body to the Lord, but uses its members 
for sinful purposes, then he is in danger of being disci- 
plined by the Father, and this could mean death. (See 
Heb. 12:5-11; and note the end of v. 9 in particular.) 

These three instructions need to be heeded each 
day that we live. Know that you have been crucified 
with Christ and are dead to sin. Reckon this fact to be 
true in your own life. Yield your body to the Lord to be 
used for His glory. 

Now that you know these truths, reckon them to be 
true in your life, and then yield yourself to God. 


CHAPTER SIX 


Romans 7 


CHRISTIANS AND THE LAW 


omething in human nature makes us want to go to 
extremes, a weakness from which Christians are 
not wholly free. “Since we are saved by grace,” 
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some argue, “we are free to live as we please,” which is 
the extreme of license. 

“But we cannot ignore God’s law,” others argue. 
“We are saved by grace, to be sure; but we must live 
under law if we are to please God.” This is the extreme 
expression of legalism. 

Paul answered the first group in Romans 6; the sec- 
ond group he answered in Romans 7. The word Jaw is 
used twenty-three times in this chapter. In Romans 6, 
Paul told us how to stop doing bad things; in Romans 
7 he told how not to do good things. “You were not jus- 
tified by keeping the law,” he argued, “and you cannot 
be sanctified by keeping the law.” 

Every growing Christian understands the experi- 
ence of Romans 6 and 7. Once we learn how to “know, 
reckon, and yield,” we start getting victory over the 
habits of the flesh, and we feel we are becoming more 
spiritual. We set high standards and ideals for ourselves 
and for a while seem to attain them. 

Then everything collapses! We start to see deeper 
into our own hearts, and we discover sins that we did 
not know were there. God’s holy law takes on a new 
power, and we wonder if we can ever do anything 
good! Without realizing it, we have moved into “legal- 
ism” and have learned the truth about sin, the law, and 
ourselves. 

What really is “legalism”? It is the belief that I can 
become holy and please God by obeying laws. It is 
measuring spirituality by a list of dos and don'ts. The 
weakness of legalism is that it sees sims (plural) but not 
sin (the root of the trouble). It judges by the outward 
and not the inward. Furthermore, the legalist fails to 
understand the real purpose of God’s law and the rela- 
tionship between law and grace. 

In my pastoral experience, I have counseled many 
people who have suffered severe emotional and spiri- 
tual damage because they have tried to live holy lives 
on the basis of a high standard. I have seen the conse- 
quences of these attempts: either the person becomes a 
pretender, or he suffers a complete collapse and aban- 
dons his desires for godly living. I have seen too that 
many legalists are extremely hard on other people— 
critical, unloving, unforgiving. Paul wanted to spare his 
readers this difficult and dangerous experience. In 
Romans 7, he discussed. three topics, which, if under- 
stood and applied, will deliver us from legalism. 


The Authority of the Law (7:1-6) 
These verses actually continue the discussion that Paul 
began in Romans 6:15, answering the question, “Shall 
we sin because we are not under the law, but under 
grace?” He used the illustration of a master and servant 
to explain how the Christian should yield himself to 
God. In this passage he used the illustration of a hus- 
band and wife to show that the believer has a new 
relationship to the law because of his union with Jesus 
Christ. 

The illustration is a simple one, but it has a pro- 
found application. When a man and woman marty, 
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they are united for life. Marriage is a physical union 
(“They two shall be one flesh” Gen. 2:24) and can only 
be broken by a physical cause. One such cause is death. 
(Matt. 5:31-34; 19:1-12 indicate that unfaithfulness 
also breaks the marriage bond, but Paul does not bring 
this up. He is not discussing marriage and divorce; he 
is using marriage to illustrate a point.) 

As long as they live, the husband and wife are under 
the authority of the law of marriage. If the woman 
leaves the man and marries another man, she commits 
adultery. But if the husband dies, she is free to remarry 
because she is no longer a wife. It is death that has bro- 
ken the marriage relationship and set her free. 

Paul’s application in Romans 7:4-6 clinches the 
argument. He states two marvelous facts that explain 
the believer's relationship to the law. 

We died to the law (vv. 4-5). It appears that Paul 
has confused his illustration, but he has not. When we 
were unsaved (“in the flesh,” Rom. 7:5), we were under 
the authority of God’s law. We were condemned by 
that law. When we trusted Christ and were united to 
Him, we died to the law just as we died to the flesh 
(Rom. 6:1—10). The law did not die; we died. 

But in Paul’s illustration from marriage, it was the 
husband who died and the wife who married again. If 
you and I are represented by the wife, and the law is 
represented by the husband, then the application does 
not follow the illustration. If the wife died in the illus- 
tration, the only way she could marry again would be 
to come back from the dead. But that is exactly what 
Paul wants to teach! When we trusted Christ, we died 
to the law; but in Christ, we arose from the dead and 
now are “married” (united) to Christ to live a new kind 
of life! 

The law did not die, because God’s law still rules 
over men. We died to the law, and it no longer has 
dominion over us. But we are not “lawless”; we are 
united to Christ, sharing His life, and thus walking “in 
newness of life.” Romans 8:4 climaxes the argument: 
“That the righteousness of the law might be fulfilled in 
us, who walk not after the flesh but after the Spirit.” In 
the old life of sin, we brought forth fruit “unto death,” 
but in the new life of grace, we “bring forth fruit unto 
God.” To be “dead to the law” does not mean that we 
lead lawless lives. It simply means that the motivation 
and dynamic of our lives does not come from the law: 
it comes from God’s grace through our union with 
Christ. 

We are delivered from law (v. 6). This is the logi- 
cal conclusion: the law cannot exercise authority over a 
dead person. The Authorized Version reads as though 
the law died, but Paul wrote, “We having died to that 
wherein we were held.” Death means deliverance (note 
Rom. 6:9-10). But we were delivered that we might 
serve. The Christian life is not one of independence 
and rebellion. We died to the law that we might be 
“married to Christ.” We were delivered from the law 
that we might serve Christ. This truth refutes the false 
accusation that Paul taught lawlessness. 


What is different about Christian service as 
opposed to our old life of sin? To begin with, the Holy 
Spirit of God energizes us as we seek to obey and serve 
the Lord. (The word spirit ought to be capitalized in 
Romans 7:6—“newness of Spirit.”) Under law, no 
enablement was given. God’s commandments were 
written on stones and read to the people. But under 
grace, God’s Word is written in our hearts (2 Cor. 
3:1-3). We “walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:4) and 
serve “in newness of Spirit.” The believer, then, is no 
longer under the authority of the law. 


The Ministry of the Law (7:7-13) 

Paul’s objectors were ready! “What good is the law if we 
don’t need it anymore? Why, a teaching such as yours 
turns the law into sin!” In answering that objection, 
Paul explained the ministries of the law, ministries that 
function even today. 

The law reveals sin (v. 7). “By the law is the knowl- 
edge of sin” (Rom. 3:20). “Where no law is, there is no 
transgression” (Rom. 4:15). The law is a mirror that 
reveals the inner man and shows us how dirty we are 
(James 1:22-25). Note that Paul did not use murder, 
stealing, or adultery in his discussion; he uses coveting. 
This is the last of the Ten Commandments, and it dif- 
fers from the other nine in that it is an inward attitude, 
not an outward action. Covetousness leads to the break- 
ing of the other commandments! It is an insidious sin 
that most people never recognize in their own lives, but 
God’s law reveals it. 

The rich ruler in Mark 10:17-27 is a good example 
of the use of the law to reveal sin and show a man his 
need for a Savior. The young man was very moral out- 
wardly, but he had never faced the sins within. Jesus 
did not tell him about the law because the law would 
save him; He told him about the law because the young 
man did not realize his own sinfulness. True, he had 
never committed adultery, robbed anyone, given false 
witness, or dishonored his parents, but what about cov- 
etousness? When Jesus told him to sell his goods and 
give to the poor, the man went away in great sorrow. 
The commandment, “Thou shalt not covet,” had 
revealed to him what a sinner he really was! Instead of 
admitting his sin, he rejected Christ and went away 
unconverted. 

The law arouses sin (vv. 8—9). Since Paul was a 
devout Pharisee, seeking to obey the law before his 
conversion, it is easier to understand these verses. 
(Read Phil. 3:1-11 and Gal. 1 for other autobiograph- 
ical data on Paul’s relationship to the law in his 
unconverted days.) Keep in mind too that “the strength 
of sin is the law” (1 Cor. 15:56). Since we have a sinful 
nature, the law is bound to arouse that nature the way 
a magnet draws steel. 

Something in human nature wants to rebel when- 
ever a law is given. I was standing in Lincoln Park in 
Chicago, looking at the newly painted benches; and I 
noticed a sign on each bench: “Do Not Touch.” As I 
watched, I saw numbers of people deliberately reach 
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out and touch the wet paint! Why? Because the sign 
told them not to! Instruct a child not to go near the 
water, and that is the very thing he will do! Why? 
“Because the carnal mind is enmity against God: for it 
is not subject to the law of God, neither indeed can be” 
(Rom. 8:7). 

Believers who try to live by rules and regulations 
discover that their legalistic system only arouses more 
sin and creates more problems. The churches in Galatia 
were very legalistic, and they experienced all kinds of 
trouble. “But if ye bite and devour one another, take 
heed that ye be not consumed one of another” (Gal. 
5:15). Their legalism did not make them more spiri- 
tual; it made them more sinful! Why? Because the law 
arouses sin in our nature. 

The law kills (vv. 10-11). “For if there had been a 
law given which could have given life, verily righteous- 
ness should have been by the law” (Gal. 3:21). But the 
law cannot give life: it can only show the sinner that he 
is guilty and condemned. This explains why legalistic 
Christians and churches do not grow and bear spiritual 
fruit. They are living by law, and the law always kills. 
Few things are more dead than an orthodox church 
that is proud of its “high standards” and tries to live up 
to them in its own energy. Often the members of such 
a church start to judge and condemn one another, and 
the sad result is a church fight and then a church split 
that leaves members—or former members—angry and 
bitter. 

As the new Christian grows, he comes into contact 
with various philosophies of the Christian life. He can 
read books, attend seminars, listen to tapes, and get a 
great deal of information. If he is not careful, he will 
start following a human leader and accept his teachings 
as law. This practice is a very subtle form of legalism, 
and it kills spiritual growth. No human teacher can 
take the place of Christ; no book can take the place of 
the Bible. Men can give us information, but only the 
Spirit can give us illumination and help us understand 
spiritual truths. The Spirit enlightens us and enables 
us; no human leader can do that. 

The law shows the sinfulness of sin (vv. 12-13). 
Unsaved people know that there is such a thing as sin, 
but they do not realize the sinfulness of sin. Many 
Christians do not realize the true nature of sin. We 
excuse our sins with words like “mistakes” or “weak- 
nesses,” but God condemns our sins and tries to get us 
to see that they are “exceedingly sinful.” Until we real- 
ize how wicked sin really is, we will never want to 
oppose it and live in victory. 

Paul’s argument here is tremendous: (1) the law is 
not sinful—it is holy, just, and good; (2) but the law 
reveals sin, arouses sin, and then uses sin to slay us; if 
something as good as the law accomplishes these 
results, then something is radically wrong somewhere; 
(3) conclusion: see how sinful sin is when it can use 
something good like the law to produce such tragic 
results. Sin is indeed “exceedingly sinful.” The problem 
is not with the law; the problem is with my sinful 
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nature. This prepares the way for the third topic in this 
chapter. 


The Inability of the Law (7:14-25) 
Having explained what the law is supposed to do, Paul 
now explains what the law cannot do. 

The law cannot change you (v. 14). The character 
of the law is described in four words: holy, just, good, 
and spiritual. That the law is holy and just, nobody can 
deny, because it came from the holy God who is per- 
fectly just in all that He says and does. The law is good. 
It reveals God’s holiness to us and helps us to see our 
need for a Savior. 

What does it mean that the law is “spiritual”? It 
means that the law deals with the inner man, the spir- 
itual part of man, as well as with the outer actions. In 
the original giving of the law in Exodus, the emphasis 
was on the outward actions. But when Moses restated 
the law in Deuteronomy, he emphasized the inner 
quality of the law as it relates to man’s heart. This spir- 
itual emphasis is stated clearly in Deuteronomy 
10:12-13. The repetition of the word love in 
Deuteronomy also shows that the deeper interpretation 
of the law relates to the inner man (Deut. 4:37; 6:4—6; 
10:12; 11:1; 30:6, 16, 20). 

Our nature is carnal (fleshly), but the law’s nature is 
spiritual. This explains why the old nature responds as 
it does to the law. It has well been said, “The old nature 
knows no law, the new nature needs no law.” The law 
cannot transform the old nature; it can only reveal how 
sinful that old nature is. The believer who tries to live 
under law will only activate the old nature; he will not 
eradicate it. 

The law cannot enable you to do good (vv. 
15-21). Three times in this passage Paul stated that sin 
dwells in us (Rom. 7:14, 18, 20). He was referring, of 
course, to the old nature. It is also true that the Holy 
Spirit dwells in us; and in Romans 8, Paul explained 
how the Spirit of God enables us to live in victory, 
something the law cannot help us do. 

The many pronouns in this section indicate that 
the writer is having a problem with se/f This is not to 
say that the Christian is a split personality, because he 
is not. Salvation makes a man whole. But it does indi- 
cate that the believer’s mind, will, and body can be 
controlled either by the old nature or the new nature, 
either by the flesh or the Spirit. The statements here 
indicate that the believer has two serious problems: (1) 
he cannot do the good he wants to do, and (2) he does 
the evil that he does not want to do. 

Does this mean that Paul could not stop himself 
from breaking God’s law, that he was a liar and thief 
and murderer? Of course not! Paul was saying that of 
himself he could not obey God’s law, and that even 
when he did, evil was still present with him. No matter 
what he did, his deeds were tainted by sin. Even after 
he had done his best, he had to admit that he was “an 
unprofitable servant” (Luke 17:10). “So I find this law 
at work: when I want to do good, evil is right there 
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with me” (Rom. 7:21 Niv). This, of course, is a differ- 
ent problem from that in Romans 6. The problem 
there was, “How can I stop doing bad things?” while 
the problem here is, “How can I ever do anything 
good?” 

The legalist says, “Obey the law and you will do 
good and live a good life.” But the law only reveals and 
arouses sin, showing how sinful it is! It is impossible for 
me to obey the law because I have a sinful nature that 
rebels against the law. Even if I think I have done good, 
I know that evil is present. The law is good, but by 
nature, I am bad! So, the legalist is wrong: the law can- 
not enable us to do good. 

The law cannot set you free (vv. 21-25). The 
believer has an old nature that wants to keep him in 
bondage; “I will get free from these old sins!” the 
Christian says to himself. “I determine here and now 
that I will not do this any longer.” What happens? He 
exerts all his willpower and energy, and for a time suc- 
ceeds, but then when he least expects it, he falls again. 
Why? Because he tried to overcome his old nature with 
law, and the law cannot deliver us from the old nature. 
When you move under the law, you are only making 
the old nature stronger because “the strength of sin is 
the law” (1 Cor. 15:56). Instead of being a dynamo 
that gives us power to overcome, the law is a magnet 
that draws out of us all kinds of sin and corruption. 
The inward man may delight in the law of God (Ps. 
119:35), but the old nature delights in breaking the law 
of God. No wonder the believer under law becomes 
tired and discouraged, and eventually gives up! He is a 
captive, and his condition is “wretched.” (The Greek 
word indicates a person who is exhausted after a bat- 
tle.) What could be more wretched than exerting all 
your energy to try to live a good life, only to discover 
that the best you do is still not good enough! 

Is there any deliverance? Of course! “I thank God 
that there is Someone who shall deliver me—Jesus 
Christ our Lord!” Because the believer is united to 
Christ, he is dead to the law and no longer under its 
authority. But he is alive to God and able to draw on 
the power of the Holy Spirit. The explanation of this 
victory is given in Romans 8. 

The final sentence in the chapter does not teach 
that the believer lives a divided life: sinning with his 
flesh but serving God with his mind. This would mean 
that his body was being used in two different ways at 
the same time, and this is impossible. The believer real- 
izes that there is a struggle within him between the 
flesh and the Spirit (Gal. 5:16-18), but he knows that 
one or the other must be in control. 

By “the mind” Paul meant “the inward man” (Rom. 
7:22) as opposed to “the flesh” (Rom. 7:18). He ampli- 
fied this thought in Romans 8:5-8. The old nature 
cannot do anything good. Everything the Bible says 
about the old nature is negative: “no good thing” 
(Rom. 7:18); “the flesh profiteth nothing” (John 6:63); 
“no confidence in the flesh” (Phil. 3:3). If we depend 


on the energy of the flesh, we cannot serve God, please 


God, or do any good thing. But if we yield to the Holy 
Spirit, then we have the power needed to obey His will. 
The flesh will never serve the law of God because the 
flesh is at war with God. But the Spirit can only obey 
the law of God! Therefore, the secret of doing good is 
to yield to the Holy Spirit. 

Paul hinted at this in the early verses of this chapter 
when he wrote, “That we should bring forth fruit unto 
God” (Rom. 7:4). Just as we are dead to the old nature, 
so we are dead to the law. But we are united to Christ 
and alive in Christ, and therefore can bring forth fruit 
unto God. It is our union with Christ that enables us 
to serve God acceptably. “For it is God which worketh 
in you, both to will and to do of his good pleasure” 
(Phil. 2:13). That solved Paul’s problem in Romans 
7:18: “For to will is present with me; but how to per- 
form that which is good I find not.” 

The old nature knows no law and the new nature 
needs no law. Legalism makes a believer wretched 
because it grieves the new nature and aggravates the old 
nature! The legalist becomes a Pharisee whose outward 
actions are acceptable, but whose inward attitudes are 
despicable. No wonder Jesus called them “whited sepul- 
chres, which indeed appear beautiful outward, but are 
within full of dead men’s bones, and of all uncleanness” 
(Matt. 23:27). How wretched can you get! 

The best is yet to come! Romans 8 explains the 
work of the Holy Spirit in overcoming the bad and 
producing the good. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


Romans 8 


FREEDOM AND FULFILLMENT 


0 n January 6, 1941, President Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt addressed Congress on the state of the 
war in Europe. Much of what he said that day has 
been forgotten. But at the close of his address, he said 
that he looked forward “to a world founded upon four 
essential human freedoms.” He named them: freedom 
of speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want, 
and freedom from fear. These words are still remem- 
bered, even though their ideals have not yet been 
realized everywhere in the world. 

Romans 8 is the Christians “Declaration of 
Freedom,” for in it Paul declares the four spiritual free- 
doms we enjoy because of our union with Jesus Christ. A 
study of this chapter shows the emphasis on the Holy 
Spirit, who is mentioned nineteen times. “Where the 


Spirit of the Lord is, there is liberty” (2 Cor. 3:17). 


Freedom from Judgment—No Condemnation 
(8:1-4) 

Romans 3:20 shows the “therefore” of condemnation, 
but Romans 8:1 gives the “therefore” of no condemna- 
tion—a tremendous truth and the conclusion of a 
marvelous argument. (The words “who walk not ... 
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etc.” do not belong here according to the best manu- 
scripts. There are no conditions for us to meet.) The 
basis for this wonderful assurance is the phrase “in 
Christ Jesus.” In Adam, we were condemned. In 
Christ, there is no condemnation! 

The verse does not say “no mistakes” or “no fail- 
ures,” or even “no sins.” Christians do fail and make 
mistakes, and they do sin. Abraham lied about his wife; 
David committed adultery; Peter tried to kill a man 
with his sword. To be sure, they suffered consequences 
because of their sins, but they did not suffer condem- 
nation. 

The law condemns, but the believer has a new rela- 
tionship to the law, and therefore he cannot be 
condemned. Paul made three statements about the 
believer and the law, and together they add up to no 
condemnation. 

The law cannot claim you (v. 2). You have been 
made free from the law of sin and death. You now have 
life in the Spirit. You have moved into a whole new 
sphere of life in Christ. “The law of sin and death” is 
what Paul described in Romans 7:7-25. “The law of 
the Spirit of life” is described in Romans 8. The law no 
longer has any jurisdiction over you: you are dead to 
the law (Rom. 7:4) and free from the law (Rom. 8:2). 

The law cannot condemn you (v. 3). Why? 
Because Christ has already suffered that condemnation 
for you on the cross. The law could not save; it can 
only condemn. But God sent His Son to save us and do 
what the law could not do. Jesus did not come as an 
angel; He came as a man. He did not come “in sinful 
flesh,” for that would have made Him a sinner. He 
came in the likeness of sinful flesh, as a man. He bore 
our sins in His body on the cross. 

The “law of double jeopardy” states that a man can- 
not be tried twice for the same crime. Since Jesus 
Christ paid the penalty for your sins, and since you are 
“in Christ,” God will not condemn you. 

The law cannot control you (v. 4). The believer 
lives a righteous life, not in the power of the law, but in 
the power of the Holy Spirit. The law does not have the 
power to produce holiness; it can only reveal and con- 
demn sin. But the indwelling Holy Spirit enables you 
to walk in obedience to God’s will. The righteousness 
that God demands in His law is fulfilled in you 
through the Spirits power. In the Holy Spirit, you have 
life and liberty (Rom. 8:2) and “the pursuit of happi- 
ness” (Rom. 8:4). 

The legalist tries to obey God in his own strength 
and fails to measure up to the righteousness that God 
demands. The Spirit-led Christian, as he yields to the 
Lord, experiences the sanctifying work of the Spirit in 
his life. “For it is God that worketh in you, both to will 
and to do of his good pleasure” (Phil. 2:13). It is this 
fact that leads to the second freedom we enjoy as 
Christians. 


Freedom from Defeat—No Obligation (8:5-17) 


“Therefore, brethren, we are debtors, not to the flesh, 
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to live after the flesh” (Rom. 8:12). There is no obliga- 
tion to the old nature. The believer can live in victory. 
In this section, Paul described life on three different 
levels, and he encouraged his readers to live on the 
highest level. 

“You have not the Spirit” (vv. 5-8). Paul is not 
describing two kinds of Christians, one carnal and one 
spiritual. He is contrasting the saved and the unsaved. 
There are four contrasts. 

In the flesh—in the Spirit (v. 5). The unsaved person 
does not have the Spirit of God (Rom. 8:9) and lives in 
the flesh and for the flesh. His mind is centered on the 
things that satisfy the flesh. But the Christian has the 
Spirit of God within and lives in an entirely new and 
different sphere. His mind is fixed on the things of the 
Spirit. This does not mean that the unsaved person 
never does anything good, or that the believer never 
does anything bad. It means that the bent of their lives 
is different. One lives for the flesh, the other lives for 
the Spirit. 

Death—life (v. 6). The unsaved person is alive phys- 
ically, but dead spiritually. The inner man is dead 
toward God and does not respond to the things of the 
Spirit. He may be moral, and even religious, but he 
lacks spiritual life. He needs “the Spirit of life in Christ 
Jesus” (Rom. 8:2). 

War with God—peace with God (vv. 6-7). In our 
study of Romans 7, we have seen that the old nature 
rebels against God and will not submit to God’s law. 
Those who have trusted Christ enjoy “peace with God” 
(Rom. 5:1), while the unsaved are at war with God. 
“There is no peace,’ saith the Lord, ‘unto the wicked” 
(Isa. 48:22). 

Pleasing self—pleasing God (v. 8). To be “in the 
flesh” means to be lost, outside Christ. The unsaved 
person lives to please himself and rarely if ever thinks 
about pleasing God. The root of sin is selfishness—“I 
will” and not “Thy will.” 

To be unsaved and not have the Spirit is the lowest 
level of life. But a person need not stay on that level. By 
faith in Christ he can move to the second level. 

“You have the Spirit” (vv. 9-11). “But ye are not 
in the flesh, but in the Spirit, if so be that the Spirit of 
God dwell in you” (Rom. 8:9). The evidence of conver- 
sion is the presence of the Holy Spirit within, 
witnessing that you are a child of God (Rom. 8:16). 
Your body becomes the very temple of the Holy Spirit 
(1 Cor. 6:19-20). Even though the body is destined to 
die because of sin (unless, of course, the Lord returns), 
the Spirit gives life to that body today so that we may 
serve God. If we should die, the body will one day be 
raised from the dead, because the Holy Spirit has sealed 
each believer (Eph. 1:13-14). 

What a difference it makes in your body when the 
Holy Spirit lives within. You experience new life, and 
even your physical faculties take on a new dimension of 
experience. When evangelist D. L. Moody described 
his conversion experience, he said: “I was in a new 
world. The next morning the sun shone brighter and 
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the birds sang sweeter ... the old elms waved their 
branches for joy, and all nature was at peace.” Life in 
Christ is abundant life. 

But there is a third level of experience for which the 
other two are preparation. 

“The Spirit has you!” (vv. 12-17). It is not 
enough for us to have the Spirit; the Spirit must have 
us! Only then can He share with us the abundant, vic- 
torious life that can be ours in Christ. We have no 
obligation to the flesh, because the flesh has only 
brought trouble into our lives. We do have an obliga- 
tion to the Holy Spirit, for it is the Spirit who 
convicted us, revealed Christ to us, and imparted eter- 
nal life to us when we trusted Christ. Because He is 
“the Spirit of Life,” He can empower us to obey Christ, 
and He can enable us to be more like Christ. 

But He is also the Spirit of death. He can enable us 
to “put to death” (mortify) the sinful deeds of the body. 
As we yield the members of our body to the Spirit 
(Rom. 6:12-17), He applies to us and in us the death 
and resurrection of Christ. He puts to death the things 
of the flesh, and He reproduces the things of the Spirit. 

The Holy Spirit is also “the Spirit of adoption” 
(Rom. 8:14-17). The word adoption in the New 
Testament means “being placed as an adult son.” We 
come into God’s family by birth. But the instant we are 
born into the family, God adopts us and gives us the 
position of an adult son. A baby cannot walk, speak, 
make decisions, or draw on the family wealth. But the 
believer can do all of these the instant he is born again. 

He can walk and be “led of the Spirit” (Rom. 8:14). 
The verb here means “willingly led.” We yield to the 
Spirit, and He guides us by His Word day by day. We 
are not under bondage to law and afraid to act. We 
have the liberty of the Spirit and are free to follow 
Christ. The believer can also speak: “We cry, Abba, 
Father” (Rom. 8:15). Would it not be amazing if a 
newborn baby looked up and greeted his father! First, 
the Spirit says, “Abba, Father” to us (Gal. 4:6), and 
then we say it to God. (“Abba” means “papa’—a term 
of endearment.) 

A baby cannot sign checks, but the child of God 
by faith can draw on his spiritual wealth because he is 
an heir of God and a joint-heir with Christ (Rom. 
8:17). The Spirit teaches us from the Word, and then 
we receive God’s wealth by faith. What a thrilling 
thing it is to have “the Spirit of adoption” at work in 
our lives! 

There is no need for the believer to be defeated. He 
can yield his body to the Spirit and by faith overcome 
the old nature. The Spirit of life will empower him. 
The Spirit of death will enable him to overcome the 
flesh. And the Spirit of adoption will enrich him and 
lead him into the will of God. 


Freedom from Discouragement—No Frustration 
(8:18-30) 

Paul in this section dealt with the very real problem of 
suffering and pain. Perhaps the best way to understand 


this section is to note the three “groans” that are dis- 
cussed. 

Creation groans (vv. 18-22). When God finished 
His creation, it was a good creation (Gen. 1:31), but 
today it is a groaning creation. There is suffering and 
death; there is pain, all of which is, of course, the result 
of Adam’s sin. It is not the fault of creation. Note the 
words that Paul used to describe the plight of creation: 
suffering (Rom. 8:18), vanity (Rom. 8:20), bondage 
(Rom. 8:21), decay (Rom. 8:21), and pain (Rom. 
8:22). However, this groaning is not a useless thing: 
Paul compared it to a woman in travail. There is pain, 
but the pain will end when the child is delivered. One 
day creation will be delivered, and the groaning cre- 
ation will become a glorious creation! The believer does 
not focus on today’s sufferings; he looks forward. to 
tomorrow's glory (Rom. 8:18; 2 Cor. 4:15-18). Today’s 
groaning bondage will be exchanged for tomorrow’s 
glorious liberty! 

We believers groan (vv. 23-25). The reason we 
groan is because we have experienced “the firstfruits of 
the Spirit,” a foretaste of the glory to come. Just as the 
nation of Israel tasted the firstfruits of Canaan when 
the spies returned (Num. 13:23-27), so we Christians 
have tasted of the blessings of heaven through the min- 
istry of the Spirit. This makes us want to see the Lord, 
receive a new body, and live with Him and serve Him 
forever. We are waiting for “the adoption,” which is the 
redemption of the body when Christ returns (Phil. 
3:20-21). This is the thrilling climax to “the adoption” 
that took place at conversion when “the Spirit of adop- 
tion” gave us an adult standing in God’s family. When 
Christ returns, we shall enter into our full inheritance. 

Meanwhile, we wait and hope. “For we are saved by 
that hope” (Rom. 8:24, literal translation). What hope? 
“That blessed hope and the glorious appearing of the 
great God and our Savior Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:13). 
The best is yet to come! The believer does not get frus- 
trated as he sees and experiences suffering and pain in 
this world. He knows that the temporary suffering will 
one day give way to eternal glory. 

The Holy Spirit groans (vv. 25-30). God is con- 
cerned about the trials of His people. When He was 
ministering on earth, Jesus groaned when He saw what 
sin was doing to mankind (Mark 7:34; John 11:33, 
38). Today the Holy Spirit groans with us and feels the 
burdens of our weaknesses and suffering. But the Spirit 
does more than groan. He prays for us in His groaning 
so that we might be led into the will of God. We do not 
always know God’s will. We do not always know how 
to pray, but the Spirit intercedes so that we might live 
in the will of God in spite of suffering. The Spirit 
“shares the burden.” 

The believer never need faint in times of suffering 
and trial because he knows that God is at work in the 
world (Rom. 8:28), and that He has a perfect plan 
(Rom. 8:29). God has two purposes in that plan: our 
good and His glory. Ultimately, He will make us like 
Jesus Christ! Best of all, God’s plan is going to succeed! 
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It started in eternity past when He chose us in Christ 
(Eph. 1:4-5). He predetermined that one day we 
would be like His Son. Predestination applies only to 
saved people. Nowhere are we taught that God predes- 
tines people to be eternally condemned. If they are 
condemned, it is because of their refusal to trust Christ 
(John 3:18-21). Those whom He chose, He called (see 
2 Thess. 2:13-14); when they responded to His call, 
He justified them, and He also glorified them. This 
means that the believer has already been glorified in 
Christ John 17:22); the revelation of this glory awaits 
the coming of the Lord (Rom. 8:21-23). 

How can we Christians ever be discouraged and 
frustrated when we already share the glory of God? Our 
suffering today only guarantees that much more glory 
when Jesus Christ returns! 


Freedom from Fear—No Separation (8:31-39) 
There is no condemnation because we share the righ- 
teousness of God and the law cannot condemn us. 
There is no obligation because we have the Spirit of 
God who enables us to overcome the flesh and live for 
God. There is no frustration because we share the glory 
of God, the blessed hope of Christ’s return. There is no 
separation because we experience the love of God: 
“What shall separate us from the love of Christ?” 
(Rom. 8:35). 

The emphasis in this final section is on the security 
of the believer. We do not need to fear the past, pres- 
ent, or future because we are secure in the love of 
Christ. Paul presented five arguments to prove that 
there could be no separation between the believer and 
the Lord. 

God is for us (v. 31). The Father is for us and 
proved it by giving His Son (Rom. 8:32). The Son is for 
us (Rom. 8:34) and so is the Spirit (Rom. 8:26). God is 
making all things work for us (Rom. 8:28). In His per- 
son and His providence, God is for us. Sometimes, like 
Jacob, we lament, “All these things are against me” 
(Gen. 42:36), when actually everything is working for 
us. The conclusion is obvious: “If God be for us, who 
can be against us?” 

The believer needs to enter into each new day real- 
izing that God is for him. There is no need to fear, for 
his loving Father desires only the best for His children, 
even if they must go through trials to receive His best. 
“For I know the plans that I have for you,’ declares the 
Lord, ‘plans for welfare and not for calamity to give you 
a future and a hope” (Jer. 29:11 Nass). 

Christ died for us (v. 32). The argument here is 
from the lesser to the greater. If when we were sinners, 
God gave us His best, now that we are God’s children, 
will He not give us all that we need? Jesus used this 
same argument when He tried to convince people that 
it was foolish to worry and fear. God cares for the birds 
and sheep, and even for the lilies; surely He will care for 
you! God is dealing with His own on the basis of 
Calvary grace, not on the basis of law. God freely gives 
all things to His own! 
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God has justified us (v. 33). This means that He 
has declared us righteous in Christ. Satan would like to 
accuse us (Zech. 3:1-7; Rev. 12:10), but we stand righ- 
teous in Jesus Christ. We are God’s elect—chosen in 
Christ and accepted in Christ. God will certainly not 
accuse us, since it is He who has justified us. For Him 
to accuse us would mean that His salvation was a fail- 
ure and we are still in our sins. 

Understanding the meaning of justification brings 
peace to our hearts. When God declares the believing 
sinner righteous in Christ, that declaration never 
changes. Our Christian experience changes from day to 
day, but justification never changes. We may accuse 
ourselves, and men may accuse us, but God will never 
take us to court and accuse us. Jesus has already paid 
the penalty and we are secure in Him. 

Christ intercedes for us (v. 34). A dual interces- 
sion keeps the believer secure in Christ: the Spirit 
intercedes (Rom. 8:26—27) and the Son of God inter- 
cedes (Rom. 8:34). The same Savior who died for us is 
now interceding for us in heaven. As our High Priest, 
He can give us the grace we need to overcome tempta- 
tion and defeat the enemy (Heb. 4:14-16). As our 
Advocate, He can forgive our sins and restore our fel- 
lowship with God (1 John 1:9—2:2). Intercession 
means that Jesus Christ represents us before the throne 
of God and we do not have to represent ourselves. 

Paul hinted at this ministry of intercession in 
Romans 5:9-10. We are not only saved by His death, 
but we are also saved by His life. “Therefore he is able 
to save completely those who come to God through 
him, because he always lives to intercede for them” 
(Heb. 7:25 nrv). Peter sinned against the Lord, but he 
was forgiven and restored to fellowship because of Jesus 
Christ. “Simon, Simon, listen! Satan has asked permis- 
sion to sift all of you like wheat, but I have prayed 
especially for you that your own faith may not utterly 
fail” (Luke 22:31-32, Williams). He is interceding for 
each of us, a ministry that assures us that we are secure. 

Christ loves us (vv. 35-39). In Romans 8:31-34 
Paul proved that God cannot fail us, but is it possible 
that we can fail Him? Suppose some great trial or 
temptation comes, and we fail? Then what? Paul deals 
with that problem in this final section and explains that 
nothing can separate us from the love of Jesus Christ. 

To begin with, God does not shelter us from the 
difficulties of life because we need them for our spiri- 
tual growth (Rom. 5:3-5). In Romans 8:28 God 
assures us that the difficulties of life are working for us 
and not against us. God permits trials to come that we 
might use them for our good and His glory. We endure 
trials for His sake (Rom. 8:36), and since we do, do 
you think that He will desert us? Of course not! 
Instead, He is closer to us when we go through the dif- 
ficulties of life. 

Furthermore, He gives us the power to conquer 
(Rom. 8:37). We are “more than conquerors,” literally, 
“we are superconquerors” through Jesus Christ! He 
gives us victory and more victory! We need not fear life 
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or death, things present or things to come, because 
Jesus Christ loves us and gives us the victory. This is not 
a promise with conditions attached: “If you do this, 
God will do that.” This security in Christ is an estab- 
lished fact, and we claim it for ourselves because we are 
in Christ. Nothing can separate you from His love! 
Believe it—and rejoice in it! 

A review of this wonderful chapter shows that the 
Christian is completely victorious. We are free from 
judgment because Christ died for us and we have His 
righteousness. We are free from defeat because Christ 
lives in us by His Spirit and we share His life. We are 
free from discouragement because Christ is coming for 
us and we shall share His glory. We are free from fear 
because Christ intercedes for us and we cannot be sep- 
arated from His love. 

No condemnation! No obligation! No frustration! 
No separation! 

If God be for us, who can be against us? 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


Romans 9 


DID GOD MAKE A MISTAKE? 


t seems strange that Paul would interrupt his discus- 
| sion of salvation and devote a long section of three 

chapters to the nation of Israel. Why didn’t he move 
from the doctrinal teaching of Romans 8 to the practi- 
cal duties given in Romans 12—15? A careful study of 
Romans 9—11 reveals that this section is not an inter- 
ruption at all; it is a necessary part of Paul’s argument 
for justification by faith. 

To begin with, Paul was considered a traitor to 
the Jewish nation. He ministered to Gentiles, and he 
taught freedom from the law of Moses. He had 
preached in many synagogues and caused trouble, 
and no doubt many of the Jewish believers in Rome 
had heard of his questionable reputation. In these 
chapters, Paul showed his love for Israel and his 
desire for their welfare. This is the personal reason for 
this discussion. 

But there was a doctrinal reason. Paul had argued in 
Romans 8 that the believer is secure in Jesus Christ and 
that God’s election would stand (Rom. 8:28-30). But 
someone might ask, “What about the Jews? They were 
chosen by God, and yet now you tell us they are set 
aside and God is building His church. Did God fail to 
keep His promises to Israel?” In other words, the very 
character of God was at stake. If God was not faithful 
to the Jews, how do we know He will be faithful to the 
church? 

The emphasis in Romans 9 is on Israel’s past elec- 
tion, in Romans 10 on Israel’s present rejection, and 
in Romans 11 on Israel’s future restoration. Israel is 
the only nation in the world with a complete his- 
tory—past, present, and future. In Romans 9, Paul 


defended the character of God by showing that 


Israel’s past history actually magnified the attributes 
of God. He specifically named four attributes of God: 
His faithfulness (Rom. 9:1-13), righteousness (Rom. 
9:14-18), justice (Rom. 9:19-29), and grace (Rom. 
9:30-33). You will note that these divisions corre- 
spond with Pauls three questions: “Is there 
unrighteousness with God?” (Rom. 9:14), “Why doth 
he find fault?” (Rom. 9:19), and “What shall we say 
then?” (Rom. 9:30). 


God’s Faithfulness (9:1-13) 

It is remarkable how Paul moved from the joy of 
Romans 8 into the sorrow and burden of Romans 9. 
When he looked at Christ, he rejoiced, but when he 
looked at the lost people of Israel, he wept. Like Moses 
(Ex. 32:30-35), he was willing to be cursed and sepa- 
rated from Christ if it would mean the salvation of 
Israel. What a man this Paul was! He was willing to stay 
out of heaven for the sake of the saved (Phil. 1:22—24), 
and willing to go to hell for the sake of the lost. 

His theme was God’s election of Israel, and the first 
thing he dealt with was the blessing of their election 
(Rom. 9:4-5). Israel was adopted by God as His own 
people (Ex. 4:22-23). He gave them His glory in the 
tabernacle and the temple (Ex. 40:34-38; 1 Kings 
8:10-11). The glory Moses beheld on Mount Sinai 
came to dwell with Israel (Ex. 24:16-17). God gave 
Israel His covenants, the first to Abraham, and then 
additional covenants to Moses and to David. He also 
gave them His law to govern their political, social, and 
religious life, and to guarantee His blessing if they 
obeyed. He gave them “the service of God,” referring to 
the ministry in the tabernacle and the temple. He gave 
them the promises and the patriarchs (“the fathers” in 
Rom. 9:5). The purpose of all of this blessing was that 
Jesus Christ, through Israel, might come into the 
world. (Note that Rom. 9:5 affirms that Jesus Christ is 
God.) All of these blessings were given freely to Israel 
and to no other nation. 

But in spite of these blessings, Israel failed. When 
the Messiah appeared, Israel rejected Him and cruci- 
fied Him. No one knew this better than Paul, because 
in his early days he had persecuted the church. Does 
Israel’s failure mean that God’s Word has failed? (The 
Greek word translated “taken none effect” pictures a 
ship going off its course.) The answer is, “No! God is 
faithful no matter what men may do with His Word.” 
Here Paul explains the basis for Israel’s election. 

It was not of natural descent (vv. 6-10). As we 
saw in Romans 2:25-29, there is a difference between 
the natural seed of Abraham and the spiritual children 
of Abraham. Abraham actually had two sons, Ishmael 
(by Hagar) and Isaac (by Sarah). Since Ishmael was the 
firstborn, he should have been chosen, but it was Isaac 
that God chose. Isaac and Rebecca had twin sons, 
Esau and Jacob. As the firstborn, Esau should have 
been chosen, but it was Jacob that God chose. And 
Esau and Jacob had the same father and mother, 
unlike Ishmael and Isaac, who had the same father but 
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different mothers. God did not base His election on 
the physical. Therefore, if the nation of Israel— 
Abraham’s physical descendants—has rejected God’s 
Word, this does not nullify God’s elective purposes at 
all. 

It is not of human merit (vv. 11-13). God chose 
Jacob before the babies were born. The two boys had 
done neither good nor evil, so God’s choice was not 
based on their character or conduct. Romans 9:13 is 
a reference to Malachi 1:2—3 and refers to nations 
(Israel and Edom) and not individual sinners. God 
does not hate sinners. John 3:16 makes it clear that 
He loves sinners. The statement here has to do with 
national election, not individual. Since God’s election 
of Israel does not depend on human merit, their dis- 
obedience cannot nullify the elective purposes of 
God. God is faithful even though His people are 
unfaithful. 


God’s Righteousness (9:14-18) 

The fact that God chose one and not the other seems 
to indicate that He is unrighteous. “Is there unright- 
eousness with God?” Paul asked, and then he replied, 
“God forbid!” It is unthinkable that the holy God 
should ever commit an unrighteous act. Election is 
always totally a matter of grace. If God acted only on 
the basis of righteousness, nobody would ever be saved. 
Paul quoted Exodus 33:19 to show that God’s mercy 
and compassion are extended according to God’s will 
and not man’s will. All of us deserve condemnation— 
not mercy. The reference in Exodus 33 deals with 
Israel’s idolatry while Moses was on the mount receiv- 
ing the law. The whole nation deserved to be destroyed, 
yet God killed only three thousand people—not 
because they were more wicked or less godly, but purely 
because of His grace and mercy. 

Paul then quoted Exodus 9:16, using Pharaoh as an 
illustration. Moses was a Jew; Pharaoh was a Gentile, 
yet both were sinners. In fact, both were murderers! 
Both saw God’s wonders. Yet Moses was saved and 
Pharaoh was lost. God raised up Pharaoh that He 
might reveal His glory and power, and He had mercy 
on Moses that He might use him to deliver the people 
of Israel. Pharaoh was a ruler, and Moses was a slave, 
yet it was Moses who experienced the mercy and com- 
passion of God—because God willed it that way. God 
is sovereign in His work and acts according to His own 
will and purposes. So it was not a matter of righteous- 
ness but of the sovereign will of God. 

God is holy and must punish sin, but God is lov- 
ing and desires to save sinners. If everybody is saved, 
it would deny His holiness, but if everybody is lost, it 
would deny His love. The solution to the problem is 
God’s sovereign election. 

A seminary professor once said to me, “Try to 
explain election, and you may lose your mind; but 
explain it away and you will lose your soul!” 

God chose Israel and condemned Egypt, because 
this was His sovereign purpose. Nobody can condemn 
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God for the way He extends His mercy, because God is 
righteous. 

Before leaving this section, we need to discuss the 
“hardening” of Pharaoh (Rom. 9:18). This hardening 
process is referred to at least fifteen times in Exodus 
7—14. Sometimes we are told that Pharaoh hardened 
his heart (Ex. 8:15, 19, 32), and other times that God 
hardened Pharaoh’s heart (Ex. 9:12; 10:1, 20, 27). By 
declaring His Word and revealing His power, God gave 
Pharaoh opportunity to repent, but instead, Pharaoh 
resisted God and hardened his heart. The fault lay not 
with God but Pharaoh. The same sunlight that melts 
the ice also hardens the clay. God was not unrighteous 
in His dealings with Pharaoh because He gave him 
many opportunities to repent and believe. 


God’s Justice (9:19-29) 

But this fact of God’s sovereign will only seems to cre- 
ate a new problem. “If God is sovereign, then who can 
resist Him? And if one does resist Him, what right does 
He have to judge?” It is the age-old question of the jus- 
tice of God as He works in human history. 

I recall sharing in a street meeting in Chicago and 
passing out tracts at the corner of Madison and Kedzie. 
Most of the people graciously accepted the tracts, but 
one man took the tract and with a snarl crumpled it up 
and threw it in the gutter. The name of the tract was 
“Four Things God Wants You to Know.” 

“There are a few things I would like God to know!” 
the man said. “Why is there so much sorrow and 
tragedy in this world? Why do the innocent suffer 
while the rich go free? Bah! Don't tell me there’s a God! 
If there is, then God is the biggest sinner that ever 
lived!” And he turned away with a sneer and was lost in 
the crowd. 

We know that God by nature is perfectly just. 
“Shall not the Judge of all the earth do right?” (Gen. 
18:25). It is unthinkable that God would will an unjust 
purpose or perform an unjust act. But at times it seems 
that He does just that. He had mercy on Moses but 
condemned Pharaoh. Is this just? He elected Israel and 
rejected the other nations. Is this just? Paul gives three 
answers to this charge. 

Who are we to argue with God (vv. 19-21)? This 
is a logical argument. God is the Potter and we are the 
clay. God is wiser than we are, and we are foolish to 
question His will or to resist it. (The reference here is 
to Isa. 45:9.) To be sure, the clay has no life and is pas- 
sive in the potter’s hand. We have feelings, intellect, 
and willpower, and we can resist Him if we choose. 
(See Jer. 18, where this thought is developed.) But it is 
God who determines whether a man will be a Moses or 
a Pharaoh. Neither Moses, nor Pharaoh, nor anyone 
else, could choose his parents, his genetic structure, or 
his time and place of birth. We have to believe that 
these matters are in the hands of God. 

However, this does not excuse us from responsibil- 
ity. Pharaoh had great opportunities to learn about the 
true God and trust Him, and yet he chose to rebel. Paul 
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did not develop this aspect of truth because his theme 
was divine sovereignty, not human responsibility. The 
one does not deny the other, even though our finite 
minds may not fully grasp them both. 

God has His purposes (vv. 22-24). We must 
never think that God enjoyed watching a tyrant like 
Pharaoh. He endured it. God said to Moses, “I have 
surely seen the affliction of my people ... and have 
heard their cry ... for I know their sorrows” (Ex. 3:7). 
The fact that God was long suffering indicates that He 
gave Pharaoh opportunities to be saved (see 2 Peter 
3:9). The word fitted in Romans 9:22 does not suggest 
that God made Pharaoh a “vessel of wrath.” The verb is 
in what the Greek grammarians call the middle voice, 
making it a reflexive action verb. So, it should read: 
‘fitted himself for destruction.” God prepares men for 
glory (Rom. 9:23), but sinners prepare themselves for 
judgment. In Moses and Israel, God revealed the riches 
of His mercy; in Pharaoh and Egypt, He revealed His 
power and wrath. Since neither deserved any mercy, 
God cannot be charged with injustice. 

Ultimately, of course, God’s purpose was to form 
His church from both Jews and Gentiles (Rom. 9:24). 
Believers today are, by God’s grace, “vessels of mercy” 
that He is preparing for glory, a truth that reminds us 
of Romans 8:29-30. 

All of this was prophesied (vv. 25-29). First Paul 
quoted Hosea 2:23, a statement declaring that God 
would turn from the Jews and call the Gentiles. Then 
he cited Hosea 1:10 to prove that this new people 
being called would be God’s people and “children of 
the living God.” He then quoted Isaiah 10:22-23 to 
show that only a remnant of Israel would be saved, 
while the greater part of the nation would suffer judg- 
ment. Romans 9:28 probably refers to God’s work of 
judgment during the tribulation, when the nation of 
Israel will be persecuted and judged, and only a small 
remnant left to enter into the kingdom when Jesus 
Christ returns to earth. But the application for today is 
clear: only a remnant of Jews is believing, and they, 
together with the Gentiles, are the “called of God” 
(Rom. 9:24). The final quotation from Isaiah 1:9 
emphasized the grace of God in sparing the believing 
remnant. 

Now, what does all of this prove? That God was not 
unjust in saving some and judging others, because He 
was only fulfilling the Old Testament prophecies given 
centuries ago. He would be unjust if He did not keep 
His own Word. But even more than that, these prophe- 
cies show that God’s election has made possible the 
salvation of the Gentiles. This is the grace of God. At 
the Exodus, God rejected the Gentiles and chose the 
Jews, so that, through the Jews, He might save the 
Gentiles. The nation of Israel rejected His will, but this 
did not defeat His purposes. A remnant of Jews does 
believe and God’s Word has been fulfilled. 

So far, Paul had defended the character of God 
by showing His faithfulness, His righteousness, and 
His justice. Israel’s rejection had not canceled God’s 


election; it had only proved that He was true to His 
character and His purposes. 


God’s Grace (9:30-33) 

Paul moved next from divine sovereignty to human 
responsibility. Note that Paul did not say “elect” and 
“nonelect,” but rather emphasized faith. Here is a par- 
adox: the Jews sought for righteousness but did not 
find it, while the Gentiles, who were not searching for 
it, found it! The reason? Israel tried to be saved by 
works and not by faith. They rejected “grace righteous- 
ness” and tried to please God with “law righteousness.” 
The Jews thought that the Gentiles had to come up to 
Israel’s level to be saved; when actually the Jews had to 
go down to the level of the Gentiles to be saved. “For 
there is no difference: for all have sinned and come 
short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:22-23). Instead of 
permitting their religious privileges (Rom. 9:1-5) to 
lead them to Christ, they used these privileges as a sub- 
stitute for Christ. 

But see the grace of God: Israel’s rejection means 
the Gentiles’ salvation! Paul’s final quotation was from 
Isaiah 28:16. It referred to Christ, God’s Stone of salva- 
tion (see Ps. 118:22). God gave Christ to be a 
Foundation Stone, but Israel rejected Him and He 
became a stumbling stone. Instead of “rising” on this 
Stone, Israel fell (Rom. 11:11), but, as we shall see, 
their fall made possible the salvation of the Gentiles by 
the grace of God. 

We need to decide what kind of righteousness we are 
seeking, whether we are depending on good works and 
character, or trusting Christ alone for salvation. God 
does not save people on the basis of birth or behavior. 
He saves them “by grace, through faith” (Eph. 2:8-9). 
It is not a question of whether or not we are among 
God’s elect. That is a mystery known only to God. He 
offers us His salvation by faith. The offer is made to 
“whosoever will” (Rev. 22:17). After we have trusted 
Christ, then we have the witness and evidence that we 
are among His elect (Eph. 1:4-14; 1 Thess. 1:1-10). 
But first we must trust Him and receive by faith His 
righteousness that alone can guarantee heaven. 

No one will deny that there are many mysteries 
connected with divine sovereignty and human respon- 
sibility. Nowhere does God ask us to choose between 
these two truths, because they both come from God 
and are a part of God’s plan. They do not compete; 
they cooperate. The fact that we cannot fully under- 
stand how they work together does not deny the fact 
that they do. When a man asked Charles Spurgeon 
how he reconciled divine sovereignty and human 
responsibility, Spurgeon replied: “I never try to recon- 
cile friends!” 

But the main thrust of this chapter is clear: Israel’s 
rejection of Christ does not deny the faithfulness of 
God. Romans 9 does not negate Romans 8. God is still 
faithful, righteous, just, and gracious, and He can be 
depended on to accomplish His purposes and keep His 
promises. 
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THE WRONG RIGHTEOUSNESS 


he theme of this chapter is Israel’s present rejec- 
Te Paul moved from divine sovereignty (Rom. 

9) to human responsibility. He continued the 
theme of righteousness introduced at the end of the 
previous chapter (Rom. 9:30-33) and explains three 
aspects of Israel’s rejection. 


The Reasons for Their Rejection (10:1-13) 

You would think that Israel as a nation would have 
been eagerly expecting the arrival of their Messiah and 
been prepared to receive Him. For centuries they had 
known the Old Testament prophecies and had prac- 
ticed the law, which was “a schoolmaster” to lead them 
to Christ (Gal. 3:24). God had sought to prepare the 
nation, but when Jesus Christ came, they rejected 
Him. “He came unto his own [world] and his own 
[people] received him not” (John 1:11). To be sure, 
there was a faithful remnant in the nation that looked 
for His arrival, such as Simeon and Anna (Luke 
2:25-38), but the majority of the people were not 
ready when He came. 

How do we explain this tragic event? Paul gives sev- 
eral reasons why Israel rejected their Messiah. 

They did not feel a need for salvation (v. 1). 
There was a time when Paul would have agreed with 
his people, for he himself opposed the gospel and con- 
sidered Jesus Christ an impostor. Israel considered the 
Gentiles in need of salvation, but certainly not the 
Jews. In several of His parables, Jesus pointed out this 
wrong attitude: the elder brother (Luke 15:11-32) and 
the Pharisee (Luke 18:9-14) are two examples. Israel 
would have been happy for political salvation from 
Rome, but she did not feel she needed spiritual salva- 
tion from her own sin. 

They were zealous for God (v. 2). Ever since Israel 
returned to their land from Babylonian captivity, the 
nation had been cured of idolatry. In the temple and 
the local synagogues, only the true God was wor- 
shipped and served, and only the true law was taught. 
So zealous were the Jews that they even “improved 
upon God’s law” and added their own traditions, mak- 
ing them equal to the law. Paul himself had been 
zealous for the law and the traditions (Acts 26:1—-11; 
Gal. 1:13-14). 

But their zeal was not based on knowledge; it was 
heat without light. Sad to say, many religious people 
today are making the same mistake. They think that 
their good works and religious deeds will save them, 
when actually these practices are keeping them from 
being saved. Certainly many of them are sincere and 
devout, but sincerity and devotion will never save the 
soul. “Therefore by the deeds of the law there shall no 
flesh be justified in his sight” (Rom. 3:20). 
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They were proud and self-righteous (v. 3). Israel 
was ignorant of God’s righteousness, not because they 
had never been told, but because they refused to learn. 
There is an ignorance that comes from lack of oppor- 
tunity, but Israel had had many opportunities to be 
saved. In their case, it was an ignorance that stemmed 
from willful, stubborn resistance to the truth. They 
would not submit to God. They were proud of their 
own good works and religious self-righteousness, and 
would not admit their sins and trust the Savior. Paul 
had made the same mistake before he met the Lord 
(Phil. 3:1-11). 

The godly Presbyterian preacher Robert Murray 
McCheyne was passing out tracts one day and handed 
one to a well-dressed lady. She gave him a haughty look 
and said, “Sir, you must not know who I am!” 

In his kind way, McCheyne replied, “Madam, there 
is coming a day of judgment, and on that day it will 
not make any difference who you are!” 

They misunderstood their own law (vv. 4-13). 
Everything about the Jewish religion pointed to the 
coming Messiah—their sacrifices, priesthood, temple 
services, religious festivals, and covenants. Their law 
told them they were sinners in need of a Savior. But 
instead of letting the law bring them to Christ (Gal. 
3:24), they worshipped their law and rejected their 
Savior. The law was a signpost, pointing the way. But it 
could never take them to their destination. The law 
cannot give righteousness; it only leads the sinner to 
the Savior who can give righteousness. 

Christ is “the end of the law” in the sense that 
through His death and resurrection, He has terminated 
the ministry of the law for those who believe. The law 
is ended as far as Christians are concerned. The righ- 
teousness of the law is being fulfilled in the life of the 
believer through the power of the Spirit (Rom. 8:4), 
but the reign of the law has ended (see Eph. 2:15; Col. 
2:14). “For ye are not under the law, but under grace” 
(Rom. 6:14). 

Paul quoted from the Old Testament to prove to his 
readers that they did not even understand their own 
law. He began with Leviticus 18:5, which states the 
purpose of the law: if you obey it, you live. 

“But we did obey it!” they would argue. 

“You may have obeyed it outwardly,” Paul would 
reply, “but you did not believe it from your heart.” He 
then quoted Deuteronomy 30:12-14 and gave the pas- 
sage a deeper spiritual meaning. The theme of Moses’ 
message was “the commandment” (Deut. 30:11), refer- 
ring to the Word of God. Moses argued that the Jews 
had no reason to disobey the Word of God because it 
had been clearly explained to them and it was not far 
from them. In fact, Moses urged them to receive the 
Word in their hearts (see Deut. 5:29; 6:5-12; 13:3; 
30:6). The emphasis in Deuteronomy is on the heart, 
the inner spiritual condition, and not mere outward 
acts of obedience. 

Paul gave us the spiritual understanding of this 
admonition. He saw “the commandment” or “the 
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Word” as meaning “Christ, God’s Word.” So, he 
substituted “Christ” for “the commandment.” He 
told us that God’s way of salvation was not difficult 
and complicated. We do not have to go to heaven to 
find Christ, or into the world of the dead. He is near 
to us. In other words, the gospel of Christ—the 
Word of faith—is available and accessible. The sin- 
ner need not perform difficult works in order to be 
saved. All he has to do is trust Christ. The very 
Word on the lips of the religious Jews was the Word 
of faith. The very law that they read and recited 
pointed to Christ. 

At this point Paul quoted Isaiah 28:16 to show that 
salvation is by faith: “Whosoever believeth on him shall 
not be ashamed.” He quoted this verse before in 
Romans 9:33. He made it clear in Romans 10:9-10 
that salvation is by faith—we believe in the heart, 
receive God’s righteousness, and then confess Christ 
openly and without shame. 

Paul’s final quotation was from Joel 2:32, to prove 
that this salvation is open to everyone: “For whosoever 
shall call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved.” 
Paul had already proved that “there is no difference” in 
condemnation (Rom. 3:20-23); now he affirms that 
“there is no difference” in salvation. Instead of the Jew 
having a special righteousness of his own through the 
law, he was declared to be as much a sinner as the 
Gentile he condemned. 

This entire section emphasizes the difference 
between “law righteousness” and “faith righteousness.” 
The contrasts are seen in the following summary: 


Law Righteousness 


Only for the Jew 
Based on works 
Self-righteousness 
Cannot save 
Obey the Lord 
Leads to pride 


Faith Righteousness 


For “whosoever” 
Comes by faith alone 
God’s righteousness 
Brings salvation 

Call on the Lord 
Glorifies God 


Having explained the reasons for Israel’s rejection of 
God’s righteousness, Paul moves into the next aspect of 
the subject. 


The Remedy for Their Rejection (10:14-17) 

This passage is often used as the basis for the church’s 
missionary program, and rightly so, but its first appli- 
cation is to the nation of Israel. The only way 
unbelieving Jews can be saved is by calling on the 
Lord. But before they can call on Him, they must 
believe. For the Jew, this meant believing that Jesus 
Christ of Nazareth truly is the Son of God and the 
Messiah of Israel. It also meant believing in His death 
and resurrection (Rom. 10:9-10). But in order to 
believe, they must hear the Word, for it is the Word 
that creates faith in the heart of the hearer (Rom. 
10:17). This meant that a herald of the Word must be 
sent, and it is the Lord who does the sending. At this 
point, Paul could well have been remembering his 


own call to preach the Word to the Gentiles (Acts 
13:1-3). 

The quotation in Romans 10:15 is found in Isaiah 
52:7 and Nahum 1:15. The Nahum reference had to 
do with the destruction of the Assyrian Empire, the 
hated enemies of the Jews. Nineveh was their key city, 
a wicked city to which God had sent Jonah some 150 
years before Nahum wrote. God had patiently dealt 
with Nineveh, but now His judgment was going to fall. 
It was this “good news” that the messenger brought to 
the Jews, and this is what made his feet so beautiful. 

Isaiah used this statement for a future event—the 
return of Christ and the establishing of His glorious 
kingdom. “Thy God reigneth!” (Read Isa. 52:7-10.) 
The messenger with the beautiful feet announced that 
God had defeated Israel’s enemies and that Messiah was 
reigning from Jerusalem. 

But Paul used the quotation in a present application: 
the messengers of the gospel taking the good news to 
Israel today. The “peace” spoken of is “peace with God” 
(Rom. 5:1) and the peace Christ has effected between 
Jews and Gentiles by forming the one body, the church 
(Eph. 2:13-17). The remedy for Israel’s rejection is in 
hearing the Word of the gospel and believing on Jesus 
Christ. 

Isaiah 53:1 was Paul’s next quotation, proving that 
not all of Israel would obey His Word. This verse intro- 
duced one of the greatest messianic chapters in the Old 
Testament. Traditionally, Jewish scholars have applied 
Isaiah 53 to the nation of Israel rather than to Messiah, 
but many ancient rabbis saw in it a picture of a suffer- 
ing Messiah bearing the sins of His people (see Acts 
8:26-40). In Isaiah’s day, the people did not believe 
God’s Word, nor do they believe it today. John 
12:37—41 cites Isaiah 53:1 to explain how the nation 
saw Christs miracles and still refused to believe. 
Because they would not believe, judgment came on 
them and they could not believe. 

Note that trusting Christ is not only a matter of 
believing, but also obeying. Not to believe on Christ is 
to disobey God. God “commandeth all men every- 
where to repent” (Acts 17:30). Romans 6:17 also 
equates “believing” and “obeying.” True faith must 
touch the will and result in a changed life. 

We must never minimize the missionary outreach 
of the church. While this passage relates primarily to 
Israel, it applies to all lost souls around the world. They 
cannot be saved unless they call on the Lord Jesus 
Christ. But they cannot call unless they believe. Faith 
comes by hearing, so they must hear the message. How 
will they hear? A messenger must go to them with the 
message. But this means that God must call the mes- 
senger and the messenger must be sent. What a 
privilege it is to be one of His messengers and have 
beautiful feet! 

As I was writing this chapter, my phone rang and 
one of the businessmen in our city reported another 
soul led to Christ. My caller had had serious spiritual 
problems a few years ago and I was able to help him. 
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Since that time, he has led many to Christ, including 
some in his office. His phone call was to give me the 
good news that one of his associates had led a friend to 
Christ, another miracle in a spiritual chain reaction 
that has been going on for three years now. My friend 
has beautiful feet, and wherever he goes he shares the 
good news of the gospel. 

Some of us share the news here at home, but others 
are sent to distant places. In spite of some closed doors, 
there are still more open doors for the gospel than ever 
before, and we have better tools to work with. My 
friend, the late Dr. E. Meyers Hamson, veteran mis- 
sionary and professor of missions, said that there are 
four reasons why the church must send out missionar- 
ies: (1) the command from above—‘“go ye into all the 
world” (Mark 16:15); (2) the cry from beneath—‘send 
him to my father’s house” (Luke 16:27); (3) the call 
from without—‘come over and help us” (Acts 16:9); 
and (4) the constraint from within—‘the love of Christ 
constraineth us” (2 Cor. 5:14). 

There remains a third aspect of Israel’s rejection for 
Paul to discuss. 


The Results of Their Rejection (10:18-21) 
There are three results, and each of them is supported 
by a quotation from the Old Testament. 

Israel is guilty (v. 18). Someone might have 
argued with Paul: “But how do you know that Israel 
really heard?” His reply would have been Psalm 19:4, a 
psalm that emphasizes the revelation of God in the 
world. God reveals Himself in creation (Ps. 19:1-6) 
and in His Word (Ps. 19:7-11). The “book of Nature” 
and the “book of Revelation” go together and proclaim 
the glory of God. Israel had the benefit of both books, 
for she saw God at work in nature and she received 
God’s written Word. Israel heard, but she would not 
heed. No wonder Jesus often had to say to the crowds, 
“He that hath ears to hear, let him hear!” 

The message goes to the Gentiles (vv. 19-20). 
What marvelous grace! When Israel rejected her 
Messiah, God sent the gospel to the Gentiles that they 
might be saved. This was predicted by Moses in 
Deuteronomy 32:21. Paul had mentioned this truth 
before in Romans 9:22-26. One reason why God sent 
the gospel to the Gentiles was that they might provoke 
the Jews to jealousy (Rom. 10:19; 11:11). It was an act 
of grace both to the Jews and to the Gentiles. The 
prophet Isaiah predicted too that God would save the 
Gentiles (Isa. 65:1). 

As you study the New Testament, you discover that 
“to the Jew first” is a ruling principle of operation. Jesus 
began His ministry with the Jews. He forbad His disci- 
ples to preach to the Gentiles or the Samaritans when 
He sent them on their first tour of ministry (Matt. 
10:1-G). After His resurrection, He commanded them 
to wait in Jerusalem and to start their ministry there 
(Luke 24:46-49; Acts 1:8). In the first seven chapters 
of Acts, the ministry is to Jews and to Gentiles who 
were Jewish proselytes. But when the nation stoned 
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Stephen and persecution broke loose, God sent the 
gospel to the Samaritans (Acts 8:1-8) and then to the 
Gentiles (Acts 10). 

The Jewish believers were shocked when Peter went 
to the Gentiles (Acts 11:1-18). But he explained that it 
was God who sent him and that it was clear to him that 
Jews and Gentiles were both saved the same way—by 
faith in Christ. But the opposition of the legalistic Jews 
was so great that the churches had to call a council to 
discuss the issue. The record of this council is given in 
Acts 15. Their conclusion was that Jews and Gentiles 
were all saved by faith in Christ, and that a Gentile did 
not have to become a Jewish proselyte before he could 
become a Christian. 

God still yearns over His people (v. 21). This 
quotation is from Isaiah 65:2. “All day long” certainly 
refers to this present “day of salvation” or day of grace 
in which we live. While Israel as a nation has been set 
aside, individual Jewish people can be saved and are 
being saved. The phrase “all day long” makes us think 
of Paul’s ministry to the Jews in Rome when he arrived 
there as a prisoner. “From morning till evening” Paul 
expounded the Scriptures to them and sought to con- 
vince them that Jesus is the Messiah (Acts 28:23). 
Through Paul, God was stretching out His arms of love 
to His disobedient people, yearning over them, and 
asking them to return. God’s favor to the Gentiles did 
not change His love for the Jews. 

God wants to use us to share the gospel with both 
Jews and Gentiles. God can use our feet and our arms 
just as He used Paul’s. Jesus Christ wept over Jerusalem 
and longed to gather His people in His arms! Instead, 
those arms were stretched out on a cross where He will- 
ingly died for Jews and Gentiles alike. God is long 
suffering and patient “not willing that any should per- 
ish, but that all should come to repentance” (2 Peter 
3:9). Will God’s patience with Israel wear out? Is there 
any future for the nation? Yes, there is, as the next 
chapter will show. 


CHAPTER TEN 


Romans 11 


GOD IS NOT THROUGH WITH ISRAEL! 


F or centuries people have been puzzled by the nation 
of Israel. The Roman government recognized the 
Jewish religion, but it still called the nation secta 
nefaria—“a nefarious sect.” The great historian Arnold 
Toynbee classified Israel as “a fossil civilization” and did 
not know what to do with it. For some reason, the 
nation did not fit into his historical theories. 

Paul devoted all of Romans 11 to presenting proof 
that God is not through with Israel. We must not apply 
this chapter to the church today, because Paul is dis- 
cussing a literal future for a literal nation. He called five 
witnesses to prove there was a future in God’s plan for 
the Jews. 
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Paul Himself (11:1) 

“Hath God cast away his people? God forbid! For I also 
am an Israelite!” If God has cast away His people, then 
how can the conversion of the apostle Paul be 
explained? The fact that his conversion is presented 
three times in the book of Acts is significant (Acts 9, 
22, 26). Certainly Dr. Luke did not write these chap- 
ters and repeat the story just to exalt Paul. No, they 
were written to show Paul’s conversion as an illustra- 
tion of the future conversion of the nation of Israel. 
Paul called himself “one born out of due time” (1 Cor. 
15:8). In 1 Timothy 1:16 he stated that God saved him 
“that in me first Jesus Christ might show forth all long 
suffering, for a pattern to them which should hereafter 
believe on him to life everlasting.” 

The accounts of Paul’s conversion tell very little 
that parallels our salvation experience today. Certainly 
none of us has seen Christ in glory or actually heard 
Him speak from heaven. We were neither blinded by 
the light of heaven nor thrown to the ground. In what 
way, then, is Paul’s conversion “a pattern”? It is a pic- 
ture of how the nation of Israel will be saved when 
Jesus Christ returns to establish His kingdom on earth. 
The details of Israel’s future restoration and salvation 
are given in Zechariah 12:10—13:1. The nation shall 
see Him as He returns (Zech. 14:4; Acts 1:11; Rev. 
1:7), recognize Him as their Messiah, repent, and 
receive Him. It will be an experience similar to that of 
Saul of Tarsus when he was on his way to Damascus to 
persecute Christians (Acts 9). 

This is why Paul used himself as the first witness. 
The fact that he was saved does not prove that there is 
a future for Israel. Rather, what is important is the way 
he was saved. 


The Prophet Elijah (11:2-10) 

Israel is God’s elect nation; He foreknew them, or 
chose them, and they are His. The fact that most of the 
nation has rejected Christ is no proof that God has fin- 
ished with His people. In his day, Elijah thought that 
the nation had totally departed from God (see 1 Kings 
19). But Elijah discovered that there was yet a remnant 
of true believers. He thought he was the only faithful 
Jew left and discovered that there were seven thousand 
more. 

Paul referred to this “remnant” in Romans 9:27, a 
quotation from Isaiah 10:22-23. At no time has the 
entire nation of Israel been true to the Lord. God 
makes a distinction between Abraham’s natural chil- 
dren and his spiritual children (Rom. 2:25-29). The 
fact that the Jews shared in the covenant by being cir- 
cumcised did not guarantee their salvation. Like 
Abraham, they had to believe God in order to receive 
His righteousness (Rom. 4:1-5). 

Note that this remnant is saved by grace and not by 
works (Rom. 11:5-6). Note also the parallel in Romans 
9:30-33. It is impossible to mix grace and works, for 
the one cancels the other. Israel’s main concern had 
always been in trying to please God with good works 


(Rom. 9:30—10:4). The nation refused to submit to 
Christ’s righteousness, just as religious, self-righteous 
people refuse to submit today. 

Ifa remnant had been saved, thus proving that God 
was not through with His people, then what had hap- 
pened to the rest of the nation? They had been 
hardened (a better translation than “blinded” in Rom. 
11:7). This was the result of their resisting the truth, 
just as Pharaoh's heart was hardened because he resisted. 
the truth. Paul quoted Isaiah 29:10 to support his 
statement, and also referred to Deuteronomy 29:4. We 
would expect a pagan ruler to harden himself against 
the Lord, but we do not expect God’s people to do so. 

Romans 11:9-10 are cited from Psalm 69:22-23. 
This psalm is one of the most important of the mes- 
sianic psalms and is referred to several times in the New 
Testament. (Note especially Romans 11:4, 9, 21-22.) 
Their “table to become a snare” means that their bless- 
ings turn into burdens and judgments. This is what 
happened to Israel: their spiritual blessings should have 
led them to Christ, but instead they became a snare 
that kept them from Christ. Their very religious prac- 
tices and observances became substitutes for the real 
experience of salvation. Sad to say, this same mistake is 
made today when people depend on religious rituals 
and practices instead of trusting in the Christ who is 
pictured in these activities. 

Paul made it clear that the hardening of Israel is nei- 
ther total nor final, and this is proof that God has a 
future for the nation. “Hardness in part is happened to 
Israel, until the fullness of the Gentiles be come in” 
(Rom. 11:25). The existence of the believing Jewish 
remnant today, as in Elijah’s day, is evidence that God 
still has a plan for His people. Paul did not imitate 
Elijah’s mistake and say, “I only am left!” He knew that 
there was a remnant of Israel in this world who trusted 


God. 


The Gentiles (11:11-15) 

In Romans 2:1-3 Paul used the Gentiles to prove the 
Jews guilty of sin, but here he used the Gentiles to 
assure Israel of a future restoration. His logic here is 
beautiful. When the Jews rejected the gospel, God sent 
it to the Gentiles and they believed and were saved. 
Three tragedies occurred in Israel: the nation fell (Rom. 
11:11), was Jost (Rom. 11:12, “diminished”), and was 
cast away (Rom. 11:15). None of these words suggests 
a final judgment on Israel But the amazing thing is that 
through Israel’s fall, salvation came to the Gentiles. 
God promised that the Gentiles would be saved (Rom. 
9:25-26), and He kept His promise. Will He not also 
keep His promise to the Jews? 

It is important to understand that the Old 
Testament promises to the Gentiles were linked to 
Israels “rise’—her entering into her kingdom. 
Prophecies like Isaiah 11 and Isaiah 60 make it clear 
that the Gentiles will share in Israel’s kingdom. But 
Israel did not “rise”; she fell! What would God then do 


with the Gentiles? God introduced a new factor—the 
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church—in which believing Jews and Gentiles are one 
in Christ (Eph. 2:11-22). In Ephesians 3, Paul called 
this new program “the mystery,” meaning “the sacred 
secret” that was not revealed in the Old Testament. 
Does this mean that God has abandoned His kingdom 
program for Israel? Of course not! Israel is merely set 
aside until the time comes for God’s plans for Israel to 
be fulfilled. 

Paul stated that the Gentiles had a vital ministry to 
Israel. Today, the saved Gentiles provoke Israel “to jeal- 
ousy” (see Rom. 10:19) because of the spiritual riches 
they have in Christ. Israel today is spiritually bankrupt, 
while Christians have “all spiritual blessings” in Christ 
(Eph. 1:3). (If an unsaved Jew visited the average church 
service, would he be provoked to jealousy and wish he 
had what we have—or would he just be provoked?) 

There is a future for Israel. Paul calls it “their full- 
ness” (Rom. 11:12) and their “receiving” (Rom. 
11:15). Today, Israel is fallen spiritually, but when 
Christ returns, the nation will rise again. Today, Israel 
is cast away from God, but one day they shall be 
received again. God will never break His covenant with 
His people, and He has promised to restore them. (See 
Jer. 31:35-37, where God links His promises to Israel 
to the sun, moon, and stars.) 


The Patriarchs (11:16-24) 

From looking at the future, Paul next looked to the 
past to show Israel’s spiritual heritage. From the begin- 
ning, Israel was a special people, set apart by God. Paul 
used two illustrations to prove his argument that God 
was not finished with the Jews. 

The lump of dough (v. 16a). The reference here is 
to Numbers 15:17-21. The first part of the dough was 
to be offered up to God as a symbol that the entire 
lump belonged to Him. The same idea was involved in 
the Feast of Firstfruits, when the priest offered a sheaf 
to the Lord as a token that the entire harvest was His 
(Lev. 23:9-14). The basic idea is that when God 
accepts the part He sanctifies the whole. 

Applying this to the history of Israel, we understand 
Paul’s argument. God accepted the founder of the 
nation, Abraham, and in so doing set apart his descen- 
dants as well. God also accepted the other patriarchs, 
Isaac and Jacob, in spite of their sins or failings. This 
means that God must accept the “rest of the lump’— 
the nation of Israel. 

The olive tree (vv. 16b—24). This is a symbol of 
the nation of Israel (Jer. 11:16-17; Hos. 14:4-6). 
Please keep in mind that Paul was not discussing the 
relationship of individual believers to God, but the 
place of Israel in the plan of God. The roots of the tree 
support the tree; again, this was a symbol of the patri- 
archs who founded the nation. God made His 
covenants with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and He 
cannot deny them or change them. Thus, it is God’s 
promise to Abraham that sustains Israel even today. 

Many of the Jewish people did not believe. Paul 
pictured them as branches broken off the tree. But he 
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saw an amazing thing taking place: other branches were 
grafted into the tree to share in the life of the tree. 
These branches were the Gentiles. In Romans 11:24, 
Paul described this “grafting in” as “contrary to nature.” 
Usually a cultivated branch is grafted into a wild tree 
and shares its life without producing its poor fruit. But 
in this case, it was the “wild branch” (the Gentiles) that 
was grafted into the good tree! “Salvation is of the 
Jews” (John 4:22). 

To say that the olive tree, with its natural and 
grafted branches, is a picture of the church would be a 
great mistake. In the church, “there is no difference”; 
believers are “all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). God 
does not look on the members of Christ’s body and see 
them as Jews or Gentiles. The olive tree illustrates the 
relationship between Jew and Gentile in the program 
of God. The “breaking off of the branches” is the 
equivalent of “the fall” (Rom. 11:11), “the diminish- 
ing” (Rom. 11:12), and “the casting away’ (Rom. 
11:15). To read into this illustration the matter of the 
eternal destiny of the individual believer is to abuse the 
truth Paul was seeking to communicate. 

Paul warned the Gentiles that they were obligated 
to Israel, and therefore they dared not boast of their 
new spiritual position (Rom. 11:18-21). The Gentiles 
entered into God’s plan because of faith, and not 
because of anything good they had done. Paul was dis- 
cussing the Gentiles collectively, and not the individual 
experience of one believer or another. 

It is worth noting that, according to Bible 
prophecy, the professing Gentile church will be “cut 
off” because of apostasy. First Timothy 4 and 2 
Timothy 3, along with 2 Thessalonians 2, all indicate 
that the professing church in the last days will depart 
from the faith. There is no hope for the apostate church, 
but there is hope for apostate Israel! Why? Because of the 
roots of the olive tree. God will keep His promises to 
the patriarchs, but God will break off the Gentiles 
because of their unbelief. 

No matter how far Israel may stray from the truth 
of God, the roots are still good. God is still the “God 
of Abraham, and the God of Isaac, and the God of 
Jacob” (Ex. 3:6; Matt. 22:23). He will keep His prom- 
ises to these patriarchs. This means that the olive tree 
will flourish again! 


God Himself (11:25-36) 
Paul saved his best witness for the last. He proved that 
the very character and work of God were involved in 
the future of Israel. Men may dispute about prophecy 
and differ in their interpretations, but let every man 
realize that he is dealing with God’ people, Israel. 
God’s timing (v. 25). What has happened to Israel 
is all a part of God’s plan, and He knows what He is 
doing. The blinding (or hardening, Rom. 11:7) of 
Israel as a nation is neither total nor final: it is partial 
and temporary. How long will it last? “Until the full- 
ness of the Gentiles be come in” (Rom. 11:25). There 
is a “fullness” for Israel (Rom. 11:12) and for the 
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Gentiles. Today, God in His grace is visiting the 
Gentiles and taking out a people for His name (Acts 
15:12-14). Individual Jews are being saved, of course, 
but this present age is primarily a time when God is vis- 
iting the Gentiles and building His church. When this 
present age has run its course, and the fullness of the 
Gentiles has come in, then God will once more deal 
with the nation of Israel. 

Romans 11:25 is one of several “until verses” in the 
Bible, all of which are important. (Read Matthew 
23:32-39; Luke 21:24; and Psalm 110:1 for other ref- 
erences.) It is reassuring that God knows what time it 
is and that He is never late in fulfilling His will. 

God’s promise (v. 26). The reference here is Isaiah 
59:20-21, and you ought to read Isaiah 60 to complete 
the picture. God has promised to save His people, and 
He will keep His promise. There are those who inter- 
pret this as meaning salvation to individuals through 
the gospel, but it is my conviction that the prophet has 
national conversion in mind. “All Israel shall be saved” 
does not mean that every Jew who has ever lived will be 
converted, but that the Jews living when the Redeemer 
returns will see Him, receive Him, and be saved. 
Zechariah 12—13 give the details. It seems to me that 
there are too many details in these Old Testament 
prophecies of national restoration for Israel for us to 
spiritualize them and apply them to the church today. 

God’s covenant (vv. 27-28). This is, of course, a 
continuation of the quotation from Isaiah 59, but the 
emphasis is on the covenant of God with Israel. God 
chose Israel in His grace and not because of any merit 
in her (Deut. 7:6-11; 9:1-6). If the nation was not 
chosen because of its goodness, can it be rejected 
because of its sin? “Election” means grace, not merit. 
The Jewish people are “enemies” to the believing 
Gentiles because of their hostile attitude toward the 
gospel. But to God, the Jewish people are “beloved for 
the fathers’ sakes.” God will not break His covenant 
with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. 

God’s nature (v. 29). “I am the Lord, I change not” 
(Mal. 3:6). “God is not a man that he should lie; neither 
the son of man, that he should repent” (Num. 23:19). 
God’s gifts to Israel, and God’s calling of Israel, cannot 
be taken back or changed, or God would cease to be true 
to His own perfect nature. The fact that Israel may not 
enjoy her gifts, or live up to her privileges as an elect 
nation, does not affect this fact one bit. God will be con- 
sistent with Himself and true to His Word no matter 
what men may do. “Shall their unbelief make the faith- 
fulness of God without effect?” (Rom. 3:3, literal 
translation). 

God’s grace (vv. 30-32). “Because of the unbelief 
of the Jews, you Gentiles were saved,” said Paul. “Now, 
may it be that through your salvation Israel will come 
to know Christ.” Note that Paul repeatedly reminded 
the saved Gentiles that they had a spiritual obligation 
to Israel to “provoke them to jealousy” (Rom. 10:19; 
11:11, 14). Israel’s hardness is only “in part” (Rom. 
11:25), which means that individual Jews can be saved. 


God has included “all in unbelief—Jews and 
Gentiles—so that al] might have the opportunity to be 
saved by grace. “There is no difference.” If God can 
save Jews by His grace and mercy today, why can He 
not save them in the future? 

We must remember that God chose the Jews so that 
the Gentiles might be saved. “In thee shall all families 
of the earth be blessed,” was God’s promise to 
Abraham (Gen. 12:1-3). The tragedy was that Israel 
became exclusive and failed to share the truth with the 
Gentiles. They thought that the Gentiles had to 
become Jews in order to be saved. But God declared 
both Jews and Gentiles to be lost and condemned. This 
meant that He could have mercy on all because of the 
sacrifice of Christ on the cross. 

God’s wisdom (vv. 33-36). Having contemplated 
God’s great plan of salvation for Jews and Gentiles, all 
Paul could do was sing a hymn of praise. As someone 
has remarked, “Theology becomes doxology!” Only a 
God as wise as our God could take the fall of Israel and 
turn it into salvation for the world! His plans will not 
be aborted, nor will His purposes lack fulfillment. No 
human being can fully know the mind of the Lord, and 
the more we study His ways, the more we offer Him 
praise. Are we to conclude that God does not know 
what He is doing, and that the nation of Israel com- 
pletely ruined His plans? Of course not! God is too 
wise to make plans that will not be fulfilled. Israel did 
not allow Him to rule, so He overruled! 

Paul summoned five witnesses, and they all agreed: 
there is a future for Israel. When Israel recovers from 
her “fall” and enters into her “fullness,” the world will 
experience the riches of God’s grace as never before. 
When Jesus Christ returns and sits on David’s throne 
to reign over His kingdom, then Israel will be “recon- 
ciled” and “received,” and it will be like a resurrection! 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 
Romans 12—13 


RIGHT RELATIONSHIPS MEAN RIGHT 
LIVING 


tical duties that were based on the doctrines he had 

discussed. In the Christian life, doctrine and duty 
always go together. What we believe helps to determine 
how we behave. It is not enough for us to understand 
Paul’s doctrinal explanations. We must translate our 
learning into living and show by our daily lives that we 
trust God’s Word. 

The key idea in this section is relationships. The 
term “relational theology” is a relatively new one, but 
the idea is not new. If we have a right relationship to 
God, we will have a right relationship to the people 
who are a part of our lives. “If a man say, I love God, 


and hateth his brother, he is a liar” (1 John 4:20). 


| n all of his letters, Paul concluded with a list of prac- 
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Our Relationship to God (12:1-2) 

This is the fourth “therefore” in the letter. Romans 
3:20 is the “therefore” of condemnation, declaring that 
the whole world is guilty before God. Romans 5:1 is 
the “therefore” of justification, and Romans 8:1 the 
“therefore” of assurance. In Romans 12:1, we have the 
“therefore” of dedication, and it is this dedication that 
is the basis for the other relationships that Paul dis- 
cussed in this section. 

What is true dedication? As Paul described it here, 
Christian dedication involves three steps. 

You give God your body (v. 1). Before we trusted 
Christ, we used our body for sinful pleasures and pur- 
poses, but now that we belong to Him, we want to use 
our body for His glory. The Christians body is God’s 
temple (1 Cor. 6:19-20) because the Spirit of God 
dwells within him (Rom. 8:9). It is our privilege to glo- 
rify Christ in our body and magnify Christ in our body 
(Phil. 1:20-21). 

Just as Jesus Christ had to take on Himself a body 
in order to accomplish God’s will on earth, so we must 
yield our bodies to Christ that He might continue 
God’s work through us. We must yield the members of 
the body as “instruments of righteousness” (Rom. 
6:13) for the Holy Spirit to use in the doing of God’s 
work. The Old Testament sacrifices were dead sacri- 
fices, but we are to be living sacrifices. 

There are two “living sacrifices” in the Bible, and 
they help us understand what this really means. The 
first is Isaac (Gen. 22); the second is our Lord Jesus 
Christ. Isaac willingly put himself on the altar and 
would have died in obedience to God’s will, but the 
Lord sent a ram to take his place. Isaac “died” just the 
same—he died to self and willingly yielded himself to 
the will of God. When he got off that altar, Isaac was a 
“living sacrifice” to the glory of God. 

Of course, our Lord Jesus Christ is the perfect illus- 
tration of a “living sacrifice,” because He actually died 
as a sacrifice, in obedience to His Father’s will. But He 
arose again. And today He is in heaven as a “living sac- 
rifice,” bearing in His body the wounds of Calvary. He 
is our High Priest (Heb. 4:14-16) and our Advocate (1 
John 2:1) before the throne of God. 

The verb “present” in this verse means “present 
once and for all.” It commands a definite commitment 
of the body to the Lord, just as a bride and groom in 
their wedding service commit themselves to each other. 
It is this once-for-all commitment that determines 
what they do with their bodies. Paul gives us two rea- 
sons for this commitment: (1) it is the right response to 
all that God has done for us—‘I beseech you therefore, 
brethren, by the mercies of God” (italics mine); and (2) 
this commitment is our “reasonable service” or our 
“spiritual worship.” This means that every day is a wor- 
ship experience when your body is yielded to the Lord. 

You give Him your mind (v. 2a). The world wants 
to control your mind, but God wants to transform 
your mind (see Eph. 4:17-24; Col. 3:1-11). This word 
transform is the same as transfigure in Matthew 17:2. It 
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has come into our English language as the word meta- 
morphosis. It describes a change from within. The 
world wants to change your mind, so it exerts pressure 
from without. But the Holy Spirit changes your mind 
by releasing power from within. If the world controls 
your thinking, you are a conformer; if God controls 
your thinking, you are a transformer. 

God transforms our minds and makes us spiritually 
minded by using His Word. As you spend time medi- 
tating on God’s Word, memorizing it, and making it a 
part of your inner man, God will gradually make your 
mind more spiritual (see 2 Cor. 3:18). 

You give Him your will (v. 2b). Your mind con- 
trols your body, and your will controls your mind. 
Many people think they can control their will by 
“willpower,” but usually they fail. (This was Paul’s 
experience as recorded in Rom. 7:15-21). It is only 
when we yield the will to God that His power can take 
over and give us the willpower (and the won't power!) 
that we need to be victorious Christians. 

We surrender our wills to God through disciplined 
prayer. As we spend time in prayer, we surrender our 
will to God and pray, with the Lord, “Not my will, but 
thy will be done.” We must pray about everything, and 
let God have His way in everything. 

For many years I have tried to begin each day by sur- 
rendering my body to the Lord. Then I spend time with 
His Word and let Him transform my mind and prepare 
my thinking for that new day. Then I pray, and I yield 
the plans of the day to Him and let Him work as He 
sees best. I especially pray about those tasks that upset 
or worry me—and He always sees me through. To have 
a right relationship with God, we must start the day by 
yielding to Him our bodies, minds, and wills. 


Relationship to Other Believers (12:3-16) 

Paul was writing to Christians who were members of 
local churches in Rome. He described their relation- 
ship to each other in terms of the members of a body. 
(He used this same picture in 1 Cor. 12; Eph. 4:7-16.) 
The basic idea is that each believer is a living part of 
Christ’s body, and each one has a spiritual function to 
perform. Each believer has a gift (or gifts) to be used 
for the building up of the body and the perfecting of 
the other members of the body. In short, we belong to 
each other, we minister to each other, and we need each 
other. What are the essentials for spiritual ministry and 
growth in the body of Christ? 

Honest evaluation (v. 3). Each Christian must 
know what his spiritual gifts are and what ministry (or 
ministries) he is to have in the local church. It is not 
wrong for a Christian to recognize gifts in his own life 
and in the lives of others. What és wrong is the tendency 
to have a false evaluation of ourselves. Nothing causes 
more damage in a local church than a believer who 
overrates himself and tries to perform a ministry that he 
cannot do. (Sometimes the opposite is true, and people 
undervalue themselves. Both attitudes are wrong.) 

The gifts that we have came because of God’s grace. 
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They must be accepted and exercised by faith. We were 
saved “by grace, through faith” (Eph. 2:8-9), and we 
must live and serve “by grace through faith.” Since our 
gifts are from God, we cannot take the credit for them. 
All we can do is accept them and use them to honor 
His name. (See 1 Cor. 15:10 for Paul’s personal testi- 
mony about gifts.) 

I once ministered with two men who had opposite 
attitudes toward their gifts: the one man constantly 
belittled his gifts and would not use them, and the 
other man constantly boasted about gifts that he did 
not possess. Actually, both of them were guilty of pride, 
because both of them refused to acknowledge God’s 
grace and let Him have the glory. Moses made a simi- 
lar mistake when God called him (Ex. 4:1-13). When 
the individual believers in a church know their gifts, 
accept them by faith, and use them for God’s glory, 
then God can bless in a wonderful way. 

Faithful cooperation (vv. 4-8). Each believer has 
a different gift, and God has bestowed these gifts so the 
local body can grow in a balanced way. But each 
Christian must exercise his or her gift by faith. We may 
not see the result of our ministry, but the Lord sees it 
and He blesses. Note that “exhortation” (encourage- 
ment) is just as much a spiritual ministry as preaching 
or teaching. Giving and showing mercy are also impor- 
tant gifts. To some people, God has given the ability to 
rule, or to administer the various functions of the 
church. Whatever gift we have must be dedicated to 
God and used for the good of the whole church. 

It is tragic when any one gift is emphasized in a 
local church beyond all the other gifts. “Are all apostles? 
are all prophets? are all teachers? are all workers of mir- 
acles? Have all the gifts of healing? do all speak with 
tongues? do all interpret?” (1 Cor. 12:29-30). The 
answer to all these questions is no! And for a Christian 
to minimize the other gifts while he emphasizes his 
own gift is to deny the very purpose for which gifts are 
given: the benefit of the whole body of Christ. “Now 
to each man the manifestation of the Spirit is given for 
the common good” (1 Cor. 12:7 ntv). 

Spiritual gifts are tools to build with, not toys to 
play with or weapons to fight with. In the church at 
Corinth, the believers were tearing down the ministry 
because they were abusing spiritual gifts. They were 
using their gifts as ends in themselves and not as a 
means toward the end of building up the church. They 
so emphasized their spiritual gifts that they lost their 
spiritual graces! They had the gifts of the Spirit but 
were lacking in the fruit of the Spirit—love, joy, peace, 
etc. (Gal. 5:22—23). 

Loving participation (vv. 9-16). Here the empha- 
sis is on the attitudes of those who exercise the spiritual 
gifts. It is possible to use a spiritual gift in an unspiri- 
tual way. Paul makes this same point in 1 Corinthians 
13, the great “love chapter” of the New Testament. 
Love is the circulatory system of the spiritual body, 
which enables all the members to function in a healthy, 
harmonious way. This must be an honest love, not a 


hypocritical love (Rom. 11:9), and it must be humble, 
not proud (Rom. 11:10). “Preferring one another” 
means treating others as more important than ourselves 
(Phil. 2:14). 

Serving Christ usually means satanic opposition 
and days of discouragement. Paul admonished his 
readers to maintain their spiritual zeal because they 
were serving the Lord and not men. When life becomes 
difficult, the Christian cannot permit his zeal to grow 
cold. “Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful 
in prayer” (Rom. 12:12 n1v). 

Finally, Paul reminded them that they must enter 
into the feelings of others. Christian fellowship is much 
more than a pat on the back and a handshake. It means 
sharing the burdens and the blessings of others so that 
we all grow together and glorify the Lord. If Christians 
cannot get along with one another, how can they ever 
face their enemies? A humble attitude and a willingness 
to share are the marks of a Christian who truly minis- 
ters to the body. Our Lord ministered to the common 
people, and they heard Him gladly (Mark 12:37). 
When a local church decides it wants only a certain 
“high class” of people, it departs from the Christian 
ideal for ministry. 


Our Relationship to Our Enemies (12:17-21) 

The believer who seeks to obey God is going to have 
his enemies. When our Lord was ministering on earth, 
He had enemies. No matter where Paul and the other 
apostles traveled, there were enemies who opposed 
their work. Jesus warned His disciples that their worst 
enemies might be those of their own household (Matt. 
10:36). Unfortunately, some believers have enemies 
because they lack love and patience, and not because 
they are faithful in their witness. There is a difference 
between sharing in “the offense of the cross” (Gal. 5:11; 
6:12-15) and being an offensive Christian! 

The Christian must not play God and try to avenge 
himself. Returning evil for evil, or good for good, is the 
way most people live. But the Christian must live on a 
higher level and return good for evil. Of course, this 
requires /ove, because our first inclination is to fight 
back. It also requires faith, believing that God can work 
and accomplish His will in our lives and in the lives of 
those who hurt us. We must give place to “the 
wrath’—the wrath of God (Deut. 32:35). 

A friend of mine once heard a preacher criticize him 
over the radio and tell things that were not only 
unkind, but also untrue. My friend became very angry 
and was planning to fight back, when a godly preacher 
said, “Don't do it. If you defend yourself, then the Lord 
cant defend you. Leave it in His hands.” My friend fol- 
lowed that wise counsel, and the Lord vindicated him. 

The admonition in Romans 12:20 reminds us of 
Christ’s words in Matthew 5:44-48. These words are 
easy to read but difficult to practice. Surely we need to 
pray and ask God for love as we try to show kindness 
to our enemies. Will they take advantage of us? Will 
they hate us more? Only the Lord knows. Our task is 
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not to protect ourselves but to obey the Lord and leave 
the results with Him. Paul referred to Proverbs 
25:21-22 as he urged us to return good for evil in the 
name of the Lord. The “coals of fire” refer perhaps to 
the feeling of shame our enemies will experience when 
we return good for evil. 

As children of God, we must live on the highest 
level—returning good for evil. Anyone can return good 
for good and evil for evil. The only way to overcome 
evil is with good. If we return evil for evil, we only add 
fuel to the fire. And even if our enemy is not converted, 
we have still experienced the love of God in our own 
hearts and have grown in grace. 


Our Relationship to the State (13:1-14) 

God has established three institutions: the home (Gen. 
2:18-25), government (Gen. 9:1-17), and the church 
(Acts 2). Paul was writing to believers at the very heart 
of the Roman Empire. As yet, the great persecutions 
had not started, but were on the way. Christianity was 
still considered a Jewish sect, and the Jewish religion 
was approved by Rome. But the day would come when 
it would be very difficult, if not impossible, for a 
Christian to be loyal to the emperor. He could not 
drop incense on the altar and affirm, “Caesar is god!” 

In our own day, we have people who teach riot and 
rebellion in the name of Christ! They would have us 
believe that the Christian thing to do is to disobey the 
law, rebel against the authorities, and permit every man 
to do that which is right in his own eyes. Paul refuted 
this position in this chapter by explaining four reasons 
why the Christian must be in subjection to the laws of 
the State. 

For wrath’s sake (vv. 1—4). It is God who has 
established the governments of the world (see Acts 
17:24-28). This does not mean that He is responsible 
for the sins of tyrants, but only that the authority to 
rule comes originally from God. It was this lesson that 
Nebuchadnezzar had to learn the hard way. (See Dan. 
4, and especially vv. 17, 25, 32.) To resist the law is to 
resist the God who established government in the 
world, and this means inviting punishment. 

Rulers must bear the sword; that is, they have the 
power to afflict punishment and even to take life. God 
established human government because man is a sinner 
and must have some kind of authority over him. God 
has given the sword to rulers, and with it the authority 
to punish and even to execute. Capital punishment was 
ordained in Genesis 9:5-6, and it has not been abol- 
ished. Even though we cannot always respect the man 
in office, we must respect the office, for government 
was ordained by God. 

On more than one occasion in his ministry, Paul 
used the Roman law to protect his life and to extend 
his work. The centurions mentioned in the book of 
Acts appear to be men of character and high ideals. 
Even though government officials are not believers, 
they are still the “ministers of God” because He estab- 
lished the authority of the State. 
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For conscience’s sake (vv. 5-7). We move a bit 
higher in our motivation now. Any citizen can obey the 
law because of fear of punishment, but a Christian 
ought to obey because of conscience. Of course, if the 
government interferes with conscience, then the 
Christian must obey God rather than men (Acts 5:29). 
But when the law is right, the Christian must obey it if 
he is to maintain a good conscience (1 Tim. 1:5, 19; 
3:9; 4:2; Acts 24:16). 

The United States Government maintains a 
“Conscience Fund” for people who want to pay their 
debts to the Government and yet remain anonymous. 
Some city governments have a similar fund. I read 
about a city that had investigated some tax frauds and 
announced that several citizens were going to be 
indicted. They did not release the names of the cul- 
prits. That week, a number of people visited the City 
Hall to “straighten out their taxes’—and many of them 
were not on the indictment list. When conscience 
begins to work, we cannot live with ourselves until we 
have made things right. 

Romans 13:7 commands us to pay what we owe: 
taxes, revenue, respect, honor. If we do not pay our 
taxes, we show disrespect to the law, the officials, and 
the Lord. And this cannot but affect the conscience of 
the believer. We may not agree with all that is done 
with the money we pay in taxes, but we dare not vio- 
late our conscience by refusing to pay. 

For love’s sake (vv. 8-10). Paul enlarged the circle 
of responsibility by including other people besides gov- 
ernment officials. “Love one another” is the basic 
principle of the Christian life. It is the “new command- 
ment” that Christ gave to us (John 13:34). When we 
practice love, there is no need for any other laws, 
because love covers it all! If we love others, we will not 
sin against them. This explained why the Ten 
Commandments were not referred to often in the New 
Testament. In fact, the Sabbath commandment is not 
quoted at all in any of the Epistles. As believers, we do 
not live under the law; we live under grace. Our motive 
for obeying God and helping others is the love of 
Christ in our hearts. 

Does “owe no man anything” refer also to the 
Christian's financial practices? Some people believe that 
it does, and that it is a sin to have a debt. J. Hudson 
Taylor, the godly missionary to China, would never 
incur a debt, basing his conviction on this verse. 
Charles Spurgeon, the great Baptist preacher, had the 
same conviction. However, the Bible does not forbid 
borrowing or legal financial transactions that involve 
interest. What the Bible does forbid is the charging of 
high interest, robbing the brethren, and failing to pay 
honest debts (see Ex. 22:25-27; Neh. 5:1-11). 
Matthew 25:27 and Luke 19:23 indicate that banking 
and investing for gain are not wrong. Certainly no one 
should get into unnecessary debt, or sign contracts he 
cannot maintain. “Thou shalt not steal.” But to make 
Romans 13:8 apply to all kinds of legal obligations 
involving money is, to me, stretching a point. 
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In this section, Paul has centered on the very heart 
of the problem—the human heart. Because the heart of 
man is sinful, God established government. But laws 
cannot change the heart; man’s heart is still selfish and 
can be changed only by the grace of God. 

For Jesus’ sake (vv. 11-14). We have come a long 
way in our reasons for obeying the law: from fear to 
conscience to love to our devotion to Jesus Christ! The 
emphasis is on the imminent return of Christ. As His 
servants, we want to be found faithful when He 
returns. The completion of our salvation is near! The 
light is dawning! Therefore, be ready! 

Paul gave several admonitions in the light of the 
Lord’s soon return. The first is, “Wake up!” Relate this 
with 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11, and also Matthew 
25:1-13. The second is, “Clean up!” We do not want 
to be found dressed in dirty garments when the Lord 
returns (1 John 2:28—3:3). The Christian wears the 
armor of light, not the deeds of darkness. He has no 
reason to get involved in the sinful pleasures of the 
world. Finally, Paul admonished, “Grow up” (Rom. 
13:14). To “put on” the Lord Jesus Christ means to 
become more like Him, to receive by faith all that He 
is for our daily living. We grow on the basis of the food 
we eat. This is why God warns us not to make provi- 
sions for the flesh. If we feed the flesh, we will fail, but 
if we feed the inner man the nourishing things of the 
Spirit, we will succeed. 

In other words, a Christian citizen ought to be the 
best citizen. Christians may not always agree on poli- 
tics or parties, but they can all agree on their attitude 
toward human government. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 
Romans 14:1—15:7 


WHEN CHRISTIANS DISAGREE 


isunity has always been a major problem with 
D God’s people. Even the Old Testament records the 

civil wars and family fights among the people of 
Israel, and almost every local church mentioned in the 
New Testament had divisions to contend with. The 
Corinthians were divided over human leaders, and 
some of the members were even suing each other (1 
Cor. 1:10-13; 6:1-8). The Galatian saints were “biting 
and devouring” one another (Gal. 5:15), and the saints 
in Ephesus and Colosse had to be reminded of the 
importance of Christian unity (Eph. 4:1-3; Col. 
2:1-2). In the church at Philippi, two women were at 
odds with each other and, as a result, were splitting the 
church (Phil. 4:1-3). No wonder the psalmist wrote, 
“Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for brethren 
to dwell together in unity” (Ps. 133:1). 

Some of these problems stemmed from the back- 
grounds of the believers in the churches. The Jews, for 
example, were saved out of a strict legalistic back- 
ground that would be difficult to forget. The Gentiles 


never had to worry about diets and days. The first 
church council in history debated the issue of the rela- 
tionship of the Christian to the law (Acts 15). 

The believers in Rome were divided over special 
diets and special days. Some of the members thought it 
was a sin to eat meat, so they ate only vegetables. Other 
members thought it a sin not to observe the Jewish 
holy days. If each Christian had kept his convictions to 
himself, there would have been no problem, but they 
began to criticize and judge one another. The one 
group was sure the other group was not at all spiritual. 

Unfortunately, we have similar problems today with 
many “gray areas” of life that are not clearly right or 
wrong to every believer. Some activities we know are 
wrong, because the Bible clearly condemns them. 
Other activities we know are right, because the Bible 
clearly commands them. But when it comes to areas 
that are not clearly defined in Scripture, we find our- 
selves needing some other kind of guidance. Paul gave 
principles of this guidance. He explained how believers 
could disagree on nonessentials and still maintain unity 
in the church. He gave his readers three important 
admonitions. 


Receive One Another (14:1-12) 

You will note that this section begins and ends with 
this admonition (Rom. 15:7). Paul was addressing 
those who were “strong in the faith,” that is, those who 
understood their spiritual liberty in Christ and were 
not enslaved to diets or holy days. The “weak in faith” 
were immature believers who felt obligated to obey 
legalistic rules concerning what they ate and when they 
worshipped. Many people have the idea that the 
Christians who follow strict rules are the most mature, 
but this is not necessarily the case. In the Roman 
assemblies, the weak Christians were those who clung 
to the law and did not enjoy their freedom in the Lord. 
The weak Christians were judging and condemning 
the strong Christians, and the strong Christians were 
despising the weak Christians. 

“Welcome one another!” was Paul’s first admoni- 
tion, and he gave four reasons why they should. 

God has received us (vv. 1-3). It is not our 
responsibility to decide the requirements for Christian 
fellowship in a church; only the Lord can do this. To 
set up man-made restrictions on the basis of personal 
prejudices (or even convictions) is to go beyond the 
Word of God. Because God has received us, we must 
receive one another. We must not argue over these mat- 
ters, nor must we judge or despise one another. Perhaps 
St. Augustine put the matter best: “In essentials, unity; 
in nonessentials, liberty; in all things, charity.” 

When God sent Peter to take the gospel to the 
Gentiles, the church criticized Peter because he ate 
with these new Christians (Acts 11:1—3). But God had 
clearly revealed His acceptance of the Gentiles by giv- 
ing them the same Holy Spirit that He bestowed on the 
Jewish believers at Pentecost (Acts 10:44—-8; 
11:15-18). Peter did not obey this truth consistently, 
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for later on he refused to fellowship with the Gentile 
Christians in Antioch, and Paul had to rebuke him 
(Gal, 2:11-13). God showed both Peter and Paul that 
Christian fellowship was not to be based on food or 
religious calendars. 

In every church there are weak and strong believers. 
The strong understand spiritual truth and practice it, 
but the weak have not yet grown into that level of 
maturity and liberty. The weak must not condemn the 
strong and call them unspiritual. The strong must not 
despise the weak and call them immature. God has 
received both the weak and the strong; therefore, they 
should receive one another. 

God sustains His own (v. 4). The strong Christian 
was judged by the weak Christian, and this Paul con- 
demned because it was wrong for the weak Christian to 
take the place of God in the life of the strong Christian. 
God is the Master; the Christian is the servant. It is 
wrong for anyone to interfere with this relationship. 

It is encouraging to know that our success in the 
Christian life does not depend on the opinions or atti- 
tudes of other Christians. God is the Judge, and He is 
able to make us stand. The word servant here suggests 
that Christians ought to be busy working for the Lord; 
then they will not have the time or inclination to judge 
or condemn other Christians. People who are busy 
winning souls to Christ have more important things to 
do than to investigate the lives of the saints! 

Jesus Christ is Lord (vv. 5-9). The word Lord is 
found eight times in these verses. No Christian has the 
right to “play God” in another Christian’s life. We can 
pray, advise, and even admonish, but we cannot take 
the place of God. What is it that makes a dish of food 
“holy” or a day “holy”? It is the fact that we relate it to 
the Lord. The person who treats a special day as “holy” 
does so “unto the Lord.” The person who treats every 
day as sacred, does so “unto the Lord.” The Christian 
who eats meat gives thanks to the Lord, and the 
Christian who abstains from meat abstains “unto the 
Lord.” To be “fully persuaded [or assured] in his own 
mind” (Rom. 14:5) means: Let every man see to it that 
he is really doing what he does for the Lord’s sake, and 
not merely on the basis of some prejudice or whim. 

Some standards and practices in our local churches 
are traditional but not necessarily scriptural. Some of 
us can remember when dedicated Christians opposed 
Christian radio “because Satan was the prince of the 
power of the air!” Some people even make Bible trans- 
lations a test of orthodoxy. The church is divided and 
weakened because Christians will not allow Jesus 
Christ to be Lord. 

An interesting illustration of this truth is given in 
John 21:15-25. Jesus had restored Peter to his place as 
an apostle, and once again He told him, “Follow me.” 
Peter began to follow Christ, but then he heard some- 
one walking behind him. It was the apostle John. 

Then Peter asked Jesus, “Lord, what shall this man 
do?” 

Notice the Lord’s reply: “What is that to thee? 
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Follow thou me!” In other words, “Peter, you make 
sure you have made Me Lord of your life. Let Me worry 
about John.” Whenever I hear believers condemning 
other Christians because of something they disagree 
with, something that is not essential or forbidden in 
the Word, I feel like saying, “What is that to thee? 
Follow Christ! Let Him be the Lord!” 

Paul emphasized the believer’s union with Christ: 
“Whether we live, therefore, or whether we die, we are 
the Lord’s” (Rom. 14:8). Our first responsibility is to 
the Lord. If Christians would go to the Lord in prayer 
instead of going to their brother with criticism, there 
would be stronger fellowship in our churches. 

Jesus Christ is Judge (vv. 10-12). Paul asked the 
weak Christian, “Why are you judging your brother?” 
Then he asked the strong Christian, “Why are you 
despising your brother?” Both strong and weak must 
stand at the judgment seat of Christ, and they will not 
judge each other—they will be judged by the Lord. 

The judgment seat of Christ is that place where 
Christians will have their works judged by the Lord. It 
has nothing to do with our sins, since Christ has paid 
for them and they can be held against us no more 
(Rom. 8:1). The word for “judgment seat” in the Greek 
is bema, meaning the place where the judges stood at 
the athletic games. If during the games they saw an ath- 
lete break the rules, they immediately disqualified him. 
At the end of the contests, the judges gave out the 
rewards (see 1 Cor. 9:24-27). First Corinthians 
3:10-15 gives another picture of the judgment seat of 
Christ. Paul compared our ministries with the building 
of a temple. If we build with cheap materials, the fire 
will burn them up. If we use precious, lasting materi- 
als, our works will last. If our works pass the test, we 
receive a reward. If they are burned up, we lose the 
reward, but we are still saved “yet so as by fire.” 

How does the Christian prepare for the judgment 
seat of Christ? By making Jesus Lord of his life and 
faithfully obeying Him. Instead of judging other 
Christians, we had better judge our own lives and make 
sure we are ready to meet Christ at the bema (see Luke 
12:41—48; Heb. 13:17; 1 John 2:28). 

The fact that our sins will never be brought up 
against us should not encourage us to disobey God. Sin 
in our lives keeps us from serving Christ as we should, 
and this means loss of reward. Lot is a good example of 
this truth (Gen. 18—19). Lot was not walking with 
the Lord as was his uncle, Abraham, and as a result, he 
lost his testimony even with his own family. When the 
judgment finally came, Lot was spared the fire and 
brimstone, but everything he lived for was burned up. 
He was saved “yet so as by fire.” 

Paul explained that they did not have to give an 
account for anyone else but themselves. So they were to 
make sure that their account would be a good one. He 
was stressing the principle of lordship—make Jesus 
Christ the Lord of your life, and let Him be the Lord 
in the lives of other Christians as well. 

Two of the most famous Christians in the Victorian 
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Era in England were Charles Spurgeon and Joseph 
Parker, both of them mighty preachers of the gospel. 
Early in their ministries they fellowshipped and even 
exchanged pulpits. Then they had a disagreement, and 
the reports even got into the newspapers. Spurgeon 
accused Parker of being unspiritual because he 
attended the theater. Interestingly enough, Spurgeon 
smoked cigars, a practice many believers would con- 
demn. Who was right? Who was wrong? Perhaps both 
of them were wrong! When it comes to questionable 
matters in the Christian life, cannot dedicated believers 
disagree without being disagreeable? “I have learned 
that God blesses people I disagree with!” a friend of 
mine told me one day, and I have learned the same 
thing. When Jesus Christ is Lord, we permit Him to 
deal with His own servants as He wishes. 


Edify One Another (14:13-23) 

If we stopped with the first admonition, it might give 
the impression that Christians were to leave each other 
alone and let the weak remain weak. But this second 
admonition explains things further. The emphasis is 
not on “master-servant” but on “brother.” It is the prin- 
ciple of brotherly love. If we love each other, we will 
seek to edify each other, build each other up in the 
faith. Paul shared several facts to help his readers help 
their brethren. 

Christians affect each other (vv. 13—15). Note the 
possible ways we can affect each other. We can cause 
others to stumble, grieve others, or even destroy others. 
Paul was speaking of the way the strong Christian 
affected the weak Christian. Paul dealt with a similar 
problem in 1 Corinthians 8—9, where the question 
was, “Should Christians eat meat that has been offered 
to idols in heathen temples?” There he pointed out that 
knowledge and love must work together. “Knowledge 
puffs up, but love builds up” (1 Cor. 8:1 N1v). The 
strong Christian has spiritual knowledge, but if he does 
not practice love, his knowledge will hurt the weak 
Christian. Knowledge must be balanced by love. 

Often little children are afraid of the dark and think 
there is something hiding in the closet. Of course, 
Mother knows that the child is safe, but her knowledge 
alone cannot assure or comfort the child. You can never 
argue a child into losing fear. When the mother sits at 
the bedside, talks lovingly to the child, and assures him 
that everything is secure, then the child can go to sleep 
without fear. Knowledge plus love helps the weak per- 
son grow strong. 

“There is nothing unclean of itself,” Paul wrote 
(Rom. 14:14). No foods are unclean, no days are 
unclean, no people are unclean. (Read Acts 10 to see 
how Peter learned this lesson.) What something does to 
a person determines its quality. One man may be able 
to read certain books and not be bothered by them, 
while a weaker Christian reading the same books might 
be tempted to sin. But the issue is not, “How does it 
affect me?” so much as, “If I do this, how will it affect 
my brother?” Will it make him stumble? Will it grieve 


him or even destroy him by encouraging him to sin? Is 
it really worth it to harm a brother just so I can enjoy 
some food? No! 

Christians must have priorities (vv. 16-18). Like 
the Pharisees of old, we Christians have a way of major- 
ing on the minor things (Matt. 23:23-24). I have seen 
churches divided over matters that were really insignif- 
icant when compared with the vital things of the 
Christian faith. I have heard of churches being split 
over such minor matters as the location of the piano in 
the auditorium and the serving of meals on Sundays. 
“The kingdom of God is not meat and drink” (Rom. 
14:17). “But food does not bring us near to God; we 
are no worse if we do not eat, and no better if we do” 
(1 Cor. 8:8 rv) 

Not the externals, but the eternals must be first in 
our lives: righteousness, peace, and joy. Where do they 
come from? The Holy Spirit of God at work in our 
lives (see Rom. 5:1-2). If each believer would yield to 
the Spirit and major in a godly life, we would not have 
Christians fighting with each other over minor matters. 
Spiritual priorities are essential to harmony in the 
church. 

Christians must help each other grow (vv. 
19-21). Both the strong believer and the weak believer 
need to grow. The strong believer needs to grow in love; 
the weak believer needs to grow in knowledge. So long 
as a brother is weak in the faith, we must lovingly deal 
with him in his immaturity. But if we really love him, 
we will help him to grow. It is wrong for a Christian to 
remain immature, having a weak conscience. 

An illustration from the home might help us better 
understand what is involved. When a child comes into 
a home, everything has to change. Mother and Father 
are careful not to leave the scissors on the chair or any- 
thing dangerous within reach. But as the child matures, 
it is possible for the parents to adjust the rules of the 
house and deal with him in a more adult fashion. It is 
natural for a child to stumble when he is learning to 
walk. But if an adult constantly stumbles, we know 
something is wrong. 

Young Christians need the kind of fellowship that 
will protect them and encourage them to grow. But we 
cannot treat them like “babies” all their lives! The older 
Christians must exercise love and patience and be care- 
ful not to cause them to stumble. But the younger 
Christians must “grow in grace and in the knowledge 
of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 3:18). As 
they mature in the faith, they can help other believers 
to grow. To gear the ministry of a Sunday school class 
or local church only to the baby Christians is to hinder 
their growth as well as the ministry of the more mature 
saints. The weak must learn from the strong, and the 
strong must love the weak. The result will be peace and 
maturity to the glory of God. 

Christians must not force their opinions on oth- 
ers (vv. 22-23). There are certain truths that all 
Christians must accept because they are the foundation 
for the faith. But areas of honest disagreement must 
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not be made a test of fellowship. If you have a sincere 
conviction from God about a matter, keep it to your- 
self and do not try to force everybody else to accept it. 
No Christian can “borrow” another Christian’s convic- 
tions and be honest in his Christian life. Unless he can 
hold them and practice them “by faith,” he is sinning. 
Even if a person’s convictions are immature, he must 
never violate his conscience. This would do great dam- 
age to his spiritual life. For example, the mature 
Christian knows that an idol is nothing. But a young 
Christian, just converted out of pagan idolatry, would 
still have fears about idols. If the strong believer forced 
the new Christian to eat meat sacrificed to an idol, the 
younger Christian would experience problems in his 
conscience that would only further weaken it (see 1 
Cor. 8—9). 

Conscience is strengthened by knowledge. But 
knowledge must be balanced by love; otherwise it tears 
down instead of building up. The truth that “all foods 
are clean” (Rom. 14:14, 20) will not of itself make a 
Christian grow. When this truth is taught in an atmos- 
phere of love, then the younger Christian can grow and 
develop a strong conscience. Believers may hold differ- 
ent convictions about many matters, but they must 
hold them in love. 


Please One Another (15:1-7) 

Paul classified himself with the strong saints as he dealt 
with a basic problem—sel/fishness. True Christian love is 
not selfish; rather, it seeks to share with others and 
make others happy. It is even willing to carry the 
younger Christians, to help them along in their spiri- 
tual development. We do not endure them. We 
encourage them! 

Of course, the great example in this is our Lord 
Jesus Christ. He paid a tremendous price in order to 
minister to us. Paul quoted Psalm 69:9 to prove his 
point. Does a strong Christian think he is making a 
great sacrifice by giving up some food or drink? Then 
let him measure his sacrifice by the sacrifice of Christ. 
No sacrifice we could ever make could match Calvary. 

A person’s spiritual maturity is revealed by his dis- 
cernment. He is willing to give up his rights that others 
might be helped. He does this, not as a burden, but as 
a blessing. Just as loving parents make sacrifices for 
their children, so the mature believer sacrifices to help 
younger Christians grow in the faith. 

Paul shared the two sources of spiritual power from 
which we must draw if we are to live to please others: 
the Word of God (Rom. 15:4) and prayer (Rom. 
15:5-6). We must confess that we sometimes get impa- 
tient with younger Christians, just as parents become 
impatient with their children. But the Word of God 
can give us the “patience and encouragement” that we 
need. Paul closed this section praying for his readers, 
that they might experience from God that spiritual 
unity that He alone can give. 

This suggests to us that the local church must major 
in the Word of God and prayer. The first real danger to 
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the unity of the church came because the apostles were 
too busy to minister God’s Word and pray (Acts 
6:1-7). When they found others to share their bur- 
dens, they returned to their proper ministry, and the 
church experienced harmony and growth. 

The result of this is, of course, glory to God (Rom. 
15:7). Disunity and disagreement do not glorify God; 
they rob Him of glory. Abraham’s words to Lot are 
applicable to today: “Let there be no strife, I pray thee, 
between me and thee ... for we be brethren” (Gen. 
13:8). The neighbors were watching! Abraham wanted 
them to see that he and Lot were different from them 
because they worshipped the true God. In His prayer 
in John 17, Jesus prayed for the unity of the church to 
the glory of God (John 17:20-26). Receive one 
another; edify one another; and please one another— 


all to the glory of God. 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
Romans 15:8—16:27 


MAN ON THE MOVE 


ne of the key words in the closing chapters of 
Romans is ministry In fact, Paul used three differ- 
ent Greek words to discuss the theme. In Romans 
15:8, 25, 31; and 16:1, it is the simple word for a ser- 
vant or service. Our English word deacon comes from 
this word. In Romans 15:16 and 27 (the word minis- 
ter), he used the ordinary word for service in public 
office or in the temple. In Romans 15:16 he used a 
word that is found nowhere else in the Greek New 
Testament, and it means “to perform sacred rites, to 
minister in a priestly service.” 
In this section, Paul explained four different 
ministries. 


The Ministry of Jesus Christ to the Gentiles 
(15:8-13) 

The supreme example of ministry must always be Jesus 
Christ. “But I am among you as he that serveth” (Luke 
22:27). He came first of all to minister to the Jews, that 
through Israel He might be able to minister to the 
Gentiles. “To the Jew first” is a principle that was fol- 
lowed in the earthly ministry of Christ and in the early 
ministry of the church. 

For example, John the Baptist came to minister to 
the nation of Israel to prepare them for their Messiah. 
When Jesus began His ministry, it was only to the peo- 
ple of Israel. When He sent out the apostles on their 
first evangelistic mission, He ordered them, “Go not 
into the way of the Gentiles, and into any city of the 
Samaritans enter ye not; but go rather to the lost sheep 
of the house of Israel” (Matt. 10:5—G). This does not 
mean that He ignored individual Gentiles, because He 
did minister to a few (Matt. 8:5-13; 15:21—28), but 
His major emphasis was on Israel. 

After His resurrection, He commanded the apostles 
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to remain in Jerusalem and begin their ministry there 
(Luke 24:44-49). The period covered by Acts 1—7 is 
characterized by a ministry only to Jews or Jewish pros- 
elytes. It was not until Acts 8 that the gospel went to 
the Samaritans; in Acts 10 it went to the Gentiles. 
Then, through the ministry of Paul, it went through- 
out the Roman Empire (Acts 13:1-3). 

When He came and died, Jesus Christ confirmed 
the promises that God made to Abraham and the other 
“fathers” of the Jewish nation (see Luke 1:30-33, 
46-55, 67-80). Some of these promises have already 
been fulfilled, but many await fulfillment when He 
returns to earth to establish His kingdom. 

Was it selfish of God to emphasize the Jews? No, 
because through the Jews, He would send the good 
news of salvation to the Gentiles. The first Christians 
were Jewish believers! “Salvation is of the Jews” (John 
4:22). In the Old Testament period, God chose Israel 
to be a minister to the Gentiles, but instead, Israel 
copied the idolatrous ways of the Gentiles and had to 
be chastened. In the New Testament period, God chose 
Jewish believers to carry the good news to the Gentiles, 
and they obeyed Him. 

There is a beautiful progression in the promises that 
Paul quoted in Romans 15:9-12. 


¢ The Jews glorify God among the Gentiles (Rom. 
15:9, quoting Ps. 18:49) 

e The Gentiles rejoice with the Jews (Rom. 15:10, 
quoting Deut. 32:43) 

e All the Jews and Gentiles together praise God 
(Rom. 15:11, quoting Ps. 117:1) 

e Christ shall reign over Jews and Gentiles (Rom. 
15:12, quoting Isa. 11:10) 


Romans 15:8 covers the period of the Gospels and 
Acts 1—7. Romans 15:9 describes the ministry of Paul 
as he witnessed among the Gentiles. Romans 15:10 
could be applied to the church council in Acts 15 when 
the Gentiles were given equal status “with his people.” 
Today, Jews and Gentiles in the church are praising 
God together. 

The word trust at the end of Romans 15:12 is actu- 
ally the word /ope. At one time the Gentiles were 
“without hope” (Eph. 2:12 nrv), but now in Christ 
they have hope. Not only do believers have hope, but 
they also have joy and peace and power (Rom. 15:13). 
The Holy Spirit of God shares these blessings with 
them as they yield to Him. 

Because the Jewish Christians were faithful to take 
the gospel to the Gentiles, the nations of the world 
today have the opportunity to trust Christ as Savior. 


Paul’s Ministry to the Gentiles (15:14-24) 
Unless we understand the distinctive ministry of Paul, 
we will not fully appreciate the message of God’s grace. 
Paul explained the characteristics of his ministry. 

It was received by grace (vv. 14-15). When he 
was Saul of Tarsus, the crusading rabbi, Paul knew 


little of the grace of God. He persecuted the church 
and sought to destroy it. When Paul met Jesus Christ 
on the Damascus road (Acts 9), he experienced the 
grace of God. It was God’s grace that saved him, and it 
was God’s grace that called him and made him an apos- 
tle (1 Cor. 15:8-11). “We have received grace and 
apostleship, for obedience to the faith among all 
nations, for his name” (Rom. 1:5). In Ephesians 3, Paul 
explained his ministry to the Gentiles in greater detail. 

It was centered in the gospel (v. 16). As men- 
tioned before, Paul used two different words for 
minister in this verse, but the emphasis is on priestly 
service. Paul looked on himself as a priest at the altar, 
offering up to God the Gentiles he had won to Christ. 
They were a “spiritual sacrifice” to the glory of God 
(see 1 Peter 2:5). Even his preaching of the gospel was 
a “priestly duty” (nrv). This insight into ministry cer- 
tainly adds dignity and responsibility to our service. It 
was important that the priests offer to God only that 
which was the best (see Mal. 1:6-14). 

Note the involvement of the Trinity in the ministry 
of the Word. Paul was the minister of Jesus Christ; he 
preached “the gospel of God”; and he served in the 
power of the Holy Spirit of God who sanctified his 
ministry. What a privilege, and yet what a responsibil- 
ity, to be the servant of the Triune God, winning the 
lost to Jesus Christ! We must remember that soul-win- 
ning is a priestly ministry, a sacred obligation. And we 
must serve the Lord with dedication and devotion just 
as the priest in the temple. 

It was done for God’s glory (v. 17). “Therefore I 
glory in Christ Jesus in my service to God” (ntv). The 
word translated “glory” carries the idea of “boast, take 
pride in.” Paul used it before in Romans 2:17, 23; 5:2-3, 
11 (“joy”); 3:27; and 4:2. Paul was not bragging about 
his ministry. He was boasting in what the Lord had 
done. The apostle did not serve and suffer as he did just 
to make a name for himself, for he had a much higher 
purpose in mind. He wanted to bring glory to Jesus 
Christ. “That in all things he might have the preemi- 
nence” (Col. 1:18). 

It was done by God’s power (vv. 18-19). The 
Holy Spirit empowered Paul to minister, and enabled 
him to perform mighty signs and wonders. The mira- 
cles God gave Paul to do were “signs” in that they came 
from God and revealed Him to others. And they were 
“wonders” in that they aroused the wonder of the peo- 
ple. But their purpose was always to open the way for 
the preaching of the gospel. Miracles were given to 
authenticate the messenger and the message (Heb. 
2:1-4). Miracles by themselves can never save the lost. 
When Paul healed the crippled man at Lystra (Acts 14), 
the immediate response was pagan: the people called 
Paul and Barnabas gods and tried to worship them! 
When Paul shared the gospel with them, they did not 
respond so enthusiastically. Finally, the people stoned 
Paul and left him for dead outside the city walls. 

The Spirit of God empowered Paul to share the 
Word, and the purpose was to “make the Gentiles 
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obedient” (Rom. 15:18). It was “by word and deed” 
that the apostle shared the good news. 

We may not be able to perform miracles today, 
since this was a special apostolic gift. But “by word and 
deed” we can share the love of God with the lost 
around us. Changes in conduct and character are just 
as much miracles as the healing of the sick. 

It was according to God’s plan (vv. 20-24). God 
had a special plan for Paul to follow: he was not to 
preach where any other apostle had ministered. (This is 
one evidence that Peter had not founded the churches 
at Rome, or had been to Rome, for this would have 
prevented Paul from going there.) “From Jerusalem 
and round about unto Illyricum” (Rom. 15:19) covers 
about fourteen thousand miles! When you consider the 
slowness of travel and the dangers involved (2 Cor. 
11:26-27), you can appreciate the tremendous 
achievement of Paul’s missionary ministry. While it is 
not wrong to enter into another man’s labors (John 
4:38), it is also good to have a pioneer ministry and 
take the gospel to new territory. Paul cited Isaiah 52:15 
as the divine approval for this kind of ministry. 

The vast area of opportunity in other parts of the 
empire kept Paul from visiting Rome sooner. He was 
not hindered from going to Rome by satanic opposi- 
tion or physical obstacles, but by the challenge of 
completing his work right where he was. He was so 
faithful in his evangelistic outreach that he was able to 
say that he had no more places to minister in those 
parts. This did not mean that Paul personally witnessed 
to every person in that area, but that he took the gospel 
and left behind witnessing churches and Christians 
who would carry on the work. Paul finished one job 
before he started another one, a good example for our 
evangelistic ministry today. 

Paul’s desire for many years had been to visit Rome 
and then move on to Spain, but there is no record that 
he ever did. Tradition says that he did go to Spain, and 
possibly to Britain, after he was released, but church 
tradition is not always to be trusted. 


The Gentiles’ Ministry to the Jews (15:25-33) 

Paul and his associates had received a special offering 
from the Gentile churches in Greece for the suffering 
Jewish saints in Jerusalem. Details about this collection 
are recorded in 2 Corinthians 8—9. There were several 
purposes behind this special offering. To begin with, it 
was an expression of love on the part of the Gentiles 
toward their Jewish brethren. Second, it meant practi- 
cal relief at a time when the poor Jewish believers 
needed it the most. Third, it helped to unite Jews and 
Gentiles in the church. It was a bond that brought 
them closer together. 

Paul looked on this offering as the paying of a debt. 
The Gentiles had received spiritual wealth from the 
Jews. They now returned material wealth, paying their 
debt. Paul considered himself a “debtor” to the whole 
world (Rom. 1:14). He also considered the Gentile 
Christians debtors to the Jews, for it was the Jews who 
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gave to the Gentiles the Word of God and the Son of 
God. We Christians ought to feel an obligation to 
Israel, and to pay that debt by praying for Israel, shar- 
ing the gospel, and helping in a material way. 
Anti-Semitism has no place in the life of a dedicated 
Christian. 

Not only was this offering a payment of a debt, but 
it was also “fruit” (Rom. 15:28). It was not “loot” that 
Paul stole from the churches! It was fruit—the natural 
result of their walk with the Lord (see John 15:1-8). 

When the life of the Spirit flows through a church, 
giving is no problem. Paul, in 2 Corinthians 8:1-5, 
described the miracle of grace that occurred in the 
churches of Macedonia. 

Paul was anxious that this offering be received by 
the Jewish believers and be acceptable to them. He 
wanted to bring about, under God, a closer bond 
between the mother church at Jerusalem and the 
daughter churches in other parts of the empire. 
Unfortunately, there were still Jews who opposed the 
message of grace to the Gentiles and who wanted the 
Gentiles to become Jews and accept the Jewish law. 
(Bible students call these people “Judaizers.” They fol- 
lowed Paul wherever he went and tried to steal his 
churches from him. The epistle to the Galatians was 
written to combat their evil works.) 

The words “strive together” in Romans 15:30 sug- 
gest an athlete giving his best in the contest. Perhaps 
the words “wrestling together” better express the idea. 
This same term is used of the praying of Epaphras in 
Colossians 4:12. This verse does not mean that we 
must fight with God to get what we need. Rather, it 
means our praying must not be a casual experience that 
has no heart or earnestness. We should put as much fer- 
vor into our praying as a wrestler does into his 
wrestling! 


The Believers’ Ministry to Paul (16:1-27) 
What a remarkable chapter! In it Paul greeted at least 
twenty-six people by name, as well as two unnamed 
saints, and he also greeted several churches that were 
meeting in homes. He closed with greetings from nine 
believers who were with him in Corinth when he wrote 
the letter. What is the significance of this? It shows that 
Paul was a friend maker as well as a soul winner. He did 
not try to live an isolated life; he had friends in the 
Lord, and he appreciated them. They were a help to 
him personally and to his ministry. In my own reading 
of Christian biography, I have discovered that the ser- 
vants whom God has used the most were people who 
could make friends. They multiplied themselves in the 
lives of their friends and associates in the ministry. 
While there may be a place for the secluded saint who 
lives alone with God, it is my conviction that most of 
us need each other. We are sheep, and sheep flock 
together. 

Some friends to greet (vv. 1-16). He began with 
Phebe, a member of the church at Cenchrea, and the 
lady who carried the letter to the saints at Rome. Never 
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did a messenger carry a more important letter! 
Cenchrea was the seaport of Corinth, so Phebe was 
probably won to Christ during Paul’s year and a half of 
ministry in Corinth. The word servant is the feminine 
of deacon, and some students believe she was a “dea- 
coness” in the church. This is possible, because there 
were women in the early church who served by visiting 
the sick, assisting the young women, and helping the 
poor. Paul confessed that Phebe had been a helper (lit- 
erally “protectress”) of himself and other Christians. 
And he encouraged the church to care for her. 

How we wish we had the details of the stories 
behind each of these names! We have met Priscilla and 
Aquila in the book of Acts (18:1-3, 18-19, 26). Where 
and when they risked their lives for Paul, we do not 
know, but we are glad they did it (see also 1 Cor. 16:19; 
2 Tim 4:19)! At the time of this writing, they were in 
Rome and a church met in their house. In this chapter, 
Paul greeted a number of such assemblies (Rom. 
16:10-11, 14-15). 

Four persons are called “beloved” by Paul: Epenetus 
(Rom. 16:5), Amplias (Rom. 16:8), Stachys (Rom. 
16:9), and Persis (Rom. 16:12). Paul would remember 
Epenetus in particular, for he was the first of the con- 
verts in Asia. Apparently he belonged to the household 
of Stephanas, for in 1 Corinthians 16:15 these people 
are also called “the firstfruits of Achaia.” 

Andronicus and Junias are called “kinsmen,” which 
may mean blood relatives of Paul, or only that they too 
were Jewish, possibly of the tribe of Benjamin like Paul. 
At one time they had been in prison with Paul. The 
word apostle here does not imply that they held the 
same office as Paul, but rather that they were “messen- 
gers” of the Lord. The word apostle has both a narrow 
and a broad meaning. 

The Rufus mentioned in Romans 16:13 may be the 
same as the one named in Mark 15:21, but we cannot 
be certain. If so, then Simon’s experience at Calvary led 
to his conversion and that of his household. Paul and 
Rufus were not related. “His mother and mine” means 
only that Rufus’s mother had been like a mother to 
Paul (see Mark 10:30). 

This list shows the parts that people played in Paul’s 
ministry and the ministry of the churches. Phebe was a 
“succourer” of many. Priscilla and Aquila were 
“helpers” and “laid down their own necks” for Paul. 
The conversion of Epenetus led to the salvation of oth- 
ers in Asia. Mary “bestowed much labor.” Andronicus 
and Junias went to prison with Paul. One can only give 
thanks for these devoted saints who fulfilled their min- 
istries to the glory of God. May we follow in their train! 

Some foes to avoid (vv. 17—20). Not everyone was 
working with Paul for the spreading of the gospel. 
There were some who, for selfish reasons, were divid- 
ing the churches by teaching false doctrine. These 
people were probably the same Judaizers who had given 
Paul trouble in other churches (see Phil. 3:17—21). 
Instead of preaching the truth, these men spread their 
own religious propaganda, using deceit and clever 


speeches. We have the same problem today, and 
Christians must beware of false teachers. They come to 
your front door with magazines, books, and tapes, try- 
ing to convince you that they are teaching the truth. 
Paul gives two instructions: mark them (identify 
them), and avoid them. 

It is a matter of obedience to the Lord and testi- 
mony to others. The issue is not making or keeping 
friends, but pleasing the Lord and maintaining a con- 
sistent testimony. Romans 16:20 suggests that these 
false teachers really come from Satan, and one day even 
he shall be completely defeated. 

Some faithful servants to honor (vv. 21-27). 
What a roll call of heroes! Timothy was mentioned 
often in the book of Acts and the Epistles. He was 
Paul’s “son in the faith” and labored with Paul in many 
difficult places (see Phil. 2:19-24). Lucius was a fellow 
Jew, as were Jason and Sosipater. We have no proof that 
this is the same Jason who protected Paul in 
Thessalonica (Acts 17:1-9). That Jason was probably a 
Gentile. 

Tertius was the secretary who wrote the letter as 
Paul dictated it. Gaius was the man in whose home 
Paul was residing at Corinth. First Corinthians 1:14 
told how Paul won Gaius to Christ and baptized him 
when he founded the church in Corinth. Apparently 
there was an assembly of believers meeting in his house. 
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Erastus held a high office in the city, probably the treas- 
urer. The gospel reached into high places in Corinth as 
well as into low places (1 Cor. 1:26-31; 6:9-11). 

Romans 16:24 was probably written by Paul’s own 
hand, since this was his “official seal” in every letter (see 
2 Thess. 3:17—18). 

The closing benediction is the longest one Paul 
ever wrote. It reflects his special ministry to the 
Gentiles. “The mystery” has to do with God’s pro- 
gram of uniting believing Jews and Gentiles in the 
one body, the church (see Eph. 3). This was Paul’s 
special message. It was because of this message that 
the Judaizers persecuted Paul, because they wanted to 
maintain Jewish privileges. Both Jews and Gentiles in 
the Roman churches needed to know what God’s pro- 
gram was. Some of this Paul had explained in Romans 
9—11. 

Christians are established by the truth, which 
explains why Paul wrote this letter: to explain God’s 
plan of salvation to Christians so they would be estab- 
lished, and so they would share the truth with the lost. 
After all, we cannot really share with others something 
we do not have ourselves. 

This means that our own study of Romans should 
make us more stable in the faith, and more excited to 
share Christ with others. And the result? “To God only 
wise, be glory through Jesus Christ for ever!” 
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CHAPTER ONE 


1 Corinthians 1 


BE WISE ABOUT THE CHRISTIAN’S 
CALLING 


esus, yes! The church, no!” Remember when that 
Jive was popular among young people in the 

60s? They certainly could have used it with sincer- 
ity in Corinth back in AD 56, because the local church 
there was in serious trouble. Sad to say, the problems 
did not stay within the church family; they were 
known by the unbelievers outside the church. 

To begin with, the church at Corinth was a defiled 
church. Some of its members were guilty of sexual 
immorality; others got drunk; still others were using 
the grace of God to excuse worldly living. It was also a 
divided church, with at least four different groups com- 
peting for leadership (1 Cor. 1:12). This meant it was 
a disgraced church. Instead of glorifying God, it was 
hindering the progress of the gospel. 

How did this happen? The members of the church 
permitted the sins of the city to get into the local 
assembly. Corinth was a polluted city, filled with every 
kind of vice and worldly pleasure. About the lowest 
accusation you could make against a man in that day 
would be to call him a “Corinthian.” People would 
know what you were talking about. 

Corinth was also a proud, philosophical city, with 
many itinerant teachers promoting their speculations. 
Unfortunately, this philosophical approach was applied 
to the gospel by some members of the church, and this 
fostered division. The congregation was made up of 
different “schools of thought” instead of being united 
behind the gospel message. 

If you want to know what Corinth was like, read 
Romans 1:18-32. Paul wrote the Roman epistle while 
in Corinth, and he could have looked out the window 
and seen the very sins that he listed! 

Of course, when you have proud people depending 
on human wisdom, adopting the lifestyle of the world, 
you are going to have problems. In order to help them 
solve their problems, Paul opened his letter by remind- 
ing them of their calling in Christ. He pointed out three 
important aspects of this calling. 


Called to Be Holy (1:1-9) 
Paul first attacked the serious problem of defilement in 
the church, yet he said nothing about the problem 
itself. Instead, he took the positive approach and 
reminded the believers of their high and holy position 
in Jesus Christ. In 1 Corinthians 1:1-9, he described 
the church that God sees; in 1 Corinthians 1:10-31, he 
described the church that men see. What we are in 
Jesus Christ positionally ought to be what we practice in 
daily life, but often we fail. 

Note the characteristics of the church because of 
our holy calling in Jesus Christ. 
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Set apart by God (vv. 1-3). The word church in 
the Greek language means “a called-out people.” Each 
church has two addresses: a geographic address (“at 
Corinth’) and a spiritual address (“in Christ Jesus”). 
The church is made up of saints, that is, people who 
have been “sanctified” or “set apart” by God. A saint is 
not a dead person who has been honored by men 
because of his or her holy life. No, Paul wrote to /ving 
saints, people who, through faith in Jesus Christ, had 
been set apart for God’s special enjoyment and use. 

In other words, every true believer is a saint because 
every true believer has been set apart by God and for 
God. 

A Christian photographer friend told me about a 
lovely wedding that he “covered.” The bride and groom 
came out of the church, heading for the limousine, 
when the bride suddenly left her husband and ran to a 
car parked across the street! The motor was running 
and a man was at the wheel, and off they drove, leav- 
ing the bridegroom speechless. The driver of the 
“get-away car” turned out to be an old boyfriend of the 
bride, a man who had boasted that “he could get her 
any time he wanted her.” Needless to say, the husband 
had the marriage annulled. 

When a man and woman pledge their love to each 
other, they are set apart for each other; and any other 
relationship outside of marriage is sinful. Just so, the 
Christian belongs completely to Jesus Christ; he is set 
apart for Him and Him alone. But he is also a part of 
a worldwide fellowship, the church, “all that in every 
place call upon the name of Jesus Christ” (1 Cor. 1:2). 
A defiled and unfaithful believer not only sins against 
the Lord, but he also sins against his fellow Christians. 

Enriched by God’s grace (vv. 4-6). Salvation is a 
gracious gift from God; but when you are saved, you 
are also given spiritual gifts. (Paul explained this in 
detail in 1 Cor, 12-14.) The Greek word translated 
“enriched” gives us our English word plutocrat, “a very 
wealthy person.” The Corinthians were especially rich 
in spiritual gifts (2 Cor. 8:7), but were not using these 
gifts in a spiritual manner. The fact that God has called 
us, set us apart, and enriched us ought to encourage us 
to live holy lives. 

Expecting Jesus to return (v. 7). Paul will have a 
great deal to say about this truth in 1 Corinthians 15. 
Christians who are looking for their Savior will want to 
keep their lives above reproach (1 John 2:28—3:3). 

Depending on God’s faithfulness (vv. 8-9). The 
work of God was confirmed in them (1 Cor. 1:6), but 
it was also confirmed żo them in the Word. This is a 
legal term that refers to the guarantee that settles a 
transaction. We have the witness of the Spirit within us 
and the witness of the Word before us, guaranteeing 
that God will keep His “contract” with us and save us 
to the very end. This guarantee is certainly not an 
excuse for sin! Rather, it is the basis for a growing rela- 
tionship of love, trust, and obedience. 

Now, in the light of these great truths, how could 
the people in the Corinthian assembly get involved in 


the sins of the world and the flesh? They were an elect 
people, an enriched people, and an established people. 
They were saints, set apart for the glory of God! Alas, 
their practice was not in accord with their position. 

When Paul mentioned the word fellowship in 1 
Corinthians 1:9, he introduced a second aspect of the 
Christian's calling. 


Called into Fellowship (1:10-25) 

Having mentioned the problem of defilement in the 
church, now Paul turned to the matter of division in 
the church. Division has always been a problem among 
God’s people, and almost every New Testament epistle 
deals with this topic or mentions it in one way or 
another. Even the twelve apostles did not always get 
along with each other. 

In 1 Corinthians 1:13, Paul asked his readers three 
important questions, and these three questions are the 
key to this long paragraph. 

Is Christ divided (vv. 10—13a)? The verb means, 
“Has Christ been divided and different parts handed 
out to different people?” The very idea is grotesque and 
must be rejected. Paul did not preach one Christ, 
Apollos another, and Peter another. There is but one 
Savior and one gospel (Gal. 1:6-9). How, then, did the 
Corinthians create this four-way division? Why were 
there quarrels (“contentions”) among them? 

One answer is that they were looking at the gospel 
from a philosophical point of view. Corinth was a city 
filled with teachers and philosophers, all of whom 
wanted to share their “wisdom.” 

Another answer is that human nature enjoys follow- 
ing human leaders. We tend to identify more with 
spiritual leaders who help us and whose ministry we 
understand and enjoy. Instead of emphasizing the mes- 
sage of the Word, the Corinthians emphasized the 
messenger. They got their eyes off the Lord and on the 
Lord’s servants, and this led to competition. 

Paul will point out in 1 Corinthians 3 that there 
can be no competition among true servants of God. It 
is sinful for church members to compare pastors, or for 
believers to follow human leaders as disciples of men 
and not disciples of Jesus Christ. The “personality 
cults” in the church today are in direct disobedience to 
the Word of God. Only Jesus Christ should have the 
place of preeminence (Col. 1:18). 

Paul used several key words in this section to 
emphasize the unity of the saints in Christ. He called 
his readers brethren, reminding them that they 
belonged to one family. The phrase “perfectly joined 
together” is a medical term that describes the unity of 
the human body knit together. So, they had a loving 
union as members of the body. They were also identi- 
fied by the name of Jesus Christ. This was probably a 
reference to their baptism. 

We do not know who the people were who 
belonged to “the house of Chloe,” but we commend 
them for their courage and devotion. They did not try 
to hide the problems. They were burdened about them; 
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they went to the right person with them; and they were 
not afraid to be mentioned by Paul. This was not the 
kind of “cloak and dagger” affair that we often see in 
churches—activities that usually make the problem 
worse and not better. 

Paul was the minister who founded the church, so 
most of the members would have been converted 
through his ministry. Apollos followed Paul (Acts 
18:24-28) and had an effective ministry. We have no 
record that Peter (Cephas) ever visited Corinth, unless 
1 Corinthians 9:5 records it. Each of these men had a 
different personality and a different approach to the 
ministry of the Word; yet they were one (1 Cor. 3:3-8; 
4:6). 

Were you baptized in the name of Paul (vv. 
13b-17)? Keep in mind that baptism was an impor- 
tant matter in the New Testament church. When a 
sinner trusted Christ and was baptized, he cut himself 
off from his old life and often was rejected by his fam- 
ily and friends. It cost something to be baptized in that 
day. 

Just as Jesus did not baptize people (John 4:1-2), so 
both Peter (Acts 10:48) and Paul allowed their associ- 
ates to baptize the new converts. Until the church grew 
in Corinth, Paul did some of the baptizing; but that 
was not his main ministry. In this section, Paul was not 
minimizing baptism, but rather was putting it into its 
proper perspective, because the Corinthians were mak- 
ing too much of it. “I was baptized by Apollos!” one 
would boast, while another would say, “Oh, but I was 
baptized by Paul!” 

It is wrong to identify any man’s name with your 
baptism other than the name of Jesus Christ To do so 
is to create division. I have read accounts about people 
who had to be baptized by a certain preacher, using 
special water (usually from the Jordan River), on a spe- 
cial day, as though these are the matters that are 
important! Instead of honoring the Lord Jesus Christ 
and promoting the unity of the church, these people 
exalt men and create disunity. 

Crispus had been the ruler of the synagogue in 
Corinth (Acts 18:8); and Gaius was probably the man 
Paul lived with when he wrote Romans (Rom. 16:23). 
“The household of Stephanas” (1 Cor. 1:16) is proba- 
bly described in part in 1 Corinthians 16:15-18. 
Apparently Paul did not carry with him a record of the 
names of all the people he baptized. It was sufficient 
that they were written in God’s book. 

Was Paul crucified for you (vv. 18-25)? The 
mention of the cross in 1 Corinthians 1:17 introduced 
this long section on the power of the gospel versus the 
weakness of man’s wisdom. It is interesting to see how 
Paul approached this problem of division in the 
church. First, he pointed to the unity of Christ: there is 
one Savior and one body. Then he reminded them of 
their baptism, a picture of their spiritual baptism into 
Christ’s body (1 Cor. 12:13). Then he took them to the 
cross. 

Crucifixion was not only a horrible death; it was a 
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shameful death. It was illegal to crucify a Roman citi- 
zen. Crucifixion was never mentioned in polite society, 
any more than we today would discuss over dinner the 
gas chamber or the electric chair. 

The key word in this paragraph is wisdom; it is used 
eight times. The key idea that Paul expressed is that we 
dare not mix man’s wisdom with God’s revealed mes- 
sage. The entire section on wisdom (1 Cor. 
1:17—2:16) presents a number of contrasts between 
the revealed Word of God and the wisdom of men. 

God’s wisdom is revealed primarily in the cross of 
Jesus Christ, but not everybody sees this. Paul pointed 
out that there are three different attitudes toward the 
cross. 

Some stumble at the cross (v. 23a). This was the atti- 
tude of the Jews, because their emphasis was on 
miraculous signs and the cross appears to be weakness. 
Jewish history is filled with miraculous events, from the 
exodus out of Egypt to the days of Elijah and Elisha. 
When Jesus was ministering on earth, the Jewish lead- 
ers repeatedly asked Him to perform a sign from 
heaven; but He refused. 

The Jewish nation did not understand their own 
sacred Scriptures. They looked for a Messiah who 
would come like a mighty conqueror and defeat all 
their enemies. He would then set up His kingdom and 
return the glory to Israel. The question of the apostles 
in Acts 1:6 shows how strong this hope was among the 
Jews. 

At the same time, their scribes noticed in the Old 
Testament that the Messiah would suffer and die. 
Passages like Psalm 22 and Isaiah 53 pointed toward a 
different kind of Messiah, and the scholars could not 
reconcile these two seemingly contradictory prophetic 
images. They did not understand that their Messiah 
had to suffer and die before He could enter into His 
glory (see Luke 24:13-35), and that the future mes- 
sianic kingdom was to be preceded by the age of the 
church. 

Because the Jews were looking for power and great 
glory, they stumbled at the weakness of the cross. 
How could anybody put faith in an unemployed car- 
penter from Nazareth who died the shameful death of 
a common criminal? But the gospel of Jesus Christ is 
“the power of God unto salvation” (Rom. 1:16). 
Rather than a testimony of weakness, the cross is a 
tremendous instrument of power! After all, the 
“weakness of God [in the cross] is stronger than men” 
(1 Cor. 1:25). 

Some laugh at the cross (v. 23b). This was the 
response of the Greeks. To them, the cross was foolish- 
ness. The Greeks emphasized wisdom; we still study 
the profound writings of the Greek philosophers. But 
they saw no wisdom in the cross, for they looked at the 
cross from a human point of view. Had they seen it 
from God’s viewpoint, they would have discerned the 
wisdom of God’s great plan of salvation. 

Paul called on three men to bear witness: the wise 
(the expert), the scribe (the interpreter and writer), and 
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the disputer (the philosopher and debater). He asked 
them one question: Through your studies into man’s 
wisdom, have you come to know God in a personal 
way? They all must answer no! The fact that they laugh 
at the cross and consider it foolishness is evidence that 
they are perishing. 

Paul quoted Isaiah 29:14 in 1 Corinthians 1:19, 
proving that God has written a big “O—Failure!” over 
the wisdom of men. In his address on Mars Hill, Paul 
dared to tell the philosophers that Greek and Roman 
history were but “times of this ignorance” (Acts 
17:30). He was not suggesting that they knew noth- 
ing, because Paul knew too well that the Greek 
thinkers had made some achievements. However, their 
wisdom did not enable them to find God and experi- 
ence salvation. 

Some believe and experience the power and the wis- 
dom of the cross (v. 24). Paul did not alter his message 
when he turned from a Jewish audience to a Greek one: 
he preached Christ crucified. “The foolishness of 
preaching” (1 Cor. 1:21) does not mean that the act of 
preaching is foolish, but rather the content of the mes- 
sage. The New International Version states it, 
“Through the foolishness of what was preached,” and 
this is correct. 

Those who have been called by God’s grace, and 
who have responded by faith (see 2 Thess. 2:13-14), 
realize that Christ is God’s power and God’s wisdom. 
Not the Christ of the manger, or the temple, or the 
marketplace—but the Christ of the cross. It is in the 
death of Christ that God has revealed the foolishness of 
man’s wisdom and the weakness of man’s power. 

We are called into fellowship because of our union 
with Jesus Christ: He died for us; we were baptized in 
His name; we are identified with His cross. What a 
wonderful basis for spiritual unity! 


Called to Glorify God (1:26-31) 

The Corinthians had a tendency to be “puffed up” with 
pride (1 Cor. 4:6, 18-19; 5:2). But the gospel of God’s 
grace leaves no room for personal boasting. God is not 
impressed with our looks, our social position, our 
achievements, our natural heritage, or our financial sta- 
tus. Note that Paul wrote many, not any. In the New 
Testament, we do meet some believers with “high 
social standing,” but there are not many of them. The 
description Paul gave of the converts was certainly not 
a flattering one (1 Cor. 6:9-11). 

Paul reminded them of what they were (v. 26). 
They were not wise, mighty, or noble. God called 
them, not because of what they were, but in spite of what 
they were! The Corinthian church was composed pri- 
marily of ordinary people who were terrible sinners. 
Before his conversion, Paul had been very self-righ- 
teous; he had to give up his religion in order to go to 
heaven! The Corinthians were at the other end of the 
spectrum, and yet they were not too sinful for God to 
reach and save them. 


Paul reminded the Corinthians of why God 


called them (vv. 27-29). God chose the foolish, the 
weak, the base (“low born”), and the despised to show 
the proud world their need and His grace. The lost 
world admires birth, social status, financial success, 
power, and recognition. But none of these things can 
guarantee eternal life. 

The message and miracle of God’s grace in Jesus 
Christ utterly confounds (“puts to shame”) the high 
and mighty people of this world. The wise of this 
world cannot understand how God changes sinners 
into saints, and the mighty of this world are helpless 
to duplicate the miracle. God’s “foolishness” con- 
founds the wise; God’s “weakness” confounds the 
mighty! 

The annals of church history are filled with the 
accounts of great sinners whose lives were transformed 
by the power of the gospel. In my own ministry, as in 
the ministry of most pastors and preachers, I have seen 
amazing things take place that the lawyers and psy- 
chologists could not understand. We have seen 
delinquent teenagers become successful students and 
useful citizens. We have seen marriages restored and 
homes reclaimed, much to the amazement of the 
courts. 

And why does God reveal the foolishness and the 
weakness of this present world system, even with its 
philosophy and religion? “That no flesh should glory in 
his presence” (1 Cor. 1:29). Salvation must be wholly 
of grace; otherwise, God cannot get the glory. 

It is this truth that Paul wanted to get across to the 
Corinthians, because they were guilty of glorying in 
men (1 Cor. 3:21). If we glory in men—even godly 
men like Peter and Paul and Apollos—we are robbing 
God of the glory that He alone deserves. It was this sin- 
ful attitude of pride that was helping to cause division 
in the church. 

Finally, Paul reminded the Corinthians of all 
they had in Jesus Christ (vv. 30-31). Since every 
believer is “in Christ,” and he has all that he needs, why 
compete with each other or compare yourselves with 
each other? It is the Lord who has done it all! “He that 
glorieth, let him glory in the Lord” (1 Cor. 1:31, a quo- 
tation from Jer. 9:24, quoted again in 2 Cor. 10:17). 

The spiritual blessings that we need are not abstrac- 
tions that elude our grasp; they are all in a Person, Jesus 
Christ. He is our wisdom (Col. 2:3), our righteousness 
(2 Cor. 5:21), our sanctification (John 17:19), and our 
redemption (Rom. 3:24). 

Actually, the emphasis here is that God shows His 
wisdom by means of the righteousness, sanctification, 
and redemption that we have in Christ. Each of these 
theological words carries a special meaning for 
Christians. Righteousness has to do with our standing 
before God. We are justified: God declares us righteous 
in Jesus Christ. But we are also sanctified, set apart to 
belong to God and to serve Him. Redemption empha- 
sizes the fact that we are set free because Jesus Christ 
paid the price for us on the cross. This will lead to com- 
plete redemption when Christ returns. 
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So, in one sense, we have the three tenses of salva- 
tion given here: we have been saved from the penalty of 
sin (righteousness); we are being saved from the power 
of sin (sanctification); and we shall be saved from the 
presence of sin (redemption). And every believer has all 
of these blessings in Jesus Christ! 

Therefore, why glory in men? What does Paul have 
that you do not have? Does Peter have more of Jesus 
Christ than you do? (It was likely that Jesus Christ had 
more of Peter, but that is another matter!) We should 
glory in the Lord and not in ourselves or our spiritual 
leaders. 

As you review this chapter, you can see the mistakes 
that the Corinthians were making, mistakes that 
helped to create problems in their church. They were 
not living up to their holy calling, but were instead fol- 
lowing the standards of the world. They ignored the 
fact that they were called into a wonderful spiritual fel- 
lowship with the Lord and with each other. Instead, 
they were identifying with human leaders and creating 
divisions in the church. Instead of glorifying God and 
His grace, they were pleasing themselves and boasting 
about men. 

They were a defiled church, a divided church, a dis- 
graced church! 

But, before we pass judgment on them, we should 
examine our own churches and our own lives. We have 
been called to be holy, called into fellowship, and called 
to glorify God. 

Are we living up to this calling? 


CHAPTER TWO 


1 Corinthians 2 
BE WISE ABOUT THE CHRISTIAN 
MESSAGE 


M y wife was at the wheel of our car as we drove to 


Chicago, and I was in the copilot’s seat reading 

the page proofs of another author’s book that a 
publisher had asked me to review. Occasionally I 
would utter a grunt, and then a groan, and finally I 
shook my head and said, “Oh, no! I can’t believe it!” 

“I take it you dont like the book,” she said. 
“Something wrong with it?” 

“You bet there is!” I replied. “Just about everything 
is wrong with it, because this man does not know what 
the message of the gospel really is!” 

There was a time, however, when that author had 
been faithful to the gospel. But over the years, he had 
begun to take a philosophical (and, I fear, political) 
approach to the gospel. The result was a hybrid mes- 
sage that was no gospel at all. 

It is worth noting that when Paul ministered in 
Corinth, he obeyed our Lord’s commission and 
preached the gospel. There is a beautiful parallel 
between Matthew 28:18-20 and Acts 18:1-11. 
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Christs Commission 
(Matt. 28:18—20) 


“Go ye therefore” 


Pauls Ministry 
(Acts 18:1—11) 


Paul came to Corinth 


(v. 19) (v. 1) 
“make disciples” [teach] many heard and believed 
(v. 19) (v. 8) 


“baptizing them” (v. 19) and were baptized (v. 8) 
“teaching them” (v. 20) for a year and six months 


he taught the Word 


(v. 11) 
“Lo, I am with you” “For I am with thee” 
(v. 20) (v. 10) 


What had happened at Corinth is happening in 
churches today: men are mixing philosophy (man’s wis- 
dom) with God’s revealed message, and this is causing 
confusion and division. Different preachers have their 
own “interpretation” to God’s message, and some even 
invent their own vocabulary! 

Paul explained the three fundamentals of the gospel 
message and urged his readers to return to these funda- 
mentals. 


The Gospel Centers in the Death of Christ (2:1-5) 
Paul reminded the Corinthians of his approach (vv. 
1-2). The opening words, “And I,” can be translated 
“Accordingly,” on the basis of 1 Corinthians 1:31—the 
glory of God. Paul had not come to Corinth to glorify 
himself or to start a religious “fan club.” He had come 
to glorify God. 

The itinerant philosophers and teachers depended 
on their wisdom and eloquence to gain followers. The 
city of Corinth was filled with such “spellbinders.” Paul 
did not depend on eloquent speech or clever argu- 
ments; he simply declared God’s Word in the power of 
the Spirit. He was an ambassador, not a “Christian 
salesman.” 

Had he used spectacular speech and philosophy, 
Paul would have exalted himself and hidden the very 
Christ he came to proclaim! God had sent him to 
preach the gospel “not with wisdom of words, lest the 
cross of Christ should be made of no effect” (1 Cor. 
1:17). 

A certain church had a beautiful stained-glass win- 
dow just behind the pulpit. It depicted Jesus Christ on 
the cross. One Sunday there was a guest minister who 
was much smaller than the regular pastor. A little girl 
listened to the guest for a time, then turned to her 
mother and asked, “Where is the man who usually 
stands there so we can’t see Jesus?” 

Too many preachers of the Word so magnify them- 
selves and their gifts that they fail to reveal the glory of 
Jesus Christ. Paul gloried in the cross of Christ (Gal. 
6:14) and made it the center of his message. 

Then Paul reminded the Corinthians of his 
attitude (vv. 3-4). Though he was an apostle, Paul 
came to them as a humble servant. He did not 
depend on himself; he became nothing that Christ 
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might be everything. In later years, Paul brought this 
up again and contrasted himself to the false teachers 
who had invaded Corinth (2 Cor. 10:1—12). Paul had 
learned that when he was weak, then God made him 
strong. 

Paul depended on the power of the Holy Spirit. It 
was not his experience or ability that gave his ministry 
its power; it was the work of the Spirit of God. His 
preaching was a “demonstration,” not a “performance.” 
The word translated “demonstration” means “legal 
proof presented in court.” The Holy Spirit used Paul’s 
preaching to change lives, and that was all the proof 
Paul needed that his message was from God. Wicked 
sinners were transformed by the power of God (1 Cor. 
6:9-11)! 

However, we must note that Paul is not telling min- 
isters deliberately to preach poorly, or to avoid using 
the gifts God gave them. Men like Charles Spurgeon 
and George Whitefield were gifted orators whose 
words carried power, but they did not depend on their 
natural talents. They trusted the Spirit of God to work 
in the hearts of their hearers, and He did. Those who 
minister the Word must prepare and use every gift God 
has given them—but they must not put their confi- 
dence in themselves (see 2 Cor. 3:5). 

Finally, Paul reminded them of his aim (v. 5). He 
wanted them to trust in God and not in the messenger 
God sent. Had he depended on human wisdom and 
presented the plan of salvation as a philosophical sys- 
tem, then the Corinthians would have put their trust in 
an explanation. Because Paul declared the Word of God 
in the power of God, his converts put their faith in a 
demonstration: they experienced God at work in their 
own lives. 

Years ago, a wise Christian said to me, “When you 
are leading people to Christ, never tell them that they 
are saved because they have done this or that. It is the 
job of the Holy Spirit to witness to people that they are 
saved. Unless He is at work, there can be no salvation.” 
Wise counsel, indeed! 

I recall a fine professional man who faithfully 
attended a church I pastored—a man who was 
unsaved, but not antagonistic to the gospel. Many of 
us prayed for him as he continued to listen to the 
Word. One day a Christian friend of his decided to 
win him to Christ, or else! He spent several hours pre- 
senting argument after argument, and finally the man 
“prayed the sinner’s prayer.” Then he stopped attend- 
ing church! Why? Because he had been talked into 
something that was not real, and he knew he could 
not follow through. Later on, he did trust Christ and, 
through the Spirit, have the assurance of salvation. 
Up to that point, if anybody asked him if he were 
saved, he would reply, “Sure—Tom told me I was 
saved!” What a difference when the Spirit gives the 
assurance! 

The gospel is still God’s power to change men’s lives 
(Rom. 1:16). Effectiveness in evangelism does not 
depend on our arguments or persuasive gimmicks, but 


on the power of the Spirit of God at work in our lives 


and through the Word that we share. 


The Gospel Is Part of the Father’s Eternal Plan 
(2:6-9) 

Salvation was purchased by the Son, but it was planned 
by the Father. Those who talk about “the simple 
gospel” are both right and wrong. Yes, the message of 
the gospel is simple enough for an illiterate pagan to 
understand, believe, and be saved. But it is also so pro- 
found that the most brilliant theologian cannot fathom 
its depths. 

There is a “wisdom of God” in the gospel that chal- 
lenges the keenest intellect. However, this wisdom is 
not for the masses of lost sinners, nor is it for the 
immature believers. It is for the mature believers who 
are growing in their understanding of the Word of 
God. (The word perfect in 1 Cor. 2:6 means “mature.” 
See 1 Cor. 3:14.) Perhaps here Paul was answering 
those in the church who were promoting Apollos, who 
was an eloquent and profound preacher (Acts 
18:24-28). 

Lers notice the characteristics of this wisdom. 

This wisdom comes from God, not man (v. 7). 
This wisdom tells the mature saint about the vast eter- 
nal plan that God has for His people and His creation. 
The wisest of the “princes of this world [age]” could 
not invent or discover this marvelous wisdom that Paul 
shared from God. 

This wisdom has been hidden (v. 7). That is why 
it is called a mystery, for in the New Testament, a mys- 
tery is a “sacred secret,” a truth hidden in past ages but 
now revealed to the people of God. It was Paul whom 
God used in a special way to share the various “myster- 
ies” that are related to the gospel (see Eph. 3); but note 
the repetition of the pronoun “we.” Paul did not leave 
out the other apostles. 

This wisdom involves God’s ordination (v. 7). 
This means that God made the plan, set it in motion, 
and will see to it that it will succeed. The great plan of 
redemption was not a hasty afterthought on the part of 
God after He saw what man had done. Though all of 
this boggles our minds, we must accept the Bible truth 
of divine election and predestination. Even the death of 
Jesus Christ was ordained of God (Acts 2:22-23; 1 
Peter 1:18-20), though men were held responsible for 
the wicked deed. One of the secrets of an effective 
prayer life is to lay hold of God’s purposes by faith 
(Acts 4:23-31). 

This wisdom results in the glory of God’s people 
(v. 7). One of the greatest expositions of this “plan of 
the ages” is in Ephesians 1. Three times in that passage, 
Paul explained that all of this is done for God’s glory 
(Eph. 1:6, 12, 14). It is a staggering thought that we 
shall one day share in the very glory of God (see John 
17:22-24; Rom. 8:28-30)! 

This wisdom is hidden from the unsaved world 
(v. 8). Who are “the princes of this world [age]” that 
Paul mentions? Certainly the men who were in charge 
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of government when Jesus was on earth did not know 
who He was (Acts 3:17; 4:25-28). When Jesus on the 
cross prayed, “Father, forgive them: for they know not 
what they do” (Luke 23:34), He was echoing this truth. 
Their ignorance did not excuse their sin, of course, 
because every evidence had been given by the Lord and 
they should have believed. 

But there is another possibility. Paul may have been 
referring to the spiritual and demonic rulers of this pres- 
ent age (Rom. 8:38; Col. 2:15; Eph. 6:12ff). This 
would make more sense in 1 Corinthians 2:6, for cer- 
tainly Pilate, Herod, and the other rulers were not 
recognized for any special wisdom. The wisdom of this 
age has its origin in the rulers of this age, of which 
Satan is the prince (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11). Of 
course, the spiritual rulers would have to work in and 
through the human rulers. So perhaps we must not 
press the distinction (John 13:2, 27). 

But if this interpretation is true, then it opens up a 
challenging area of consideration. The satanic forces, 
including Satan himself, did not understand God’s 
great eternal plan! They could understand from the 
Old Testament Scriptures that the Son of God would 
be born and die, but they could not grasp the full sig- 
nificance of the cross because these truths were hidden 
by God. In fact, it is now, through the church, that 
these truths are being revealed to the principalities and 
powers (Eph. 3:10). 

Satan thought that Calvary was God’s great defeat; 
but it turned out to be God's greatest victory and 
Satans defeat (Col. 2:15)! From the time of our Lord’s 
birth into this world, Satan had tried to kill Him, 
because Satan did not fully understand the vast results 
of Christ’s death and resurrection. Had the demonic 
rulers known, they would not have “engineered” the 
death of Christ. (Of course, all of this was part of God’s 
eternal plan. It was God who was in control, not 
Satan.) 

Finally, this wisdom applies to the believer's life 
today (v. 9). This verse is often used at funerals and 
applied to heaven, but the basic application is to the 
Christian's life today. The next verse makes it clear that 
God is revealing these things to us here and now. 

This verse is a quotation (with adaptation) from 
Isaiah 64:4. The immediate context relates it to Israel 
in captivity, awaiting God’s deliverance. The nation 
had sinned and had been sent to Babylon for chasten- 
ing. They cried out to God that He would come down 
to deliver them, and He did answer their prayer after 
seventy years of their exile. God had plans for His peo- 
ple, and they did not have to be afraid (Jer. 29:11). 

Paul applied this principle to the church. Our 
future is secure in Jesus Christ no matter what our cir- 
cumstances may be. In fact, God’s plans for His own 
are so wonderful that our minds cannot begin to con- 
ceive of them or comprehend them! God has ordained 
this for our glory (1 Cor. 2:7). It is glory all the way 
from earth to heaven! 

For those who love God, every day is a good day 
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(Rom. 8:28). It may not look like a good day, or feel like 
it; but when God is working His plan, we can be sure 
of the best. It is when we fail to trust Him or obey 
Him, when our love for Him grows cold, that life takes 
on a somber hue. If we walk in God’s wisdom, we will 
enjoy His blessings. 

We have considered two fundamental truths of the 
gospel: this message centers in the death of Christ, and 
it is part of the Father’s vast eternal plan. The believers 
at Corinth had forgotten the cost of their salvation; 
they had gotten their eyes off of the cross. They were 
also involved in minor matters—“baby toys’—because 
they had lost the wonder of the greatness of God’s plan 
for them. They needed to return to the ministry of the 
Holy Spirit, and this would be Paul’s next point. 


The Gospel Is Revealed by the Spirit through the 
Word (2:10-16) 

Our salvation involves all three Persons in the 
Godhead (Eph. 1:3-14; 1 Peter 1:2). You cannot be 
saved apart from the Father’s electing grace, the Son’s 
loving sacrifice, and the Spirit’s ministry of convic- 
tion and regeneration. It is not enough to say, “I 
believe in God.” What God? Unless it is “the God 
and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ” (Eph. 1:3), 
there can be no salvation. 

This trinitarian aspect of our salvation helps us to 
understand better some of the mysteries of our salva- 
tion. Many people get confused (or frightened) when 
they hear about election and predestination. As far as 
the Father is concerned, I was saved when He chose me 
in Christ before the foundation of the world (Eph. 
1:4); but I knew nothing about that the night I was 
saved! It was a hidden part of God’s wonderful eternal 
plan. 

As far as God the Son is concerned, I was saved 
when He died for me on the cross. He died for the sins 
of the whole world, yet the whole world is not saved. 
This is where the Spirit comes in: as far as the Spirit is 
concerned, I was saved in May 1945 at a Youth for 
Christ rally where I heard Billy Graham (then a young 
evangelist) preach the gospel. It was then that the Holy 
Spirit applied the Word to my heart, I believed, and 
God saved me. 

Paul pointed out four important ministries of the 
Holy Spirit of God. 

The Spirit indwells believers (v. 12). The very 
moment you trusted Jesus Christ, the Spirit of God 
entered your body and made it His temple (1 Cor. 
6:19-20). He baptized you (identified you) into the 
body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:13). He sealed you (Eph. 
1:13-14) and will remain with you (John 14:16). He is 
God’s gift to you. 

The Holy Spirit is the Spirit of liberty (2 Cor. 
3:17). We have not received the “spirit of the world” 
because we have been called out of this world and no 
longer belong to it John 17:14, 16). We are no longer 
under the authority of Satan and his world system. 

Nor have we received a “spirit of bondage again to 
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fear” (Rom. 8:15). The Holy Spirit ministers to us and 
makes the Father real to us. This ties in with 2 Timothy 
1:7—“For God hath not given us the spirit of fear; but 
of power, and of love, and of a sound [disciplined] 
mind.” We have a wealth of spiritual resources because 
the Spirit lives within us! 

The Spirit searches (vv. 10-11). I cannot know 
what is going on within your personality, but your 
human spirit within you knows. Neither can I know 
“the deep things of God” unless somehow I can enter 
into God’s personality. I cannot do that—but by His 
Spirit, God has entered into my personality. Through 
the Holy Spirit, each believer becomes a sharer of the 
very life of God. 

The Holy Spirit knows “the deep things of God” 
and reveals them to us. First Corinthians 2:10 makes it 
clear that “the deep things of God” is another descrip- 
tion of “the things which God hath prepared for them 
that love him” (1 Cor. 2:9). God wants us to know 
today all the blessings of His grace that He has planned 
for us. 

The Spirit teaches (v. 13). Jesus promised that the 
Spirit would teach us (John 14:26) and guide us into 
truth (John 16:13). But we must note carefully the 
sequence here: the Spirit taught Paul from the Word, 
and Paul then taught the believers. The truth of God is 
found in the Word of God. And it is very important to 
note that these spiritual truths are given in specific 
words. In the Bible, we have much more than inspired 
thoughts; we have inspired words. “For I have given 
unto them the words which thou gavest me” (John 
17:8). 

Each of our four children has a different vocation. 
We have a pastor, a nurse, an electronics designer, and 
a secretary in a commercial real estate firm. Each of 
the children had to learn a specialized vocabulary in 
order to succeed. The only one I really understand is 
the pastor. 

The successful Christian learns the vocabulary of 
the Spirit and makes use of it. He knows the meaning 
of justification, sanctification, adoption, propitiation, 
election, inspiration, and so forth. In understanding 
God’s vocabulary, we come to understand God’s Word 
and God’s will for our lives. If the engineering student 
can grasp the technical terms of chemistry, physics, or 
electronics, why should it be difficult for Christians, 
taught by the Spirit, to grasp the vocabulary of 
Christian truth? 

Yet I hear church members say, “Don’t preach doc- 
trine. Just give us heartwarming sermons that will 
encourage us!” Sermons based on what? If they are not 
based on doctrine, they will accomplish nothing! “But 
doctrine is so dull!” people complain. Not if it is pre- 
sented the way the Bible presents it. Doctrine to me is 
exciting! What a thrill to be able to study the Bible and 
let the Spirit teach us “the deep things of God” (1 Cor. 
2:10). 

How does the Spirit teach the believer? He com- 
pares “spiritual things with spiritual.” He reminds us of 


what He has taught us (John 14:26), relates that truth 
to something new, and then leads us into new truth 
and new applications of old truth. What a joy it is to 
sit before the pages of the Bible and let the Spirit reveal 
God’s truth. The trouble is, many Christians are too 
busy for this kind of quiet meditation. What enrich- 
ment they are missing! 

The Holy Spirit is like a householder who “bringeth 
forth out of his treasure things new and old” (Matt. 
13:52). The new always comes out of the old and helps 
us better understand the old. God gives us new insights 
into old truths as we compare one part of Scripture 
with another. Jesus based His teaching on the Old 
Testament, yet people were amazed at what He taught 
because it was so fresh and exciting. 

I suggest that you make time every day to read the 
Word and meditate on it. Follow a regular schedule in 
your reading, and give yourself time to pray, think, and 
meditate. Let the Spirit of God search the Word and 
teach you. The study and application of basic Bible 
doctrine can transform your life. 

The Spirit matures the believer (vv. 14-16). The 
contrast here is between the saved person (called “spir- 
itual” because he is indwelt by the Spirit) and the 
unsaved. person (called “natural” because he does not 
have the Spirit within). In 1 Corinthians 3:1-4, Paul 
will introduce a third kind of person, the “carnal man.” 
He is the immature Christian, the one who lives on a 
childhood level because he will not feed on the Word 
and grow. 

At one time, every Christian was “natural,” having 
only the things of nature. When we trusted the Savior, 
the Spirit came in and we moved into the plane of 
“spiritual” —able to live in the realm of the Spirit. Then 
we had to grow! The unsaved man cannot receive the 
things of the Spirit because he does not believe in them 
and cannot understand them. But as the Christian day 
by day receives the things of the Spirit, he grows and 
matures. 

One of the marks of maturity is discernment—the 
ability to penetrate beneath the surface of life and see 
things as they really are. Unsaved people “walk by 
sight” and really see nothing. They are spiritually blind. 
The maturing Christian grows in his spiritual discern- 
ment and develops the ability (with the Spirit’s help) to 
understand more and more of the will and mind of 
God. The Corinthians lacked this discernment; they 
were spiritually ignorant. 

To “have the mind of Christ” does not mean we are 
infallible and start playing God in the lives of other 
people. Nobody instructs God! (Paul quoted Isa. 
40:13. Also see Rom. 11:33—36.) To “have the mind of 
Christ” means to look at life from the Savior’s point of 
view, having His values and desires in mind. It means 
to think God’s thoughts and not think as the world 
thinks. 

The unsaved person does not understand the 
Christian; they live in two different worlds. But the 
Christian understands the unsaved person. First 
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Corinthians 2:15 does not suggest that unsaved people 
cannot point out flaws in the believer’s life (they often 
do), but that the unsaved man really cannot penetrate 
into the full understanding of what the Christian’s life 
is all about. I like the New American Standard Bible’s 
translation: “But he who is spiritual appraises all 
things, yet he himself is appraised by no man.” That 
“no man” includes other Christians as well. We must be 
very careful not to become spiritual dictators in the 
lives of God’s people (2 Cor. 1:24). 

The Corinthian Christians were so wrapped up in 
the miraculous gifts of the Spirit that they were 
neglecting the basic ministries of the Spirit. And in 
their emphasis on the Spirit, they were also neglecting 
the Father and the Son. 

Blessed are the balanced! And blessed are they who 
understand and share “all the counsel of God” (Acts 
20:27). 


CHAPTER THREE 


1 Corinthians 3 


BE WISE ABOUT THE LOCAL CHURCH 


B ritish Bible teacher Dr. G. Campbell Morgan had 
four sons; all became ministers. Someone asked one 
of the grandsons if he also would become a minis- 
ter, and he replied, “No, I plan to work for a living.” 

What is a pastor supposed to do? What really is “the 
work of the ministry”? If we don’t know, we will never 
know how to evaluate the minister’s work. Perhaps no 
issue creates more problems in the local church than 
this one: how do we know when the pastor and church 
leaders are really doing their job? 

Paul painted three pictures of the church in this 
chapter and, using these pictures, pointed out what the 
ministry is supposed to accomplish. The church is a 
family and the goal is maturity (1 Cor. 3:1-4). The 
church is a field and the goal is quantity (1 Cor. 
3:5-9a). The church is a temple and the goal is quality 
(1 Cor. 3:9b—23). 


The Family—Maturity (3:1-4) 

Paul already explained that there are two kinds of peo- 
ple in the world—natural (unsaved) and spiritual 
(saved). But now he explained that there are two kinds 
of saved people: mature and immature (carnal). A 
Christian matures by allowing the Spirit to teach him 
and direct him by feeding on the Word. The immature 
Christian lives for the things of the flesh (carnal means 
“flesh”) and has little interest in the things of the Spirit. 
Of course, some believers are immature because they 
have been saved only a short time, but that is not what 
Paul was discussing here. 

Paul was the “spiritual father” who brought this 
family into being (1 Cor. 4:15). During the eighteen 
months he ministered in Corinth, Paul had tried to 
feed his spiritual children and help them mature in the 
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faith. Just as in a human family, everybody helps the 
new baby grow and mature, so in the family of God we 
must encourage spiritual maturity. 

What are the marks of maturity? For one thing, you 
can tell the mature person by his diet. As I write this 
chapter, we are watching our grandson and our grand- 
daughter grow up. Becky is still being nursed by her 
mother, but Jonathan now sits at the table and uses his 
little cup and (with varying degrees of success) his table- 
ware. As children grow, they learn to eat different food. 
They graduate (to use Paul’s words) from milk to meat. 

What is the difference? The usual answer is that 
“milk” represents the easy things in the Word, while 
“meat” represents the hard doctrines. But I disagree 
with that traditional explanation, and my proof is 
Hebrews 5:10-14. That passage seems to teach that 
“milk” represents what Jesus Christ did on earth, while 
“meat” concerns what He is doing now in heaven. The 
writer of Hebrews wanted to teach his readers about 
the present heavenly priesthood of Jesus Christ, but his 
readers were so immature, he could not do it (note 
Heb. 6:1—4). 

The Word of God is our spiritual food: milk (1 
Peter 2:2), bread (Matt. 4:4), meat (Heb. 5:11-14), 
and even honey (Ps. 119:103). Just as the physical man 
needs a balanced diet if his body is to be healthy, so the 
inner man needs a balanced diet of spiritual food. The 
baby begins with milk, but as he grows and his teeth 
develop, he needs solid food. 

It is not difficult to determine a believer's spiritual 
maturity, or immaturity, if you discover what kind of 
“diet” he enjoys. The immature believer knows little 
about the present ministry of Christ in heaven. He 
knows the facts about our Lord’s life and ministry on 
earth, but not the truths about His present ministry in 
heaven. He lives on “Bible stories” and not Bible doc- 
trines. He has no understanding of 1 Corinthians 2:6-7. 

In my itinerant ministry, I have preached in hun- 
dreds of churches and conferences; and I have always 
been grateful for congregations that wanted to be 
enlightened and edified, not entertained. It is impor- 
tant that we preach the gospel to the lost; but it is also 
important that we interpret the gospel to the saved. The 
entire New Testament is an interpretation and applica- 
tion of the gospel. Paul did not write Romans, for 
example, to tell the Romans how to be saved—for they 
were already saints. He wrote to explain to them what 
was really involved in their salvation. It was an explana- 
tion of the “deep things of God” and how they applied 
to daily life. 

There is another way to determine maturity: the 
mature Christian practices love and seeks to get along 
with others. Children like to disagree and fuss. And 
children like to identify with heroes, whether sports 
heroes or Hollywood heroes. The “babes” in Corinth 
were fighting over which preacher was the greatest— 
Paul, Apollos, or Peter. It sounded like children on the 
playground: “My father can fight better than your 
father! My father makes more money than your father!” 
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When immature Christians, without spiritual dis- 
cernment, get into places of leadership in the church, 
the results will be disastrous. More than one broken- 
hearted pastor has phoned me, or written me, asking 
what to do with church officers who talk big but live 
small. (In all fairness, I should say that sometimes it is 
the officers who write asking what to do with an imma- 
ture pastor!) 

The work of the pastor is to help the church grow 
spiritually and mature in the Lord. This is done by the 
steady, balanced ministry of the Word. Ephesians 
4:1-16 explains how this is done: It is necessary for 
each member of the body to make his own contribu- 
tion. God gives spiritual gifts to His people, and then 
He gives these gifted people to the various churches to 
build up the saints. As the believers grow, they build 
the church. 

Paul will have more to say about spiritual gifts in 1 
Corinthians 12—14, but this should be said now: A 
mature Christian uses his gifts as tools to build with, 
while an immature believer uses gifts as toys to play 
with or trophies to boast about. Many of the members 
of the Corinthian church enjoyed “showing off” their 
gifts, but they were not interested in serving one 
another and edifying the church. 

What is the ministry all about? It involves loving, 
feeding, and disciplining God’s family so that His chil- 
dren mature in the faith and become more like Jesus 


Christ. 


The Field—Quantity (3:5-9a) 

Paul was fond of agricultural images and often used 
them in his letters. “Ye are God’s husbandry” simply 
means, “You are God’s cultivated field, God’s garden.” 
In the parable of the sower, Jesus compared the human 
heart to soil and the Word of God to seed (Matt. 
13:1-9, 18-23). Paul took this individual image and 
made it collective: the local church is a field that ought 
to bear fruit. The task of the ministry is the sowing of 
the seed, the cultivating of the soil, the watering of the 
plants, and the harvesting of the fruit. 

How did this image of the church as a “field” apply 
to the special problems of the Corinthians? To begin 
with, the emphasis must be on God and not on the 
laborers. Paul and Apollos were only servants who did 
their assigned tasks. It was God who gave life to their 
efforts. Even the faith of the believers was a gift from 
God (1 Cor. 3:5). It is wrong to center attention on the 
servants. Look instead to the Lord of the harvest, the 
source of all blessing. 

Note the emphasis in this paragraph on increase or 
growth, Why compare preachers or statistics? God is 
the source of the growth; no man can take the credit. 
Furthermore, no one man can do all the necessary 
work. Paul planted the seed, Apollos watered it, but 
only God could make it grow (1 Cor. 3:6). 

Three main lessons appear from this image. 

First, diversity of ministry. One laborer plows the 
soil, another sows the seed, a third waters the seed. As 


time passes, the plants grow, the fruit appears, and 
other laborers enjoy reaping the harvest. This emphasis 
on diversity will also show up when Paul compares the 
church to a body with many different parts. 

Second, unity of purpose. No matter what work a 
person is doing for the Lord, he is still a part of the har- 
vest. “Now he that planteth and he that watereth are 
one” (1 Cor. 3:8). Paul, Apollos, and Peter were not 
competing with each other. Rather, each was doing his 
assigned task under the lordship of Jesus Christ. Even 
though there is diversity of ministry, there is unity of 
purpose; and there ought to be unity of spirit. 

Third, humility of spirit. It is not the human 
laborers who produce the harvest, but the Lord of the 
harvest. “God gave the increase.... God that giveth the 
increase” (1 Cor. 3:6-7). Granted, God has ordained 
that human beings should be His ministers on earth; 
but their efforts apart from God’s blessing would be fail- 
ures. The Corinthians were proud of their church, and 
various groups in the assembly were proud of their lead- 
ers. But this attitude of being “puffed up” was dividing 
the church because God was not receiving the glory. 

Jesus expressed the same idea as recorded in John 
4:34-38. The sower and the reaper not only work 
together, but one day they shall rejoice together and 
receive their own rewards. There can be no such thing 
as isolated ministry, because each worker enters into 
the labors of others. I have had the privilege of leading 
people to Christ who were total strangers to me, but 
others had sown the seed and watered it with their love 
and prayers. 

“And every man shall receive his own reward 
according to his own labor” (1 Cor. 3:8). What men 
may think of our ministry is not important; what God 
may think is of supreme importance. Our reward must 
not be the praise of men, but the “Well done!” of the 
Lord of the harvest. 

God wants to see increase in His field. He wants 
each local church to produce the fruit of the Spirit 
(Gal. 5:22-23), holiness (Rom. 6:22), giving (Rom. 
15:26), good works (Col. 1:10), praise to the Lord 
(Heb. 13:15), and souls won to Christ (Rom. 1:13). 
Along with spiritual growth, there should be a measure 
of numerical growth. Fruit has in it the seed for more 
fruit. If the fruit of our ministry is genuine, it will even- 
tually produce “more fruit ... much fruit” to the glory 
of God (John 15:1-8). 

Those who serve in ministry must constantly be 
caring for the “soil” of the church. It requires diligence 
and hard work to produce a harvest. The lazy preacher 
or Sunday school teacher is like the slothful farmer 
Solomon wrote about in Proverbs 24:30-34. Satan is 
busy sowing discord, lies, and sin; and we must be busy 
cultivating the soil and planting the good seed of the 
Word of God. 


The Temple—Quality (3:9b-23) 
The usual explanation of this passage is that it describes 


the building of the Christian life. We all build on 
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Christ, but some people use good materials, while oth- 
ers use poor materials. The kind of material you use 
determines the kind of reward you will get. 

While this may be a valid application of this pas- 
sage, it is not the basic interpretation. Paul was 
discussing the building of the local church, the temple 
of God. (In 1 Cor. 6:19-20 the individual believer is 
God’s temple; but here it is the local assembly that is in 
view. In Eph. 2:19-22, the whole church is compared 
to a temple of God.) Paul pointed out that one day 
God will judge our labors as related to the local assem- 
bly. “The fire will test the quality of each man’s work” 
(1 Cor. 3:13 nrv). 

God is concerned that we build with quality. The 
church does not belong to the preacher or to the congre- 
gation. It is God’ church. “Ye are God’s building” (1 Cor. 
3:9). If we are going to build the local church the way 
God wants it built, we must meet certain conditions. 

First, we must build on the right foundation (vv. 
10-11). That foundation is Jesus Christ. When Paul 
came to Corinth, he determined to preach only Christ 
and Him crucified (1 Cor. 2:1-2). He laid the only 
foundation that would last. In more than thirty years of 
ministry, I have seen “churches” try to build on a 
famous preacher or a special method or a doctrinal 
emphasis they felt was important; but these ministries 
simply did not last. The Corinthians were emphasizing 
personalities—Paul, Peter, Apollos—when they should 
have been glorifying Christ. 

The foundation is laid by the proclaiming of the 
gospel of Jesus Christ. The foundation is the most impor- 
tant part of the building, because it determines the size, 
shape, and strength of the superstructure. A ministry may 
seem to be successful for a time, but if it is not founded 
on Christ, it will eventually collapse and disappear. 

I am thinking now of a pastor who “discovered a 
great truth” in the Bible (actually, he read it in some 
books) and decided to build his church on the promo- 
tion of that “great truth.” He split his church and took 
a group with him who were “devoted to the truth” he 
had discovered. But the new church never succeeded. 
Now his group is scattered and he goes from church to 
church, trying to get converts to his cause. He built on 
the wrong foundation. 

Second, we must build with the right materials 
(vv. 12-17). Paul described two opposite kinds of 
materials, as the chart reveals. 


Gold, Silver, 


Precious Stones 


Wood, Hay, Stubble 


Permanent Passing, temporary 
Beautiful Ordinary, even ugly 
Valuable Cheap 


Hard to obtain Easy to obtain 


What did Paul want to symbolize by his choice of 
materials? He was not talking about people, because 
Christians are the “living stones” that make up God’s 
temple (1 Peter 2:5). I personally believe Paul was 
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referring to the doctrines of the Word of God. In each 
section of this chapter, the Word is symbolized in a 
way that fits the image of the church Paul used. The 
Word is food for the family, seed for the field, and 
materials for the temple. 

The book of Proverbs presents the wisdom of the 
Word of God as treasure to be sought, protected, and 
invested in daily life. Consider these passages: 


Happy is the man that findeth wisdom, 
and the man that getteth understanding. 
For the merchandise of it is better than the 
merchandise of silver, and the gain thereof 
than fine gold. She is more precious than 


rubies. (3:13—15a) 


My son, if thou wilt receive my words, and 
hide my commandments with thee; so that 
thou incline thine ear unto wisdom, and 
apply thine heart to understanding; yea, if 
thou criest after knowledge, and liftest up 
thy voice for understanding; if thou seek- 
est her as silver, and searchest for her as for 
hid treasures; then shalt thou understand 
the fear of the Lord, and find the knowl- 
edge of God. (2:1-5) 


Receive my instruction, and not silver; and 
knowledge rather than choice gold. For 
wisdom is better than rubies; and all the 
things that may be desired are not to be 
compared to it. (8:10-11) 


When you remember that Paul has been writing 
about wisdom in these first three chapters, you can eas- 
ily see the connection. The Corinthians were trying to 
build their church by man’s wisdom, the wisdom of 
this world, when they should have been depending on 
the wisdom of God as found in the Word. 

This says to me that ministers of the Word must dig 
deep into the Scriptures and mine out the precious 
gold, silver, and jewels, and then build these truths into 
the lives of the people. D. L. Moody used to say that 
converts should be weighed as well as counted. God is 
interested in quality as well as quantity, and Paul made 
it clear that it is possible to have both. The faithful 
minister can work in the field and see increase, and he 
can build with the Word of God and see beauty and 
lasting blessings. 

It is a serious thing to be a part of the building of 
God’s temple. First Corinthians 3:16-17 warn us that 
if we destroy (“defile”) God’s temple by using cheap 
materials, God will destroy us! This does not mean 
eternal condemnation, of course, because 1 
Corinthians 3:15 assures us that each worker will be 
saved, even if he loses a reward. I think Paul is saying 
that each of us builds into the church what we build 
into our own lives. Veteran missionary to India Amy 
Carmichael used to say, “The work will never go deeper 


464 


than we have gone ourselves.” So we end up tearing 
down our own lives if we fail to build into the church 
the values that will last. We may look very successful to 
men, but “the day shall declare it,” and on that day, 
some ministers will go up in smoke. 

It is unwise to compare and contrast ministries. 
Paul warned in 1 Corinthians 4:5, “Therefore, judge 
nothing before the time.” 

Young ministers often asked Dr. Campbell Morgan 
the secret of his pulpit success. Morgan replied, “I 
always say to them the same thing—work; hard work; 
and again, work!” Morgan was in his study at six 
o'clock each morning, digging treasures out of the 
Bible. You can find wood, hay, and stubble in your 
backyard, and it will not take too much effort to pick 
it up. But if you want gold, silver, and jewels, you have 
to dig for them. Lazy preachers and Sunday school 
teachers will have much to answer for at the judgment 
seat of Christ—and so will preachers and teachers who 
steal materials from others instead of studying and 
making it their own. 

Third, we must build according to the right plan 
(vv. 18-20). It comes as a shock to some church mem- 
bers that you cannot manage a local church the same 
way you run a business. This does not mean we should 
not follow good business principles, but the operation is 
totally different. There is a wisdom of this world that 
works for the world, but it will not work for the church. 

The world depends on promotion, prestige, and the 
influence of money and important people. The church 
depends on prayer, the power of the Spirit, humility, 
sacrifice, and service. The church that imitates the 
world may seem to succeed in time, but it will turn to 
ashes in eternity. The church in the book of Acts had 
none of the “secrets of success” that seem to be impor- 
tant today. They owned no property; they had no 
influence in government; they had no treasury (“Silver 
and gold have I none,” said Peter); their leaders were 
ordinary men without special education in the 
accepted schools; they held no attendance contests; 
they brought in no celebrities; and yet they turned the 
world upside down! 

God has a specific plan for each local church (Phil. 
2:12-13). Each pastor and church leader must seek the 
mind of God for His wisdom. First Corinthians 3:19 
warns that man’s wisdom will only trap him (a quota- 
tion from Job 5:13); and 1 Corinthians 3:20 warns that 
man’s wisdom only leads to vanity and futility (a quo- 
tation from Ps. 94:11). Though the church must be 
identified with the needs of the world, it must not imi- 
tate the wisdom of the world. 

Finally, we must build with the right motive (vv. 
21-23). That motive is the glory of God. The mem- 
bers of the Corinthian church were glorying in men, 
and this was wrong. They were comparing men (1 Cor. 
4:6) and dividing the church by such carnal deeds. Had 
they been seeking to glorify God alone, there would 
have been harmony in the assembly. 

Paul closed this appeal by pointing out that each 


believer possesses all things in Christ. Each one of 
God’s servants belongs to each believer. No member of 
the church should say, “I belong to Paul!” or “I like 
Peter!” because each servant belongs to each member 
equally. Perhaps we cannot help but have our personal 
preferences when it comes to the way different men 
minister the Word. But we must not permit our per- 
sonal preferences to become divisive prejudices. In fact, 
the preacher I may enjoy the least may be the one I 
need the most! 

“All are yours’—the world, life, death, things pres- 
ent, things to come! How rich we are in Christ! If all 
things belong to all believers, then why should there be 
competition and rivalry? “Get your eyes off of men!” 
Paul admonished. “Keep your eyes on Christ, and work 
with Him in building the church!” 

“Ye are Christ’s’—this balances things. I have all 
things in Jesus Christ, but I must not become careless 
or use my freedom unwisely. “All things are yours’>— 
that is Christian “erty, “And ye are Christ’s’—that is 
Christian responsibility. We need both if we are to build 
a church that will not turn to ashes when the fire falls. 

How we need to pray for ministers of the Word! 
They must feed the family and bring the children to 
maturity. They must sow the seed in the field and pray 
for an increase. They must mine the treasures of the 
Word and build these treasures into the temple. No 
wonder Paul cried, “And who is sufficient for these 
things?” But he also gave the answer: “Our sufficiency 


is of God” (2 Cor. 2:16; 3:5). 


CHAPTER FOUR 


1 Corinthians 4 


BE WISE ABOUT THE CHRISTIAN 
MINISTRY 


the local church. Now he presents three pictures of 

the minister—a steward (1 Cor. 4:1-6), a spectacle 
(1 Cor. 4:7-13), and a father (1 Cor. 4:14-21). He 
wanted his readers to understand how God measures 
and evaluates a Christian’s service. First Corinthians 
4:6 explains Paul’s purpose: “That no one of you be 
puffed up for one against another.” 

We must avoid extremes when it comes to evaluat- 
ing men and their ministries. On the one hand, we can 
be so indifferent that we accept anybody who comes 
along. But the other extreme is to be so hypercritical 
that Paul himself would fail the test. It is important that 
we “try the spirits” (1 John 4:1—6; and note 2 John), but 
we must be careful not to grieve the Spirit as we do so. 

In these three pictures of ministry, Paul presented 
three characteristics of a true minister of Jesus Christ. 


| n 1 Corinthians 3, Paul presented three pictures of 


Faithfulness—The Steward (4:1-6) 


Paul answered the leaders of the various factions in 
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the church when he called himself, Peter, and Apollos 
“ministers of Christ.” The word translated “minis- 
ters” is literally “under-rowers.” It described the 
slaves who rowed the huge Roman galleys. “We are 
not the captains of the ship,” said Paul, “but only the 
galley slaves who are under orders. Now, is one slave 
greater than another?” 

Then Paul explained the image of the steward. A 
steward is a servant who manages everything for his 
master, but who himself owns nothing. Joseph was a 
chief steward in Potiphar’s household (Gen. 39). The 
church is the “household of faith” (Gal. 6:10), and the 
ministers are stewards who share God’s wealth with the 
family (Matt. 13:52). Paul called this spiritual wealth 
“the mysteries of God.” We met this important word 
mystery in 1 Corinthians 2:7, so you may want to 
review it. 

The responsibility of the steward is to be faithful to 
his master. A steward may not please the members of 
the household; he may not even please some of the 
other servants; but if he pleases his own master, he is a 
good steward. This same idea is expressed in Romans 
14:4. 

So, the main issue is not, “Is Paul popular?” or, “Is 
Apollos a better preacher than Paul?” The main issue is, 
“Have Paul, Apollos, and Peter been faithful to do the 
work God assigned to them?” Jesus had this same test 
in mind when He told the parable recorded in Luke 
12:41-48. If a servant of God is faithful in his personal 
life, in his home, and in his ministry of the Word, then 
he is a good steward and will be adequately rewarded. 

But a servant is constantly being judged. There is 
always somebody criticizing something he does. Paul 
pointed out that there are three judgments in the life of 
the steward. 

There is man’s judgment (v. 3a). Paul did not get 
upset when people criticized him, for he knew that his 
Master’s judgment was far more important. The phrase 
man’ judgment is literally “man’s day.” This is in con- 
trast to Gods day of judgment yet to come (1 Cor. 1:8; 
3:13). 

There is the servant’s own self-judgment (vv. 
3b-4a). Paul knew nothing that was amiss in his life 
and ministry, but even that did not excuse him. 
Sometimes we do not really know ourselves. There can 
be a fine line between a clear conscience and a self-righ- 
teous attitude, so we must beware. 

The most important judgment is God’s judg- 
ment (v. 4b). Certainly God judges us today through 
His Word (Heb. 4:12) and by the ministry of the 
Spirit. Sometimes He uses the ministry of a loving 
friend to help us face and confess sin (Matt. 18:15-17). 
But the main reference here is to the final evaluation 
when each Christian stands at the judgment seat of 
Christ (Rom. 14:10; 2 Cor. 5:10). Then the true facts 
will be revealed and the faithful servants rewarded. 

These verses must not be used to cultivate a self- 
righteous independence of people. The local church is 
a family, and members of the family must help each 
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other to grow. There is a place for honest, loving criti- 
cism (Eph. 4:15). If the critic is right, then he has 
helped us. If he is wrong, then we can help him. Either 
way, the truth is strengthened. 

Paul’s “therefore” in 1 Corinthians 4:5 alerts us that 
he is about to make a personal application of the truths 
just discussed. He closed this section with a threefold 
rebuke. 

First, ‘you are judging God’ servants at the wrong 
time” (v. 5). It is when the Lord returns that He will 
evaluate their lives and ministries, so wait until then. In 
fact, you cannot see into men’s hearts; you cannot 
begin to judge their motives. Only God can do that. 
“Man looketh on the outward appearance, but the 
Lord looketh on the heart” (1 Sam. 16:7). 

The Corinthians who were passing judgment on 
Paul were actually “playing God” and assuming to 
themselves the privileges that only God has. How often 
in my own ministry I have made this mistake! How 
easy it is to misread a situation and misjudge a person. 

Second, “you are judging by the wrong standard” (v. 
6a). The Corinthians were measuring different men by 
their own personal preferences and prejudices. They 
were even comparing ministers with one another. The 
only true basis for evaluation is “that which is writ- 
ten’—the Word of God. 

The Bible clearly reveals what kind of life and serv- 
ice is required of God’s ministers. There is no need for 
us to devise new standards. Often I receive letters from 
churches seeking pastors, asking if I could recommend 
candidates to them. Too often their “requirements” 
have gone beyond what God requires in His Word. 
Again, it is the problem Paul discussed in 1 
Corinthians 1 and 2—the wisdom of men versus the 
wisdom of God. 

Third, “you are judging with the wrong motive” (v. 
6b). Each group in the church was tearing down the 
other preachers in order to build up the man they 
liked. Their motive was not at all spiritual. They were 
promoting division in the church by being partisan to 
one man as opposed to the others. They needed to 
examine their own hearts and get rid of the pride that 
was destroying the church. 

God’s servants are stewards of His truth, and the 
key test is Have they been faithful to obey and to teach the 
Word of God? Not just faithful preaching, but faithful 
practicing as well. The testimony of Samuel (1 Sam. 
12:1-5) and Paul (Acts 20:17ff) will bear witness to 
this truth. 


Humbleness—The Spectacle (4:7-13) 

When Paul called himself and other apostles “a specta- 
cle unto the world” (1 Cor. 4:9), he was using an image 
familiar to people in the Roman Empire. The govern- 
ment kept the people pacified by presenting 
entertainments in the different cities. The amphithe- 
aters would be filled with citizens, eager to see men 
compete in the games and prisoners fight with the 
beasts. (In fact, the Greek word translated “spectacle” 
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gives us our English word theater.) The Coliseum at 
Rome became the center for these “entertainments.” 

When the “main events” were ended, then the 
poorest and weakest prisoners were brought in to fight 
with the beasts. Nobody expected too much from their 
performance. 

What a picture of the apostles of Jesus Christ! But 
it forms the background for a series of contrasts that 
Paul presented for the purpose of trying to humble the 
Corinthians. 

Kings—prisoners (vv. 7-9). The questions in 1 
Corinthians 4:7 ought to make all of us stop and think. 
I like the New American Standard Bible’s translation of 
the first question: “Who regards you as superior?” A 
young preacher once said to a friend of mine, “Please 
pray that I will stay humble.” My friend replied, “Tell 
me, what do you have to be proud about?” Why would 
anybody regard us as superior? Perhaps it is our own 
biased opinion that makes us feel so important. The 
best commentary on 1 Corinthians 4:7 is the witness of 
John the Baptist: “A man can receive nothing, except it 
be given him from heaven.... He [Christ] must 
increase, but I must decrease” (John 3:27, 30). 

Paul used a bit of sanctified sarcasm in 1 
Corinthians 4:8 when he described the Corinthians as 
kings. “I wish I could reign with you and be impor- 
tant!” he wrote. “But instead, I must go into the arena 
and suffer for the Lord Jesus Christ. You are first in 
men’s eyes, but we apostles are last.” In the eyes of God, 
the apostles were first (1 Cor. 12:28), but in the eyes of 
men they were last. 

There is no place for pride in the ministry. If a truly 
great leader like Paul considered himself “on exhibition 
last in the program,” where does this leave the rest of 
us? Church members are wrong when they measure 
ministers other than by the standards God has given. 
They are also wrong when they boast about their 
favorite preachers. This is not to say that faithful ser- 
vants cannot be recognized and honored, but in all 
things God must be glorified (1 Thess. 5:12-13). 

Wise men—fools (v. 10a). Paul was a fool accord- 
ing to the standards of men. Had he remained a Jewish 
rabbi, he could have attained great heights in the 
Jewish religion (Gal. 1:14). Or had he sided with the 
Jewish legalists in the Jerusalem church and not minis- 
tered to the Gentiles, he could have avoided a great 
deal of persecution (Acts 15; 21:17ff). But when Paul 
asked the Lord, “What wilt thou have me to do?” (Acts 
9:6) he really meant it. 

The Corinthians were wise in their own eyes, but 
they were actually fools in the sight of God. By 
depending on the wisdom and the standards of the 
world, they were acting like fools. The way to be spiri- 
tually wise is to become a fool in the eyes of the world 
(1 Cor. 3:18). I often find myself quoting those words 
of martyred Jim Elliot: “He is no fool who gives what 
he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.” 

Strong men—weak (v. 10b). There was a time 
when Paul gloried in his strengths; but then he met 


Jesus Christ and discovered that what he thought were 
assets were really liabilities (Phil. 3). It was through his 
own personal suffering that Paul discovered that his 
spiritual strength was the result of personal weakness (2 
Cor. 12:7-10). Strength that knows itself to be 
strength is weakness; but weakness that knows itself to 
be weakness becomes strength. 

The Corinthians were proud of their spiritual 
achievements. The factions in the church were proud 
of their human leaders and favorite preachers. But all of 
this was only weakness. There is strength only when 
God gets the glory. “My strength is made perfect in 
weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9). 

Honorable—despised (vv. 10c—13). This was the 
crux of the whole matter: The Christians in Corinth 
wanted the honor that comes from men, not the honor 
that comes from God. They were trying to “borrow” 
glory by associating themselves with “great men.” Paul 
answered, “If you associate with us, you had better be 
ready for suffering. We apostles are not held in 
honor—we are despised!” 

Paul then described the privations and sufferings 
that he had to endure as a servant of God. The fact that 
he worked with his own hands as a tentmaker would 
have lowered him in the eyes of many, because the 
Greeks despised manual labor. 

Paul also described how he responded to the way 
people treated him; and this, in itself, helped to make 
him great. What life does to us depends on what life 
finds in us. When Paul was reviled, he blessed—just as 
Jesus commanded (Matt. 5:44). When persecuted, he 
endured it by the grace of God and did not retaliate. 
When he was slandered, Paul tried to conciliate. In all 
things, he sought to respond in love. 

What was the result? Men treated him “as the filth 
of the world ... the offscouring of all things” (1 Cor. 
4:13). “Away with such a fellow from the earth: for it is 
not fit that he should live” (Acts 22:22). Paul and the 
other apostles were treated just as their Lord was 
treated; but God vindicated them and brought glory to 
His name. 

Faithfulness in service and humbleness of mind: 
these are two important characteristics of a minister of 
Jesus Christ. He must be willing to work and willing to 
suffer. It is one thing to be faithful and quite another 
to be popular. But there is a third characteristic that 
helps to balance the others. 


Tenderness—The Father (4:14-21) 
Paul had already compared the local church to a family 
(1 Cor. 3:1-4). But now the emphasis is on the minis- 
ter as a “spiritual father.” In none of his letters did Paul 
ever call himself “father.” He was mindful of the Lord’s 
teaching in Matthew 23:8-12. But in comparing him- 
self to a “spiritual father,” Paul reminded the church of 
the important ministries he had performed on their 
behalf. 

First, Paul had founded the family (vv. 14-15). 
The Corinthians were Paul’s beloved children in the 
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faith. Whenever we share the gospel with someone 
and have the joy of leading him to faith in Christ, we 
become a “spiritual parent” in his life. This does not 
give us any special authority over his faith (2 Cor. 
1:24), but it does create a special relationship that 
God can use to help him grow. The local church is 
God’s family for helping the newborn Christians 
develop. 

It is important to note that Paul did not take the 
credit for their conversion. Their spiritual birth was in 
Christ and through the gospel. Sinners are born again 
through the ministry of the Spirit of God and the 
Word of God (John 3:6; 1 Peter 1:23—25). Paul was the 
“father” who stood by and assisted at their birth. 

A child may have many guardians and teachers, but 
he can have only one father. He has a special relation- 
ship to his father that must not be preempted by 
anyone else. There had been no church in Corinth 
before Paul came, so that even the second-generation 
believers in the church were the results of Paul’s effec- 
tive ministry. 

Paul founded the church and Apollos followed him 
and taught the people. In some way that is not made 
clear in the Scriptures, Peter also ministered at Corinth. 
(Perhaps he had not been there personally, but other 
teachers from Jerusalem had ministered in Corinth as 
“representatives” of Peter.) God’s children need the 
ministry of different teachers, but they must never for- 
get the “spiritual father” who brought them to Christ. 

Second, Paul was an example to the family (vv. 
16-17). Children have a way of imitating their par- 
ents, either for good or for ill. Researchers tell us that 
teenagers learn to drink at home and not from their 
peers. My guess is that other bad habits are learned the 
same way. 

The word followers literally is “mimics.” Paul gave 
the same admonition in Philippians 3:17, but we must 
not think that he was exalting himself. Little children 
learn first by example, then by explanation. When Paul 
pastored the church in Corinth, he set the example 
before them in love, devotion to Christ, sacrifice, and 
service. “Be ye followers of me, even as I also am of 
Christ” (1 Cor. 11:1). Paul was a good example because 
he was following the greatest Example of all, Jesus 
Christ. 

But Paul was also a good teacher. It takes both 
example and instruction to bring a child to maturity. 
Paul sent Timothy (also one of his spiritual children) to 
remind the church of the doctrines and practices that 
Paul always taught. Timothy did not carry the letter to 
the church (1 Cor. 16:10), but apparently went ahead 
to prepare the way for the letter. 

God does not have one standard for one church 
and a different standard for another church. He may 
work out His will in different ways (Phil. 2:12-13), 
but the basic doctrines and principles are the same. 
Because churches have gotten away from God’s wis- 
dom and have substituted man’s wisdom, we have 
serious doctrinal differences among various churches. 
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Men have gone beyond “that which is written” (1 
Cor. 4:6), and this has brought division into the 
church. 

Third, Paul was faithful to discipline the family 
(vv. 18-21). A child’s will must be broken, but not 
destroyed. Until a colt is broken, it is dangerous and 
useless; but once it learns to obey, it becomes gentle 
and useful. Pride is a terrible thing in the Christian life 
and in the church. The yeast of sin (leaven, 1 Cor. 
5:6-8) had made the Corinthians “puffed up,” even to 
the point of saying, “Paul will not come to us! His bark 
is worse than his bite!” (2 Cor. 10:8—-11) 

Paul had been patient with their disobedience, but 
now he warned them that the time had come for disci- 
pline. Paul was not like the tolerant modern mother 
who shouted at her spoiled son, “This is the last time 
I’m going to tell you for the last time!” 

A faithful parent must discipline his children. It is 
not enough to teach them and be an example before 
them; he must also punish them when they rebel and 
refuse to obey. Paul would have preferred to come with 
meekness and deal with their sins in a gentle manner, 
but their own attitude made this difficult. They were 
puffed up—and even proud of their disobedience (1 
Cor. 5:1-2)! 

The contrast in this paragraph is between speech 
and power, words and deeds. The arrogant Corinthians 
had no problem “talking big,” the way children often 
will do; but they could not back up their talk with their 
“walk.” Their religion was only in words. Paul was pre- 
pared to back up his talk with power, with deeds that 
would reveal their sins and God’s holiness. 

This section prepared the way for the next two 
chapters that deal with discipline in the local church. 
There was much sin in the Corinthian congregation, 
and Paul was prepared to deal with it. He had already 
written them a letter about the matter (1 Cor. 5:9), but 
the congregation had not obeyed him. It was then that 
some of the more spiritual members contacted Paul (1 
Cor. 1:11; 16:17) and shared the burdens with him. 
Some of the church leaders had written Paul for coun- 
sel (1 Cor. 7:1), and Paul prayed that they might obey 
the counsel he wrote to them. 

It is a principle of life that those who will not gov- 
ern themselves must be governed. Insurance companies 
and medical authorities urged drivers to wear seat belts, 
but many of them refused. So the government passed a 
law requiring drivers to wear seat belts. If you fail to 
obey, you will be punished. 

Paul gave the Corinthian church opportunity to set 
their household in order. In the following chapters, he 
explained how the local church ought to be governed 
in the will of God. Unfortunately, the church did not 
immediately obey. Paul had to make a quick visit to 
Corinth, and his experience during that visit was very 
painful (2 Cor. 2:1; 12:14; 13:1). He then had to write 
them a very strong letter (1 Cor. 7:8-12); possibly it 
was carried by Titus. 

To the glory of God, the matters did get settled for 
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the most part. There was still some mopping up to do 
(2 Cor. 12:20—13:5), but the crisis was now over. 

It is not an easy thing to be a minister of Jesus 
Christ. As a steward, you must be faithful to your 
Master no matter what men may say to you or do to 
you. You will be treated as refuse by the people of the 
world. Your own spiritual children may break your 
heart and have to be disciplined. 

God’s faithful servants deserve our love, respect, 
obedience, and prayer support. 


CHAPTER FIVE 
1 Corinthians 5—6 


BE WISE ABOUT CHURCH DISCIPLINE 


he church at Corinth was not only a divided 
Tews: but it was also a disgraced church. There 

was sin in the assembly and, sad to say, everybody 
knew about it. But the church was slow to do anything 
about it. 

No church is perfect, but human imperfection 
must never be an excuse for sin. Just as parents must 
discipline their children in love, so local churches must 
exercise discipline over the members of the assembly. 
Church discipline is not a group of “pious policemen” 
out to catch a criminal. Rather, it is a group of broken- 
hearted brothers and sisters seeking to restore an erring 
member of the family. 

Since some of the members at Corinth did not 
want to face the situation and change it, Paul presented 
to the church three important considerations. 


Consider the Church (5:1-13) 

“What will this sin do to the church?” is certainly an 
important consideration. Christians are “called to be 
saints” (1 Cor. 1:2), and this means holy living to the 
glory of God. If a Christian loves his church, he will 
not stand by and permit sin to weaken it and perhaps 
ruin its testimony. 

How should we respond? Paul gave three specific 
instructions for the church to follow. 

Mourn over the sin (vv. 1-2). This is the word 
used for mourning over the dead, which is perhaps the 
deepest and most painful kind of personal sorrow pos- 
sible. Instead of mourning, the people at Corinth were 
puffed up. They were boasting of the fact that their 
church was so “open-minded” that even fornicators 
could be members in good standing! 

The sin in question was a form of incest: a pro- 
fessed Christian (and a member of the church) was 
living with his stepmother in a permanent alliance. 
Since Paul does not pass judgment on the woman (1 
Cor. 5:9—13), we assume that she was not a member of 
the assembly and probably not even a Christian. This 
kind of sin was condemned by the Old Testament law 
(Lev. 18:6-8; 20:11) as well as by the laws of the 
Gentile nations. Paul shamed the church by saying, 


“Even the unsaved Gentiles don't practice this kind of 
sin!” 

While it is true that the Christian life is a feast (1 
Cor. 5:8), there are times when it becomes a funeral. 
Whenever a Christian brother or sister sins, it is time 
for the family to mourn and to seek to help the fallen 
believer (Gal. 6:1-2). The offending brother in 
Corinth was “dead” as far as the things of the Lord were 
concerned. He was out of fellowship with the Lord and 
with those in the church who were living separated 
lives. 

Judge the sin (vv. 3-5). While Christians are not 
to judge one another’s motives (Matt. 7:1-5) or min- 
istries (1 Cor. 4:5), we are certainly expected to be 
honest about each other’s conduct. In my own pastoral 
ministry, I have never enjoyed having to initiate church 
discipline; but since it is commanded in the Scriptures, 
we must obey God and set personal feelings aside. 

Paul described here an official church meeting at 
which the offender was dealt with according to divine 
instructions. Public sin must be publicly judged and 
condemned. (For our Lord’s instructions about disci- 
pline, study Matt. 18:15-20.) The sin was not to be 
swept under the rug; for, after all, it was known far and 
wide even among the unsaved who were outside the 
church. 

The church was to gather together and expel the 
offender. Note the strong words that Paul used to 
instruct them: “taken away from among you” (1 Cor. 
5:2), “deliver such an one unto Satan” (1 Cor. 5:5), 
“purge out” (1 Cor. 5:7), and “put away” (1 Cor. 5:13). 
Paul did not suggest that they handle the offender gen- 
tly. Of course, we assume that first the spiritual leaders 
of the church sought to restore the man personally. 

This was to be done by the authority of Jesus 
Christ—in His name—and not simply on the author- 
ity of the local church. Church membership is a serious 
thing and must not be treated carelessly or lightly. 

What does it mean to deliver a Christian “unto 
Satan”? It does not mean to deprive him of salvation, 
since it is not the church that grants salvation to begin 
with. When a Christian is in fellowship with the Lord 
and with the local church, he enjoys a special protec- 
tion from Satan. But when he is out of fellowship with 
God and excommunicated from the local church, he is 
“fair game” for the enemy. God could permit Satan to 
attack the offender’s body so that the sinning believer 
would repent and return to the Lord. 

Purge the sin (vv. 6-13). The image here is that 
of the Passover supper (Ex. 12). Jesus is the Lamb of 
God who shed His blood to deliver us from sin (John 
1:29; 1 Peter 1:18-25). The Jews in Egypt were deliv- 
ered from death by the application of the blood of the 
lamb. Following the application of the blood, the 
Jewish families ate the Passover supper. One of the 
requirements was that no yeast (leaven) be found any- 
where in their dwellings. Even the bread at the feast 
was to be unleavened. 

Leaven is a picture of sin. It is small but powerful; 
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it works secretly; it “puffs up” the dough; it spreads. 
The sinning church member in Corinth was like a 
piece of yeast: he was defiling the entire loaf of bread 
(the congregation). It was like a cancer in the body that 
needed to be removed by drastic surgery. 

The church must purge itself of “old leaven’—the 
things that belong to the “old life” before we trusted 
Christ. We must also get rid of malice and wickedness 
(there was a great deal of hard feelings between mem- 
bers of the Corinthian church) and replace them with 
sincerity and truth. As a loaf of bread (1 Cor. 10:17), 
the local church must be as pure as possible. 

However, the church must not judge and condemn 
those who are outside the faith. That judgment is 
future, and God will take care of it. In 1 Corinthians 
5:9-13, Paul emphasized once again the importance 
of separation from the world. Christians are not to be 
isolated, but separated. We cannot avoid contact with 
sinners, but we can avoid contamination by sinners. 

If a professed Christian is guilty of the sins named 
here, the church must deal with him. Individual mem- 
bers are not to “company” with him (1 Cor. 5:9—“get 
mixed up with, associate intimately”). They are not to 
eat with him, which could refer to private hospitality or 
more likely the public observance of the Lord’s Supper 
(see 1 Cor. 11:23-34). 

Church discipline is not easy or popular, but it is 
important. If it is done properly, God can use it to con- 
vict and restore an erring believer. Second Corinthians 
2:1-11 indicates that this man did repent and was 
restored to fellowship. 


Consider Lost Sinners (1-8) 

The church at Corinth was rapidly losing its testimony 
in the city. Not only did the unsaved know about the 
immorality in the assembly, but they were also aware of 
the lawsuits involving members of the church. Not 
only were there sins of the flesh, but also sins of the 
spirit (2 Cor. 7:1). 

The Greeks in general, and the Athenians in partic- 
ular, were known for their involvement in the courts. 
The Greek playwright Aristophanes has one of his 
characters look at a map and ask where Greece is 
located. When it is pointed out to him, he replies that 
there must be some mistake—because he cannot see 
any lawsuits going on! However, the United States is 
rapidly getting a similar reputation: over two hundred 
thousand civil suits were filed in the federal courts in 
one recent twelve-month period. Nearly one million 
lawyers (their number is increasing) are handling them. 
In one year, more than twelve million suits were filed 
in the state courts. 

Paul detected three tragedies in this situation. First, 
the believers were presenting a poor testimony to the lost. 
Even the unbelieving Jews dealt with their civil cases in 
their own synagogue courts. To take the problems of 
Christians and discuss them before the “unjust” and 
“unbelievers” was to weaken the testimony of the 
gospel. 
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Second, the congregation had failed to live up to its 
full position in Christ. Since the saints will one day par- 
ticipate in the judgment of the world and even of fallen 
angels, they ought to be able to settle their differences 
here on earth. The Corinthians boasted of their great 
spiritual gifts. Why, then, did they not use them in 
solving their problems? 

Bible students are not agreed on the meaning of 
Paul’s statement in 1 Corinthians 6:4. Some think he is 
using a bit of sarcasm: “You are better off asking the 
weakest member of your church to settle the matter, 
than to go before the most qualified unsaved judge!” 
Others take the phrase “who are least esteemed in [or 
‘by’] the church” to refer to the pagan judges. Or it may 
be that Paul is saying that God can use even the least 
member of the church to discern His will. The result is 
still the same: It is wrong for Christians to take their 
civil suits to court. 

Sometimes there are “friendly suits” that are 
required by law to settle certain issues. That is not what 
Paul was referring to. It seems that the church members 
were at each other’s throats, trying to get their way in 
the courts. I am happy to see that there is a trend in our 
churches today for Christian lawyers to act as arbitra- 
tors in civil cases, and help to settle these matters out 
of court. 

There was a third tragedy: the members suing each 
other had already lost. Even if some of them won their 
cases, they had incurred a far greater loss in their dis- 
obedience to the Word of God. “Now, therefore, there 
is utterly a fault among you” (1 Cor. 6:7) can be 
translated, “It is already a complete defeat for you.” 
Paul was certainly referring to our Lord’s teaching in 
Matthew 5:39-42. Better to lose money or posses- 
sions than to lose a brother and lose your testimony 
as well. 

Over the years of my own ministry, I have seen the 
sad results of churches and church members trying to 
solve personal problems in court. Nobody really 
wins—except the devil! The Corinthians who were 
going to court were disgracing the name of the Lord 
and the church just as much as the man who was guilty 
of incest, and they needed to be disciplined. 

I recall a ministerial student who phoned me to tell 
me he was going to sue his school. Apparently the 
administration would not allow him to do something 
he felt was very necessary to his education. I advised 
him to cool off, talk to his faculty counselor, and get 
the idea out of his mind. He took my advice and in so 
doing not only avoided a bad testimony, but grew spir- 
itually through the experience. 


Consider the Lord (6:9-20) 

There was a great deal of sexual laxness in the city of 
Corinth. It was a permissive society with a philosophy 
similar to that which the world has today: Sex is a nor- 
mal physical function, so why not use it as you please? 
Paul pointed out that God created sex when He made 
the first man and woman, and therefore He has the 
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right to tell us how to use it. The Bible is the “owner’s 
manual” and it must be obeyed. 

God condemns sexual sins; Paul named some of 
them in 1 Corinthians 6:9. In that day, idolatry and 
sensuality went together. “Effeminate” and “abusers” 
describe the passive and active partners in a homosex- 
ual relationship. (Paul dealt with this and with 
lesbianism in Rom. 1:26-27.) In 1 Corinthians 6:10, 
Paul pointed his finger at the members guilty of sins of 
the spirit, those suing each other because of their cov- 
etous attitude. 

But God can also cleanse sexual sins and make sin- 
ners into new creatures in Christ. “Ye are washed, but 
ye are sanctified, but ye are justified” (1 Cor. 6:11). 
The tenses of these verbs indicate a completed transac- 
tion. Now, because of all that God had done for them, 
they had an obligation to God to use their bodies for 
His service and His glory. 

Consider God the Father (vv. 12—14). He created 
our bodies, and one day He will resurrect them in 
glory. (More about the resurrection in 1 Cor. 15.) In 
view of the fact that our bodies have such a wonderful 
origin, and an even more wonderful future, how can 
we use them for such evil purposes? 

The Corinthians had two arguments to defend 
their sensuality. First, “All things are lawful unto me” (1 
Cor. 6:12). This was a popular phrase in Corinth, 
based on a false view of Christian freedom. We have 
not been set free so that we can enter into a new kind 
of bondage! As Christians, we must ask ourselves, “Will 
this enslave me? Is this activity really profitable for my 
spiritual life?” 

Their second argument was, “Meats for the belly, 
and the belly for meats” (1 Cor. 6:13). They treated 
sex as an appetite to be satisfied and not as a gift to 
be cherished and used carefully. Sensuality is to sex 
what gluttony is to eating; both are sinful and both 
bring disastrous consequences. Just because we have 
certain normal desires, given by God at creation, 
does not mean that we must give in to them and 
always satisfy them. Sex outside of marriage is 
destructive, while sex in marriage can be creative and 
beautiful. 

There may be excitement and enjoyment in sexual 
experience outside of marriage, but there is not enrich- 
ment. Sex outside of marriage is like a man robbing a 
bank: he gets something, but it is not his and he will 
one day pay for it. Sex within marriage can be like a 
person putting money into a bank: there is safety, secu- 
rity, and he will collect dividends. Sex within marriage 
can build a relationship that brings joys in the future; 
but sex apart from marriage has a way of weakening 
future relationships, as every Christian marriage coun- 
selor will tell you. 

Consider God the Son (vv. 15-18). The believer's 
body is a member of Christ (see 1 Cor. 12:12ff.). How 
can we be joined to Christ and joined to sin at the 
same time? Such a thought astounds us. Yet some of 
the Corinthians saw no harm in visiting the temple 


prostitutes (there were a thousand of them at the tem- 
ple of Aphrodite) and committing fornication. 

Jesus Christ bought us with a price (1 Cor. 6:20), 
and therefore our bodies belong to Him. We are one 
spirit with the Lord, and we must yield our bodies to 
Him as living sacrifices (Rom. 12:1-2). If you begin 
each day by surrendering your body to Christ, it will 
make a great deal of difference in what you do with 
your body during the day. 

Paul referred to the creation account (Gen. 2:24) to 
explain the seriousness of sexual sin. When a man and 
woman join their bodies, the entire personality is 
involved. There is a much deeper experience, a “one- 
ness” that brings with it deep and lasting consequences. 
Paul warned that sexual sin is the most serious sin a 
person can commit against his body, for it involves the 
whole person (1 Cor. 6:18). Sex is not just a part of the 
body. Being “male” and “female” involves the total per- 
son. Therefore, sexual experience affects the total 
personality. 

Paul did not suggest that being joined to a harlot 
was the equivalent of marriage, for marriage also 
involves commitment. The man and woman leave the 
parental home to begin a new home. This helps us to 
understand why sex within marriage can be an enrich- 
ing experience of growth, because it is based on 
commitment. When two people pledge their love and 
faithfulness to each other, they lay a strong foundation 
on which to build. Marriage protects sex and enables 
the couple, committed to each other, to grow in this 
wonderful experience. 

Consider God the Holy Spirit (vv. 19-20). God 
the Father created our bodies; God the Son redeemed 
them and made them part of His body; and God the 
Spirit indwells our bodies and makes them the very 
temple of God. How can we defile God’s temple by 
using our bodies for immorality? 

The word your is plural, but the words body and 
temple are singular (1 Cor. 6:19). It may be that Paul 
was here describing not only the individual believer, 
but also the local church. Each local assembly is a 
“body” of people united to Jesus Christ. The conduct 
of individual members affects the spiritual life of the 
entire church. 

In both cases, the lesson is clear: “Glorify God in 
your body!” The Holy Spirit was given for the purpose 
of glorifying Jesus Christ (John 16:14). The Spirit can 
use our bodies to glorify Him and to magnify Him 
(Phil. 1:20-21). Our special relationship to the Holy 
Spirit brings with it a special responsibility. 

So God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy 
Spirit are all involved in what we do with our bodies. If 
we break God’s laws, then we must pay the penalty 
(Rom. 1:24-27). 

As you review this section, you will see that sexual 
sins affect the entire personality. They affect the emo- 
tions, leading to slavery (1 Cor. 6:12b). It is frightening 
to see how sensuality can get ahold of a person and 
defile his entire life, enslaving him to habits that 
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destroy. It also affects a person physically (1 Cor. 6:18). 
The fornicator and adulterer, as well as the homosex- 
ual, may forget their sins, but their sins will not forget 
them. 

In my pastoral counseling, I have had to help mar- 
ried couples whose relationship was falling apart 
because of the consequences of premarital sex, as well 
as extramarital sex. The harvest of sowing to the flesh 
is sometimes delayed, but it is certain (Gal. 6:7—8). 
How sad it is to live with the consequences of forgiven 
sin. 

Having said all this, we must also realize that there 
are eternal consequences for people who practice sexual 
sins. In 1 Corinthians 6:9-10, Paul twice stated that 
people who practice such sins will not inherit God’s 
kingdom. A Christian may fall into these sins and be 
forgiven, as was David; but no Christian would practice 
such sins (1 John 3:1-10). 

Finally, in all fairness, we must note that there are 
other sins besides sexual sins. For some reason, the 
church has often majored on condemning the sins of 
the prodigal son and has forgotten the sins of the elder 
brother (see Luke 15:11-32). There are sins of the 
spirit as well as sins of the flesh—Paul names some of 
them in 1 Corinthians 6:10. Covetousness can send a 
man to hell just as easily as can adultery. 

We must remember that the grace of God can 
change the sinner’s life. “And such were some of you” (1 
Cor. 6:11 emphasis mine). It is wonderful how faith in 
Christ makes a sinner into a “new creation” (2 Cor. 
5:17, 21). And it is important that we Jive like those 
who are a part of God’s new creation. We are not our 
own. We belong to the Father who made us, the Son 
who redeemed us, and the Spirit who indwells us. We 
also belong to the people of God, the church, and our 
sins can weaken the testimony and infect the fellow- 
ship. 

“Be ye holy, for I am holy” (1 Peter 1:16). 


CHAPTER SIX 


1 Corinthians 7 
BE WISE ABOUT CHRISTIAN 
MARRIAGE 


p to this point, Paul had been dealing with the 
U sins reported to be known in the Corinthian con- 

gregation. Now he takes up the questions about 
which they had written to him: marriage (1 Cor. 7:1, 
25), food offered to idols (1 Cor. 8:1), spiritual gifts (1 
Cor. 12:1), the resurrection of the dead (1 Cor. 15:1), 
and the missionary offering for the Jews (1 Cor. 16:1). 
As you study 1 Corinthians 7, please keep in mind that 
Paul is replying to definite questions. He is not spelling 
out a complete “theology of marriage” in one chapter. 
It is necessary to consider as well what the rest of the 
Bible has to say about this important subject. 
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Some liberal critics have accused Paul of being 
against both marriage and women. These accusations 
are not true, of course. Nor is it true that in 1 
Corinthians 7:6, 10, 12, and 25 Paul was disclaiming 
divine inspiration for what he wrote. Rather, he was 
referring to what Jesus taught when He was on earth 
(Matt. 5:31-32; 19:1-12; Mark 10:1-12; Luke 16:18). 
Paul had to answer some questions that Jesus never dis- 
cussed; but when a question arose that the Lord had 
dealt with, Paul referred to His words. Instead of dis- 
claiming inspiration, Paul claimed that what he wrote 
was equal in authority to what Christ taught. 

Paul explained God’s will concerning Christian 
marriage, and he addressed his counsel to three differ- 
ent groups of believers. 


Christians Married to Christians (7:1-11) 
Apparently one of the questions the church asked was, 
“Ts celibacy [remaining unmarried] more spiritual than 
marriage?” Paul replied that it is good for a man or a 
woman to have the gift of celibacy, but the celibate 
state is not better than marriage, nor is it the best state 
for everybody. Dr. Kenneth Wuest translated Paul’s 
reply, “It is perfectly proper, honorable, morally befit- 
ting for a man to live in strict celibacy.” 

First Corinthians 7:6 makes it clear that celibacy is 
permitted, but it is not commanded; and 1 
Corinthians 7:7 informs us that not everybody has the 
gift of remaining celibate. This ties in with our Lord’s 
teaching in Matthew 19:10—12, where “eunuchs” refers 
to those who abstain from marriage. “It is not good 
that the man should be alone” (Gen. 2:18) is generally 
true for most people; but some have been called to a 
life of singleness for one reason or another. Their sin- 
gleness is not “subspiritual” or “superspiritual.” It all 
depends on the will of God. 

One purpose for marriage is “to avoid fornication.” 
First Corinthians 7:2 makes it clear that God does not 
approve either of polygamy or homosexual “mar- 
riages.” One man married to one woman has been 
God’s pattern from the first. However, the husband 
and wife must not abuse the privilege of sexual love 
that is a normal part of marriage. The wife’s body 
belongs to the husband, and the husband’s body to the 
wife; and each must be considerate of the other. Sexual 
love is a beautiful tool to build with, not a weapon to 
fight with. To refuse each other is to commit robbery 
(see 1 Thess. 4:6) and to invite Satan to tempt the part- 
ners to seek their satisfaction elsewhere. 

As in all things, the spiritual must govern the phys- 
ical; for our bodies are God’s temples. The husband 
and wife may abstain in order to devote their full inter- 
est to prayer and fasting (1 Cor. 7:5); but they must not 
use this as an excuse for prolonged separation. Paul is 
encouraging Christian partners to be “in tune” with 
each other in matters both spiritual and physical. 

In 1 Corinthians 7:8-9, Paul applied the principle 
stated in 1 Corinthians 7:1 to single believers and wid- 
ows: If you cannot control yourself, then marry. 
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Not only did the church ask about celibacy, but 
they also asked Paul about divorce. Since Jesus had 
dealt with this question, Paul cited His teaching: 
Husbands and wives are not to divorce each other (see 
also 1 Cor. 7:39). If divorce does occur, the parties 
should remain unmarried or seek reconciliation. 

This is, of course, the ideal for marriage. Jesus did 
make one exception: If one party was guilty of fornica- 
tion, this could be grounds for divorce. Far better that 
there be confession, forgiveness, and reconciliation; but 
if these are out of the question, then the innocent party 
may get a divorce. However, divorce is the last option; 
first, every means available should be used to restore 
the marriage. 

It has been my experience as a pastor that when a 
husband and wife are yielded to the Lord, and when 
they seek to please each other in the marriage relation- 
ship, the marriage will be so satisfying that neither 
partner would think of looking elsewhere for fulfill- 
ment. “There are no sex problems in marriage,” a 
Christian counselor once told me, “only personality 
problems with sex as one of the symptoms.” The pres- 
ent frightening trend of increased divorces among 
Christians (and even among the clergy) must break the 


heart of God. 


Christians Married to Non-Christians (7:12-24) 
Some of the members of the Corinthian church were 
saved after they had been married, but their mates had 
not yet been converted. No doubt, some of these 
believers were having a difficult time at home; and they 
asked Paul, “Must we remain married to unsaved part- 
ners? Doesn't our conversion alter things?” 

Paul replied that they were to remain with their 
unconverted mates so long as their mates were willing to 
live with them. Salvation does not alter the marriage 
state; if anything, it ought to enhance the marriage rela- 
tionship. (Note Peter’s counsel to wives with unsaved 
husbands in 1 Peter 3:1-6.) Since marriage is basically a 
physical relationship (“they shall be one flesh,” Gen. 
2:24), it can only be broken by a physical cause. Adultery 
and death would be two such causes (1 Cor. 7:39). 

It is an act of disobedience for a Christian know- 
ingly to marry an unsaved person (note “only in the 
Lord” in 1 Cor. 7:39; 2 Cor. 6:14). But if a person 
becomes a Christian after marriage, he should not use 
that as an excuse to break up the marriage just to avoid 
problems. In fact, Paul emphasized the fact that the 
Christian partner could have a spiritual influence on 
the unsaved mate. First Corinthians 7:14 does not 
teach that the unsaved partner is saved because of the 
believing mate, since each person must individually 
decide for Christ. Rather, it means that the believer 
exerts a spiritual influence in the home that can lead to 
the salvation of the lost partner. 

What about the children? Again, the emphasis is on 
the influence of the godly partner. The believing hus- 
band or wife must not give up. In my own ministry, I 
have seen devoted Christians live for Christ in divided 


homes and eventually see their loved ones trust the 
Savior. 

Salvation does not change the marriage state. If the 
wife’s becoming a Christian annulled the marriage, 
then the children in the home would become illegiti- 
mate (“unclean” in 1 Cor. 7:14). Instead, these children 
may one day be saved if the Christian mate is faithful 
to the Lord. 

It is difficult for us who are accustomed to the 
Christian faith to realize the impact that this new doc- 
trine had on the Roman world. Here was a teaching for 
every person, regardless of race or social status. The 
church was perhaps the only assembly in the Roman 
Empire where slaves and freemen, men and women, 
rich and poor, could fellowship on an equal basis (Gal. 
3:28). However, this new equality also brought with it 
some misunderstandings and problems; and some of 
these Paul dealt with in 1 Corinthians 7:17—24. 

The principle that Paul laid down was this: Even 
though Christians are all one in Christ, each believer 
should remain in the same calling he was in when the 
Lord saved him. Jewish believers should not try to 
become Gentiles (by erasing the physical mark of the 
covenant), and Gentiles should not try to become Jews 
(by being circumcised). Slaves should not demand free- 
dom from their Christian masters, just because of their 
equality in Christ. However, Paul did advise Christian 
slaves to secure their freedom if at all possible, proba- 
bly by purchase. This same principle would apply to 
Christians married to unsaved mates. 

But suppose the unsaved mate leaves the home? 
First Corinthians 7:15 gives the answer: The Christian 
partner is not obligated to keep the home together. We 
are called to peace, and we should do all we can to live 
in peace (Rom. 12:18); but there comes a time in some 
situations where peace is impossible. If the unsaved 
mate separates from his or her partner, there is little the 
Christian can do except to pray and continue faithful 
to the Lord. 

Does separation then give the Christian mate the 
right to divorce and remarriage? Paul did not say so. 
What if the unconverted mate ends up living with 
another partner? That would constitute adultery and 
give grounds for divorce. But even then, 1 Corinthians 
7:10-11 would encourage forgiveness and restoration. 
Paul did not deal with every possible situation. He laid 
down spiritual principles, not a list of rules. 

We are prone to think that a change in circum- 
stances is always the answer to a problem. But the 
problem is usually within us and not around us. The 
heart of every problem is the problem in the heart. I 
have watched couples go through divorce and seek 
happiness in new circumstances, only to discover that 
they carried their problems with them. A Christian 
lawyer once told me, “About the only people who 
profit from divorces are the attorneys!” 


Unmarried Christians (7:25-40) 
Paul had already addressed a brief word to this group in 
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1 Corinthians 7:8-9, but in this closing section of the 
chapter, he went into greater detail. Their question 
was, “Must a Christian get married? What about the 
unmarried women in the church who are not getting 
any younger?” (see 1 Cor. 7:36). Perhaps Paul 
addressed this section primarily to the parents of mar- 
riageable girls. Since Jesus did not give any special 
teaching on this topic, Paul gave his counsel as one 
taught of the Lord. He asked them to consider several 
factors when they made their decision about marriage. 

First, consider the present circumstances (vv. 
25-31). It was a time of distress (1 Cor. 7:26) when 
society was going through change (1 Cor. 7:31). There 
was not much time left for serving the Lord (1 Cor. 
7:29). It is possible that there were political and eco- 
nomic pressures in Corinth about which we have no 
information. In view of the difficulties, it would be bet- 
ter for a person to be unmarried. However, this did not 
mean that married people should seek a divorce (1 Cor. 
7:27). Paul’s counsel was to the unmarried. 

This did not mean that nobody should get married; 
but those who do marry must be ready to accept the 
trials that will accompany it (1 Cor. 7:28). In fact, the 
situation might become so difficult that even those 
already married will have to live as though they were 
not married (1 Cor. 7:29). Perhaps Paul was referring 
to husbands and wives being separated from each other 
because of economic distress or persecution. 

To consider the circumstances is good counsel for 
engaged people today. The average age for first-time 
brides and grooms is climbing, which suggests that 
couples are waiting longer to get married. In my pas- 
toral premarital counseling, I used to remind couples 
that the cheapest thing in a wedding was the marriage 
license. From then on, the prices would go up! 

Second, face the responsibilities honestly (vv. 
32-35). The emphasis in this paragraph is on the word 
care, which means “to be anxious, to be pulled in dif- 
ferent directions.” It is impossible for two people to live 
together without burdens of one kind or another, but 
there is no need to rush into marriage and create more 
problems. Marriage requires a measure of maturity, and 
age is no guarantee of maturity. 

Once again, Paul emphasized living for the Lord. He 
did not suggest that it was impossible for a man or a 
woman to be married and serve God acceptably, 
because we know too many people who have done it. 
But the married servant of God must consider his or her 
mate, as well as the children God may give them; and 
this could lead to distraction. It is a fact of history that 
both John Wesley and George Whitefield might have 
been better off had they remained single—Wesley’s wife 
finally left him, and Whitefield traveled so much that 
his wife was often alone for long periods of time. 

It is possible to please both the Lord and your mate, 
if you are yielded to Christ and obeying the Word. 
Many of us have discovered that a happy home and sat- 
isfying marriage are a wonderful encouragement in the 
difficulties of Christian service. A well-known Scottish 
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preacher was experiencing a great deal of public criti- 
cism because of a stand he took on a certain issue, and 
almost every day there was a negative report in the 
newspapers. A friend met him one day and asked, 
“How are you able to carry on in the face of this oppo- 
sition?” The man replied quietly, “I am happy at home.” 

Unmarried believers who feel a call to serve God 
should examine their own hearts to see if marriage will 
help or hinder their ministry. They must also be care- 
ful to wed mates who feel a like call to serve God. Each 
person has his own gift and calling from God and must 
be obedient to His Word. 

Third, each situation is unique (vv. 36-38). Paul 
addressed here the fathers of the unmarried girls. In 
that day, it was the parents who arranged the marriages, 
the father in particular (2 Cor. 11:2). Paul had already 
said in 1 Corinthians 7:35 that he was not laying down 
an ironclad rule for everybody to follow, regardless of 
circumstances. Now he made it clear that the father 
had freedom of choice whether or not he would give 
his daughter in marriage. 

I have noticed that often in churches marriages 
come in “packs.” One couple gets engaged and before 
long four couples are engaged. If all of these engage- 
ments are in the will of God, it can be a very exciting 
and wonderful experience; but I fear that some couples 
get engaged just to keep up with the crowd. Sometimes 
in Christian colleges, couples get what I call “senior 
panic” and rush out of engagement and into marriage 
immediately after graduation, lest they be left “waiting 
at the church.” Sad to say, not all of these marriages are 
successful. 

Even though our modern approach to dating and 
marriage was completely foreign to the Corinthians, 
the counsel Paul gave them still applies today. It is a 
wise thing for couples to counsel with their parents and 
with their Christian leaders in the church, lest they 
rush into something which afterward they regret. 

Paul hit on a key problem in 1 Corinthians 7:36 
when he mentioned “the flower of her age.” This is a 
delicate phrase that simply means the girl is getting 
older. Dr. Kenneth Wuest translates it “past the bloom 
of her youth.” She is starting to become one of the 
“unclaimed blessings” in the church. The danger, of 
course, is that she would rush into marriage just to 
avoid becoming a spinster, and she might make a mis- 
take. A pastor friend of mine likes to say to couples, 
“Better to live in single loneliness than in married 
cussedness!” 

Each situation is unique, and parents and children 
must seek the Lord’s will. It takes more than two 
Christian people to make a happy marriage. Not every 
marriage that is scriptural is necessarily sensible. 

Finally, remember that marriage is for life (vv. 
39-40). It is God’s will that the marriage union be per- 
manent, a lifetime commitment. There is no place in 
Christian marriage for a “trial marriage,” nor is there 
any room for the “escape hatch” attitude: “If the mar- 
riage doesn't work, we can always get a divorce.” 
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For this reason, marriage must be built on some- 
thing sturdier than good looks, money, romantic 
excitement, and social acceptance. There must be 
Christian commitment, character, and maturity. There 
must be a willingness to grow, to learn from each other, 
to forgive and forget, to minister to one another. The 
kind of love Paul described in 1 Corinthians 13 is what 
is needed to cement two lives together. 

Paul closed the section by telling the widows that 
they were free to marry, but “only in the Lord” (1 Cor. 
7:39). This means that they must not only marry 
believers, but marry in the will of God. Paul’s counsel 
(for the reasons already given) was that they remain sin- 
gle, but he left the decision to them. 

God has put “walls” around marriage, not to make it 
a prison, but to make it a safe fortress. The person who 
considers marriage a prison should not get married. 
When two people are lovingly and joyfully committed to 
each other—and to their Lord—the experience of mar- 
riage is one of enrichment and enlargement. They grow 
together and discover the richness of serving the Lord as 
a team in their home and church. 

As you review this chapter, you cannot help but be 
impressed with the seriousness of marriage. Paul’s 
counsel makes it clear that God takes marriage seri- 
ously, and that we cannot disobey God’s Word without 
suffering painful consequences. While both Paul and 
Jesus leave room for divorce under certain conditions, 
this can never be God’s first choice for a couple. God 
hates divorce (Mal. 2:14-16), and certainly no believer 
should consider divorce until all avenues of reconcilia- 
tion have been patiently explored. 

While a person’s marital failure may hinder him 
from serving as a pastor or deacon (1 Tim. 3:2, 12), it 
need not keep him from ministering in other ways. 
Some of the best personal soul-winners I have known 
have been men who, before their conversion, had the 
unfortunate experience of divorce. A man does not 
have to hold an office in order to have a ministry. 

In summary, each person must ask himself or her- 
self the following questions if marriage is being 
contemplated: 

1. What is my gift from God? 

2. Am I marrying a believer? 

3. Are the circumstances such that marriage is right? 

4. How will marriage affect my service for Christ? 

5. Am I prepared to enter into this union for life? 


CHAPTER SEVEN 
1 Corinthians 8; 10 


BE WISE ABOUT CHRISTIAN LIBERTY 


Ae: answering their questions about marriage, 


Paul turned to one of the most controversial sub- 
jects in the letter he received from the 
Corinthian church: “Can Christians eat meat that has 
been sacrificed to idols?” The immediate question 


does not interest believers today since we do not face 
that problem. But the wider issue of “Christian lib- 
erty” does apply to us, because we face questions that 
Paul never faced. Is it right for Christians to attend 
the theater? Should a believer have a television set in 
his home? To what extent can a Christian get involved 
in politics? 

In 1 Corinthians 8—10, Paul enunciated four 
basic principles that would guide believers in making 
personal decisions about those “questionable” areas of 
the Christian life. The four principles are as follows: 


Knowledge must be balanced by love (1 Cor. 8) 
Authority must be balanced by discipline 
(1 Cor. 9) 
Experience must be balanced by caution 
(1 Cor, 10:1-22) 
Freedom must be balanced by responsiblity 
(1 Cor. 10:23-33) 


As you can see, Paul addressed himself primarily to 
the strong Christians in the church, believers who had 
spiritual knowledge and experience and who under- 
stood their authority and freedom in Christ. It is the 
strong who must care for the weak (Rom. 14—15). 

The question of meats offered to idols is dealt with in 
1 Corinthians 8; 10, so we will examine it in this chapter. 
In 1 Corinthians 9, Paul illustrated this principle of the 
right use of authority by explaining his own financial pol- 
icy; so we will consider that in our next study. 


Knowledge Must Be Balanced by Love (8:1-13) 
There were two sources of meat in the ancient world: 
the regular market (where the prices were higher) and 
the local temples (where meat from the sacrifices was 
always available). The strong members of the church 
realized that idols could not contaminate food, so they 
saved money by purchasing the cheaper meat available 
from the temples. Furthermore, if unconverted friends 
invited them to a feast at which sacrificial meat was 
served, the strong Christians attended it whether at the 
temple or in the home. 

All of this offended the weaker Christians. Many of 
them had been saved out of pagan idolatry, and they 
could not understand why their fellow believers would 
want to have anything to do with meat sacrificed to 
idols. (In Rom. 14—15, the weak Christians had prob- 
lems over diets and holy days, but it was the same basic 
issue.) There was a potential division in the church, so 
the leaders asked Paul for counsel. 

Paul called to their attention three important factors. 

Knowledge (vv. 1-2). The Corinthians were 
enriched in spiritual knowledge (1 Cor. 1:5) and were, 
in fact, rather proud of their achievements. They knew 
that an idol was nothing, merely the representation of 
a false god who existed only in the darkened minds of 
those who worshipped it. The presence of an idol in a 
temple was no solid proof that the god existed. (Later, 
Paul would point out that idolatry was basically the 
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worship of demons.) So the conclusion was logical: A 
nonexistent god could not contaminate food offered 
on his altar. 

So far, it is the strong Christians who are ahead. 
Why, then, are the weak Christians upset with them, 
when their position is so logical? Because you don't 
always solve every problem with logic. The little child 
who is afraid of the dark will not be assured by argu- 
ments, especially if the adult (or older brother) adopts a 
superior attitude. Knowledge can be a weapon to fight 
with or a tool to build with, depending on how it is 
used. If it “puffs up” then it cannot “build up [edify].” 

A know-it-all attitude is only an evidence of igno- 
rance. The person who really knows truth is only too 
conscious of how much he does not know. 
Furthermore, it is one thing to know doctrine and quite 
something else to know God. It is possible to grow in 
Bible knowledge and yet not grow in grace or in one’s 
personal relationship with God. The test is Jove, which 
is the second factor Paul discussed. 

Love (vv. 3-6). Love and knowledge must go 
together, “speaking the truth in love” (Eph. 4:15). It 
has well been said, “Truth without love is brutality, but 
love without truth is hypocrisy.” Knowledge is power 
and it must be used in love. But love must always be 
controlled by knowledge (see Paul’s prayer in Phil. 
1:9-11). The strong believers in the church had knowl- 
edge, but they were not using their knowledge in love. 
Instead of building up the weak saints, the strong 
Christians were only puffing up themselves. 

Paul’s great concern was that the strong saints help 
the weaker saints to grow and to stop being weak 
saints. Some people have the false notion that the 
strong Christians are the ones who live by rules and reg- 
ulations and who get offended when others exercise 
their freedom in Christ; but such is not the case. It is 
the weak Christians who must have the security of law 
and who are afraid to use their freedom in Christ. It is 
the weak Christians who are prone to judge and criti- 
cize stronger believers and to stumble over what they 
do. This, of course, makes it difficult for the strong 
saints to minister to their weaker brothers and sisters. 

It is here that love enters the picture, for “love 
builds up” and puts others first. When spiritual knowl- 
edge is used in love, the stronger Christian can take the 
hand of the weaker Christian and help him to stand 
and walk so as to enjoy his freedom in Christ. You can- 
not force-feed immature believers and transform them into 
giants. Knowledge must be mixed with love; otherwise, 
the saints will end up with “big heads” instead of 
enlarged hearts. A famous preacher used to say, “Some 
Christians grow; others just swell.” 

Knowledge and love are two important factors, for 
knowledge must be balanced by love if we are to use 
our Christian freedom in the right way. But there is a 
third factor. 

Conscience (vv. 7-13). The word conscience sim- 
ply means “to know with,” and it is used thirty-two 
times in the New Testament. Conscience is that 
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internal court where our actions are judged and are 
either approved or condemned (Rom. 2:14-15). 
Conscience is not the law; it bears witness to God’s 
moral law. But the important thing is this: conscience 
depends on knowledge. The more spiritual knowledge 
we know and act on, the stronger the conscience will 
become. 

Some Christians have weak consciences because 
they have been saved only a short time and have not 
had opportunity to grow. Like little babes in the home, 
they must be guarded carefully. Other saints have weak 
consciences because they will not grow. They ignore 
their Bibles and Christian fellowship and remain in a 
state of infancy (1 Cor. 3:1-4; Heb. 5:11-14). But 
some believers remain weak because they are afraid of 
freedom. They are like a child old enough to go to 
school, who is afraid to leave home and must be taken 
to school each day. 

The conscience of a weak Christian is easily defiled 
(1 Cor. 8:7), wounded (1 Cor. 8:12), and offended (1 
Cor. 8:13). For this reason, the stronger saints must 
defer to the weaker saints and do nothing that would 
harm them. It might not harm the mature saint to 
share a feast in an idolatrous temple, but it might harm 
his weaker brother. First Corinthians 8:10 warns that 
the immature believer might decide to imitate his 
stronger brother and thus be led into sin. 

It is important to note that the stronger believer 
defers to the weaker believer in love only that he might 
help him to mature. He does not “pamper” him; he 
seeks to edify him, to help him grow. Otherwise, both 
will become weak. 

We are free in Christ, but we must take care that our 
spiritual knowledge is tempered by love, and that we do 
not tempt the weaker Christian to run ahead of his con- 
science. Where knowledge is balanced by love, the strong 
Christian will have a ministry to the weak Christian, and 
the weak Christian will grow and become strong. 


Experience Must Be Balanced by Caution (10:1-22) 
Paul reminded the experienced believers who were 
strong in the faith that they had better not grow over- 
confident in their ability to overcome temptation. 
“Wherefore let him that thinketh he standeth take 
heed lest he fall” (1 Cor. 10:12). Paul used the nation 
of Israel as his example to warn the mature believers 
that their experience must be balanced by caution. He 
gave three warnings. 

First, he warned that privileges were no guaran- 
tee of success (vv. 1—4). Israel had been delivered from 
Egypt by the power of God, just as the Christian 
believer has been redeemed from sin. (In 1 Cor. 5:7-8, 
Paul had already related Passover to salvation.) Israel 
was identified with Moses in their Red Sea “baptism,” 
just as the Corinthians had been identified with Christ 
in their Christian baptism. Israel ate the manna from 
heaven and drank the water God provided, just as 
Christians nourish themselves on the spiritual suste- 


nance God supplies (John 6:63, 68; 7:37-39). 
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However, these spiritual privileges did not prevent the 
Jews from falling into sin. 

There are dangers to maturity as well as to immaturity, 
and one of them is overconfidence. When we think we 
are strong, we discover that we are weak. The strong 
believer who eats in the temple may find himself strug- 
gling with an enemy who is too strong for him. 

Paul did not suggest in 1 Corinthians 10:4 that an 
actual rock accompanied the Jews throughout their 
wilderness journey, though some Jewish rabbis taught 
this idea. It was a spiritual rock that supplied what they 
needed, and that Rock was Christ. Sometimes the 
water came from a rock (Ex. 17:1-7; Num. 20:7-11) 
and at other times from a well (Num. 21:16-18). God 
provided the water. 

Paul issued a second warning: good beginnings 
do not guarantee good endings (vv. 5-12). The Jews 
experienced God’s miracles, and yet they failed when 
they were tested in the wilderness. Experience must 
always be balanced with caution, for we never come to 
the place in our Christian walk where we are free from 
temptation and potential failure. All of the Jews twenty 
years old and upward who were rescued from Egypt, 
except for Joshua and Caleb, died in the wilderness 
during their years of wandering (Num. 14:26ff.). 

We can hear some of the “strong” Corinthians ask- 
ing, “But what does that have to do with us?” Paul then 
pointed out that the Corinthian church was guilty of the 
same sins that the Jews committed. Because of their lust 
for evil things, the Corinthians were guilty of immoral- 
ity (1 Cor. 6), idolatry (1 Cor. 8; 10), and murmuring 
against God (2 Cor. 12:20-21). Like the nation of Israel, 
they were tempting God and just “daring Him” to act. 

Paul certainly knew his Old Testament, and his 
readers would recognize the events referred to. The 
“lusting” is found in Numbers 11:4ff., the idolatry in 
Exodus 32, and the fornication in Numbers 25. The 
Israelites often tempted God, but perhaps Numbers 
21:46 was the reference Paul had in mind. For their 
complaining, see Numbers 14 and 16. 

This kind of sin is serious and God must judge it. 
Not only did some of these rebels immediately die (see 
1 Cor. 11:29-31), but those who remained were not 
permitted to enter the Promised Land. They were saved 
from Egypt but were not privileged to claim their rich 
inheritance. Paul was not suggesting that his readers 
might lose their salvation, but he was afraid that some 
of them would be “castaways” (1 Cor. 9:27), disap- 
proved of God and unable to receive any reward. 

I heard about a pastor who gave a series of sermons 
on “The Sins of the Saints.” One member of the 
church, apparently under conviction, disapproved of 
the series and told the pastor so. “After all,” she said, 
“sin in the life of a Christian is different from sin in the 
life of an unsaved person.” 

“Yes, it is,” the pastor replied. “It’s worse!” 

We must not think that because the Jews were 
under the law that their sins were worse than ours and 
therefore dealt with more severely. Sin in the church 


today is far more serious, because we have Israel’s exam- 
ple to learn from, and we are living “at the end of the 
ages.” To sin against the law is one thing; to sin against 
grace is quite something else. 

Paul’s third warning was that God can enable us 
to overcome temptation if we heed His Word (vv. 
13-22). God permits us to be tempted because He 
knows how much we can take; and He always provides 
a way to escape if we will trust Him and take advantage 
of it. The believer who thinks he can stand may fall; 
but the believer who flees will be able to stand. 

Paul had already told his readers to “flee fornica- 
tion” (1 Cor. 6:18); and now his warning is “Flee from 
idolatry” (1 Cor. 10:14). He explained the reason why: 
the idol itself is nothing, but it can be used by Satan to 
lead you into sin. Idolatry is demonic (Deut. 32:17; Ps. 
106:37). To sit at an idol’s table could mean fellowship 
(“communion, partakers”) with demons. Paul was 
again enforcing the important doctrine of separation 
from sin (2 Cor. 6:1—7:1). 

He used the Lord’s Supper as an illustration. When 
the believer partakes of the cup and loaf at the Lord’s 
table, he is, in a spiritual way, having fellowship with 
the body and blood of Christ. By remembering Christ’s 
death, the believer enters into a communion with the 
risen Lord. In 1 Corinthians 10:18, Paul pointed to the 
temple altar and sacrifices as another illustration of this 
truth. The application is clear: A believer cannot par- 
take of the Lord’s food (the Old Testament sacrifice, 
the New Testament supper) and the devil’s food (the 
idol’s table) without exposing himself to danger and 
provoking the Lord. 

“Are we stronger than he?” (1 Cor. 10:22) is directed 
at the strong Christian who was sure he could enjoy his 
liberty in the pagan temple and not be harmed. “You 
may be stronger than your weaker brother,” Paul inti- 
mated, “but you are not stronger than God!” It is 
dangerous to play with sin and tempt God. 


Freedom Must Be Balanced by Responsibility 
(10:23-33) 

At no time did Paul deny the freedom of the mature 
Christian to enjoy his privileges in Christ. “All things 
are lawful’—but not everything is profitable, and some 
things lead to slavery (1 Cor. 6:12). “All things are 
profitable’—but some activities can cause your weaker 
brother to stumble (1 Cor. 8:11—13). In other words, it 
is a mark of maturity when we balance our freedom 
with responsibility; otherwise, it ceases to be freedom 
and becomes anarchy, lawlessness. 

To begin with, we have a responsibility to our fel- 
low Christians in the church (1 Cor. 10:23-30). We 
are responsible to build others up in the faith and to 
seek their advantage. Philippians 2:1—4 gives the same 
admonition. While we do have freedom in Christ, we 
are not free to harm another believer. 

Paul applied this truth to the impending question of 
meat offered to idols. He had already warned against a 
believer publicly participating in pagan feasts (1 Cor. 
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8:9-13), so now he dealt with private meals. In 1 
Corinthians 10:25—26, he instructed the believers to ask 
no questions about the meat purchased at the market for 
use in their own homes. After all, everything comes from 
God (he quoted Ps. 24:1), and all food is permissible to 
the believer (see Mark 7:14—23; Acts 10:9-16, 28; 1 Tim. 
4:3-5). The mature believer can enjoy in his own home 
even meat sacrificed to idols. Even if meat purchased at 
the regular market originally came from the temple 
(which was often the case), he would not be harmed. 

But what about those times when the believer is the 
guest in the home of an unbeliever? Paul handled that 
problem in 1 Corinthians 10:27-30. If the Christian 
feels disposed to go (Paul did not make this decision a 
matter of great import), he should eat whatever is set 
before him and ask no questions (see Luke 10:8; 1 Tim. 
6:17). However, there may be present at the meal one of 
the weaker brothers or sisters who wants to avoid meat 
offered to idols, and who has done some investigating. 
If this weaker saint informs the stronger Christian that 
the meat indeed has been offered to idols, then the 
stronger saint must not eat it. Ifhe did, he would cause 
the weaker believer to stumble and possibly to sin. 

Paul anticipated the objections. “Why should I not 
enjoy food for which I give thanks? Why should my 
liberty be curtailed because of another person’s weak 
conscience?” His reply introduced the second responsi- 
bility we have: We are responsible to glorify God in all 
things (1 Cor. 10:31). We cannot glorify God by caus- 
ing another Christian to stumble. To be sure, our own 
conscience may be strong enough for us to participate 
in some activity and not be harmed. But we dare not 
use our freedom in Christ in any way that will injure a 
fellow Christian. 

But there is a third responsibility that ties in with 
the first two: We are responsible to seek to win the lost (1 
Cor. 10:32-33). We must not make it difficult either 
for Jews or Gentiles to trust the Lord, or for other 
members of the church to witness for the Lord. We 
must not live to seek our own benefit (“profit”), but 
also the benefit of others, that they might be saved. 

When Paul wrote, “I please all men in all things” (1 
Cor. 10:33), he was not suggesting that he was a com- 
promiser or a man-pleaser (see Gal. 1:10). He was 
affirming the fact that his life and ministry were cen- 
tered on helping others rather than on promoting 
himself and his own desires. 

Before we leave this important section, we ought to 
note the fact that Paul probably appeared inconsistent 
to those who did not understand his principles of 
Christian living. At times, he would eat what the 
Gentiles were eating. At other times, he would eat only 
“kosher” food with the Jews. But instead of being 
inconsistent, he was actually living consistently by the 
principles he laid down in these chapters. A weather 
vane seems inconsistent, first pointing in one direction 
and then in another. But a weather vane is always con- 
sistent: it always points toward the direction where the 
wind is blowing. That is what makes it useful. 
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Are there some things that a mature Christian can 
do in the privacy of his own home that he would not 
do in public? Yes, provided they do not harm him per- 
sonally and he does not tempt the Lord. I know a 
couple who, when their children were small, elimi- 
nated all games from their home that used either cards 
or dice. When their children were more mature, they 
were permitted to play those games. 

As Christians, we do have freedom. This freedom 
was purchased for us by Jesus Christ, so it is very pre- 
cious. Freedom comes from knowledge: “And ye shall 
know the truth, and the truth shall make you free” 
(John 8:32). The more we understand about the atom, 
for example, the more freedom we have to use it wisely. 
However, knowledge must be balanced by love; other- 
wise, it will tear down instead of build up. 

The strong Christian not only has knowledge, but 
he also has experience. He can look back and see how 
the Lord has dealt with him through the years. But he 
must be careful, for experience must be balanced with 
caution. Take heed, lest you fall! 

The strong Christian knows that he has this free- 
dom, but he also knows that freedom involves 
responsibility. I have the freedom, for example, to take 
my car out of the garage and drive it on the highway; 
but I must drive it responsibly. I am not free to drive at 
any speed on my street; nor am I free to ignore the traf- 
fic signs along the way. 

Out of these chapters come several “tests” we may 
apply to our own decisions and activities. 


“All things are lawful,” but— 

1. Will they lead to freedom or slavery? 
(1 Cor. 6:12) 

2. Will they make me a stumbling block or a 
stepping-stone? (1 Cor. 8:13) 

3. Will they build me up or tear me down? 
(1 Cor. 10:23) 

4. Will they only please me, or will they glorify 
Christ? (1 Cor. 10:31) 

5. Will they help to win the lost to Christ or turn 
them away? (1 Cor. 10:33) 


The way we use our freedom and relate to others 
indicates whether we are mature in Christ. Strong and 
weak Christians need to work together in love to edify 
one another and glorify Jesus Christ. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
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BE WISE ABOUT PERSONAL 
PRIORITIES 


his chapter deals with Paul’s policy of financial 
support, and it appears to be an interruption of his 
discussion of “meats offered to idols.” Actually, it 
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is not an interruption; it is an illustration of the very 
principles that he presents in 1 Corinthians 8 and 10. 
Paul used himself as an illustration of the mature use of 
liberty: he was free to receive financial support from 
the Corinthian church, yet he set aside that right in 
order to achieve a higher goal. 

Keep in mind that, for the most part, the Greeks 
despised manual labor. They had slaves to do manual 
labor so that the citizens could enjoy sports, philoso- 
phy, and leisure. The Jews, of course, magnified honest 
labor. Even the learned rabbis each practiced a trade, 
and they taught the people, “He who does not teach his 
son to work, teaches him to be a thief.” Paul was 
trained as a tentmaker, a worker in leather. 

In order to illustrate the Christian use of personal 
rights, Paul presented a twofold defense of his financial 
policy as a servant of Christ. 


He Defended His Right to Receive Support (9:1-14) 
In this first half of the chapter, Paul proved that he had 
the right to receive financial support from the church 
at Corinth. He gave five arguments to support this 
contention. 

His apostleship (vv. 1-6). The word apostle means 
“one sent under commission” and refers primarily to 
the twelve apostles and Paul. These men had a special 
commission, along with the New Testament prophets, 
to lay the foundation of the church (Eph. 2:20). One 
of the qualifications for being an apostle was a personal 
experience of seeing the resurrected Christ (Acts 
1:21-22). Paul saw the Lord when he was traveling to 
Damascus to arrest Christians (Acts 9:1-9). The apos- 
tles were to be witnesses of Christ’s resurrection (Acts 
2:32; 3:15; 5:32; 10:39-43). 

The apostles also were given the ability to perform 
special signs and wonders to attest the message that 
they preached (Heb. 2:4). Paul had performed such 
miracles during his ministry in Corinth (2 Cor. 12:12). 
In fact, Paul considered the Corinthian church a very 
special “seal” of his ministry as an apostle. Corinth was 
a difficult city to minister in, and yet Paul accom- 
plished a great work because of the Lord’s enablement 
(see Acts 18:1-17). 

Therefore, as an apostle, Paul had the right to 
receive support from the people to whom he minis- 
tered. (The word power is used six times in this chapter, 
and means “authority, right.”) The apostle was the rep- 
resentative of Christ; he deserved to be welcomed and 
cared for. Paul was unmarried; but if hed had a wife, 
she too would have had the right to be supported by 
the church. Peter was a married man (Mark 1:30), and 
his wife traveled with him. Paul had the same right, but 
he did not use it. 

Paul also had the right to devote his full time to 
the ministry of the Word. He did not have to make 
tents. The other apostles did not work to support 
themselves because they gave themselves completely 
to the ministry of the Word. However, both Paul and 
Barnabas labored with their own hands to support 


not only themselves, but also the men who labored 
with them. 

Human experience (v. 7). Everyday experience 
teaches us that a workman deserves some reward for his 
labors. If a man is drafted to be a soldier, the govern- 
ment pays his wages and provides a certain amount of 
supplies for him. The man who plants a vineyard gets 
to eat the fruit, just as the shepherd or herdsman has 
the right to use the milk from the animals. 

Perhaps in the back of his mind, Paul was compar- 
ing the church to an army, a vineyard, and a flock. As 
an apostle, Paul was in the very front line of the battle. 
He had already compared the church at Corinth to a 
cultivated field (1 Cor. 3:6-9), and the Lord Himself 
had used the image of the vine and branches (John 15) 
as well as the flock (John 10). The lesson was clear: The 
Christian worker has the right to expect benefits for his 
labors. If this is true in the “secular” realm, it is also 
true in the spiritual realm. 

The Old Testament law (vv. 8-12). The Old 
Testament was the “Bible” of the early church, since 
the New Testament was in the process of being written. 
The first believers found guidance in the spiritual prin- 
ciples of the law, even though they had been liberated 
from obeying the commandments of the law. Saint 
Augustine said, “The New is in the Old concealed; the 
Old is by the New revealed.” 

Paul quoted Deuteronomy 25:4 to prove his point. 
(He quoted this same verse when he wrote to Timothy 
and encouraged the church to pay their ministers ade- 
quately, 1 Tim. 5:17—18.) Since oxen cannot read, this 
verse was not written for them. Nor was it written only 
for the farmer who was using the labors of the ox. It 
would be cruel for the farmer to bind the mouth of the 
ox and prevent him from eating the available grain. 
After all, the ox was doing the work. 

Paul correctly saw a spiritual principle in this com- 
mandment: The laborer has the right to share in the 
bounties. The ox had plowed the soil in preparation for 
sowing, and now he was treading out the grain that had 
been harvested. Paul had plowed the soil in Corinth. 
He had seen a harvest from the seed he had planted. It 
was only right that he enjoyed some of the fruits of that 
harvest. 

First Corinthians 9:11 enunciates a basic principle 
of the Christian life: If we receive spiritual blessings, we 
should in turn share material blessings. For example, 
the Jews gave spiritual blessings to the Gentiles; so the 
Gentiles had an obligation to share materially with the 
Jews (Rom. 15:25-27). Those who teach us the Word 
have the right to expect us to support them (Gal. 
6:6-10). 

We have reason to believe that Paul did accept 
financial support from other churches. The Philippian 
believers sent him two gifts when he went to 
Thessalonica (Phil. 4:15-16). “I robbed other 
churches, taking wages of them, to do you service,” 
Paul reminded the Corinthians (2 Cor. 11:8). 
Apparently other ministers had accepted support at 
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Corinth (1 Cor. 9:12), but Paul preferred to remain 
independent “lest we should hinder the gospel of 
Christ.” He wanted to be the best example possible to 
other believers (2 Thess. 3:6-9). 

Old Testament practice (v. 13). The priests and 
Levites lived off of the sacrifices and offerings that were 
brought to the temple. The regulations governing their 
part of the offerings, and the special tithes they received 
also are found in Numbers 18:8-32; Leviticus 6:14— 
7:36; and 27:6-33. The application is clear: If the Old 
Testament ministers under law were supported by the 
people to whom they ministered, should not God’s ser- 
vants who minister under grace also be supported? 

The teaching of Jesus (v. 14). Paul was no doubt 
referring to our Lord’s words recorded in Luke 10:7-8 
and Matthew 10:10. The Corinthians did not have a 
copy of either gospel to refer to, but the Lord’s teach- 
ing would have been given to them as a part of the oral 
tradition shared by the apostles. The laborer is worthy of 
his hire is a fundamental principle that the church dare 
not neglect. 

Paul certainly proved his point. His five arguments 
proved conclusively that he had the right to expect the 
Corinthian believers to support him in his ministry 
when he was with them. Yet he had deliberately refused 
their support. Why? This he explained in the second 
part of his defense. 


He Defended His Right to Refuse Support (9:15-27) 
Paul had the authority (right) to receive material sup- 
port, but being a mature Christian, he balanced his 
authority with discipline. He did not have the right to 
give up his liberty in Christ, but he did have the liberty 
to give up his rights. Now we understand why he wrote 
as he did: he gave the Corinthian believers a living 
example of the very principles he was writing about. 
Should not the stronger believers in the church be able 
to set aside their rights for the sake of the weaker saints? 
Was eating meat more important than edifying the 
church? 

Paul was talking about priorities, the things that are 
really important to us in our lives. It is unfortunate that 
some Christians have their personal priorities confused 
and, as a result, are hindering the work of Christ. If 
each believer were practicing Matthew 6:33, there 
would be plenty of money for missions, plenty of man- 
power for service, and the work of the Lord would 
prosper. But not every Christian is practicing Matthew 
6:33. 

A lady sent a gift to a ministry and explained that it 
was money she had saved because she had turned off 
the hot water tank in her house. She also did without a 
daily paper so that she might have more to give to the 
Lord’s work. When she took a bath, she heated the 
water on the stove, “just the way we did it when we 
were kids.” The Lord may not call all of us to this kind 
of sacrifice, but her example is worthy of respect. 

Paul gave three reasons that explained why he had 
refused support from the Corinthian church. 
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For the gospel’s sake (vv. 15-18). Paul did not 
want to “hinder the gospel of Christ” (1 Cor. 9:12). In 
that day, the Greek cities were filled with all kinds of 
itinerant teachers and preachers, most of whom were 
out to make money. Not only had Paul refused to use 
the kind of oratory and arguments that these teachers 
used (1 Cor. 2:1-5), but he also refused to accept 
money from those to whom he ministered. He wanted 
the message of the gospel to be free from any obstacles 
or hindrances in the minds of lost sinners. 

For that matter, when Paul added “neither have I 
written these things” (1 Cor. 9:15), he was making sure 
that his readers did not get the idea that he was “hint- 
ing” that they should support him! 

Paul could not claim any credit for preaching the 
gospel, because he had been called of God to preach. 
“Necessity is laid upon me; yea, woe is unto me, if I 
preach not the gospel!” (1 Cor. 9:16). God had given 
him a divine stewardship (“dispensation”), and “it is 
required in stewards, that a man be found faithful” (1 
Cor. 4:2). God would see to it that Paul would receive 
his wages (reward—same word translated “hire” in 
Luke 10:7). 

What was Paul’s reward? The joy of preaching the 
gospel without charge! This meant that no man could 
accuse him of underhanded motives or methods as he 
shared the good news of Jesus Christ. 

It is unfortunate when the ministry of the gospel 
is sometimes hindered by an overemphasis on 
money. The unsaved world is convinced that most 
preachers and missionaries are only involved in “reli- 
gious rackets” to take money from innocent people. 
No doubt there are religious racketeers in the world 
today (1 Tim. 6:3-16), people who use religion to 
exploit others and control them. We would certainly 
not agree with their purposes or their practices. We 
must make sure that nothing we do in our own min- 
istry gives the impression that we are of their 
number. 

A wrong attitude toward money has hindered the 
gospel from the earliest days of the church. Ananias 
and Sapphira loved money more than they loved the 
truth, and God killed them (Acts 5). Simon the magi- 
cian thought he could buy the gift of the Spirit with 
money (Acts 8:18—24). His name is now in the diction- 
ary. Simony is the practice of buying and selling 
religious offices and privileges. 

For eighteen fruitful years, Dr. H. A. Ironside pas- 
tored the Moody Church in Chicago. I recall the first 
time I heard him announce an offering. He said, “We 
ask God’s people to give generously. If you are not a 
believer in Jesus Christ, we do not ask you to give. We 
have a gift for you—eternal life through faith in 
Christ!” He made it clear that the offering was for 
believers, lest the unsaved in the congregation stumble 
over money and then reject the gospel. 

For the sinners’ sake (vv. 19-23). What a para- 
dox: free from all men, yet the servant of all men! 
“Ourselves your servants for Jesus’ sake” (2 Cor. 4:5). 
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Because he was free, Paul was able to serve others and 
to set aside his own rights for their sake. 

It is unfortunate that the phrase “all things to all 
men” (1 Cor. 9:22) has been used and abused by the 
world and made to mean what Paul did not intend for 
it to mean. Paul was not a chameleon who changed his 
message and methods with each new situation. Nor 
was Paul a compromiser who adjusted his message to 
please his audience. He was an ambassador, not a 
politician! 

Paul was a Jew who had a great burden for his own 
people (Rom. 9:1-3; 10:1). But his special calling was 
to minister to the Gentiles (Eph. 3:8). Whenever he 
went into a new city (and he always went where the 
gospel had not yet been preached, Rom. 15:20), he 
headed straight for the synagogue, if there was one, and 
boldly shared the gospel. If he was rejected by the Jews, 
then he turned to the Gentiles. 

What separated Jews and Gentiles in that day? The 
law and the covenants (Eph. 2:11—15). In his personal 
life, Paul so lived that he did not offend either the Jews 
or the Gentiles. He did not parade his liberty before the 
Jews, nor did he impose the law on the Gentiles. 

Was Paul behaving in an inconsistent manner? Of 
course not. He simply adapted his approach to differ- 
ent groups. When you read his sermons in the book of 
Acts, you see this wise adaptation. When he preached 
to Jews, he started with the Old Testament patriarchs; 
but when he preached to Gentiles, he began with the 
God of creation. Paul did not have a “stock sermon” for 
all occasions. 

It is worth noting that our Lord followed the same 
approach. To the highborn Jew, Nicodemus, He talked 
about spiritual birth (John 3); but to the Samaritan 
woman, He spoke about living water (John 4). Jesus 
was flexible and adaptable, and Paul followed His 
example. Neither Jesus nor Paul had an inflexible 
“evangelistic formula” that was used in every situation. 

It takes tact to have contact. When the people I wit- 
ness to tell me about their experience of confirmation, 
I tell them that I too was confirmed. I express my 
appreciation for the pastor who taught me and prayed 
for me. Then I tell them, “A year after I was confirmed, 
I met Jesus Christ personally and was born again.” A 
good witness tries to build bridges, not walls. 

To immature people, Paul’s lifestyle probably 
looked inconsistent. In reality, he was very consistent, 
for his overriding purpose was to win people to Jesus 
Christ. Consistency can become a very legalistic thing, 
and a man can become so bound by man-made rules 
and standards that he has no freedom to minister. He 
is like young David trying to battle in Saul’s armor. 

Paul had the right to eat whatever pleased him, but 
he gave up that right so that he might win the Jews. 
Paul revered the law (see Rom. 7:12), but set that aside 
so that he might reach the lost Gentiles. He even iden- 
tified himself with the legalistic weak Christians so that 
he might help them to grow. It was not compromise, 
but rather total abandonment to the higher law of love. 


Paul followed the example of the Savior and humbled 
himself to become the servant of all. 

For his own sake (vv. 24-27). Paul was fond of 
athletic images and used them often in his letters. The 
Corinthians would have been familiar with the Greek 
Olympic Games as well as their own local Isthmian 
Games. Knowing this, Paul used a metaphor very close 
to their experience. 

An athlete must be disciplined if he is to win the 
prize. Discipline means giving up the good and the bet- 
ter for the best. The athlete must watch his diet as well 
as his hours. He must smile and say “No, thank you” 
when people offer him fattening desserts or invite him 
to late-night parties. There is nothing wrong with food 
or fun, but if they interfere with your highest goals, 
then they are hindrances and not helps. 

The Christian does not run the race in order to get 
to heaven. He is in the race because he has been saved 
through faith in Jesus Christ. Only Greek citizens were 
allowed to participate in the games, and they had to 
obey the rules both in their training and in their per- 
forming. Any contestant found breaking the training 
rules was automatically disqualified. 

In order to give up his rights and have the joy of 
winning lost souls, Paul had to discipline himself. That 
is the emphasis of this entire chapter: Authority (rights) 
must be balanced by discipline. If we want to serve the 
Lord and win His reward and approval, we must pay 
the price. 

The word castaway (1 Cor. 9:27) is a technical word 
familiar to those who knew the Greek games. It means 
“disapproved, disqualified.” At the Greek games, there 
was a herald who announced the rules of the contest, 
the names of the contestants, and the names and cities 
of the winners. He would also announce the names of 
any contestants who were disqualified. 

Paul saw himself as both a “herald” and a “runner.” 
He was concerned lest he get so busy trying to help 
others in the race that he ignore himself and find him- 
self disqualified. Again, it was not a matter of losing 
personal salvation. (The disqualified Greek athlete did 
not lose his citizenship, only his opportunity to win a 
prize.) The whole emphasis is on rewards, and Paul did 
not want to lose his reward. 

Only one runner could win the olive-wreath crown 
in the Greek games, but every believer can win an 
incorruptible crown when he stands before the judg- 
ment seat of Christ. This crown is given to those who 
discipline themselves for the sake of serving Christ and 
winning lost souls. They keep their bodies under con- 
trol and keep their eyes on the goal. 

In recent years, evangelical Christians have redis- 
covered the importance of personal discipline and the 
relationship between a disciplined body and a Spirit- 
filled life. We must, of course, avoid extremes. On the 
one hand, religious asceticism is unhealthy and of no 
value spiritually (Col. 2:18-23). But on the other 
hand, there is something to be said for disciplined eat- 
ing, exercising, and resting, and a Spirit-directed 
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balanced life. We smugly congratulate ourselves that we 
do not smoke or use alcohol, but what about our 
overeating and overweight? And many Christians can- 
not discipline their time so as to have a consistent 
devotional life or Bible-study program. 

Paul had one great goal in life: to glorify the Lord 
by winning the lost and building up the saints. To 
reach this goal, he was willing to pay any price. He was 
willing even to give up his personal rights! He sacrificed 
immediate gains for eternal rewards, immediate pleas- 
ures for eternal joys. 


CHAPTER NINE 
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BE WISE ABOUT CHURCH ORDER 


ince Paul had some negative things to say to the 

church later in this section, he opened it on a pos- 

itive note by praising the church. Two matters in 
particular merited praise: the church remembered Paul 
and appreciated him, and the church was faithful to 
keep the teaching that had been given them. The word 
ordinances simply means “traditions,” teachings that 
were passed on from one person to another (2 Tim. 
2:2). The traditions of men should be avoided (Matt. 
15:2-3; Col. 2:8), but the traditions that are given in 
the Word of God must be observed. 

One of the biggest problems in the Corinthian 
church was disorder in the public meetings. Some of 
the women were assuming more freedom than they 
should have; there was disorder at the Lord’s Supper; 
and there was confusion in the use of the spiritual 
gifts. The church had been greatly enriched with spir- 
itual gifts, but they were sadly lacking in spiritual 
graces. 

Paul could have tried to solve these problems by 
issuing apostolic edicts, but instead he patiently 
explained the spiritual principles that supported the 
teachings he had given the church. He founded his 
arguments on the Word of God. 

Paul dealt with three particular areas of confusion 
in their public worship. 


Women Praying and Prophesying (11:3-16) 

The Christian faith brought freedom and hope to 
women, children, and slaves. It taught that all people, 
regardless of race or sex, were equal before their 
Creator, and that all believers were one in Jesus Christ 
(Gal. 3:28). As we have noted before, the local church 
was perhaps the only fellowship in the Roman Empire 
that welcomed all people, regardless of nationality, 
social status, sex, or economic position. 

It was to be expected that there would be some who 
would carry this newfound freedom to excess. A new 
movement always suffers more from its disciples than 
from its enemies, and this was true in Corinth. Some 
of the women flaunted their “freedom” in the public 
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meetings by refusing to cover their heads when they 
participated. 

Paul did not forbid the women to pray or to proph- 
esy. (Prophesying is not quite the same as our 
“preaching” or “expounding the Word.” A person with 
the gift of prophecy proclaimed God’s message as it was 
given to him immediately by the Spirit. The modern 
preacher studies the Word and prepares his message.) 
While the New Testament does not seem to permit 
women elders (1 Tim. 3:2), women in the early church 
who had the gift of prophecy were allowed to exercise 
it. They were also permitted to pray in the public meet- 
ings. However, they were not permitted to usurp 
authority over the men (1 Tim. 2:11-15) or to judge 
the messages of the other prophets (1 Cor. 14:27-35). 
If they had any questions, they were to ask their hus- 
bands (or other men) outside of the church meeting. 

Eastern society at that time was very jealous over its 
women. Except for the temple prostitutes, the women 
wore long hair and, in public, wore a covering over 
their heads. (Paul did not use the word veil, i.e., a cov- 
ering over the face. The woman put the regular shawl 
over her head, and this covering symbolized her sub- 
mission and purity.) For the Christian women in the 
church to appear in public without the covering, let 
alone to pray and share the Word, was both daring and 
blasphemous. 

Paul sought to restore order by reminding the 
Corinthians that God had made a difference between 
men and women, that each had a proper place to God’s 
economy. There were also appropriate customs that 
symbolized these relationships and reminded both men 
and women of their correct places in the divine 
scheme. Paul did not say, or even hint, that difference 
meant inequality or inferiority. If there is to be peace in 
the church (1 Cor. 15:33), then there must be some 
kind of order; and order of necessity involves rank. 
However, rank and quality are two different things. The 
captain has a higher rank than the private, but the pri- 
vate may be a better man. 

God’s order to the church is based on three funda- 
mentals that Paul considered to be self-evident. 

Redemption (vv. 3-7). There is a definite order of 
“headship” to the church: the Father is the Head over 
Christ, Christ is the Head of the man, and the man is 
the head of the woman. Some interpret head to mean 
“origin,” but this would mean that the Father origi- 
nated Christ—something we cannot accept. In His 
redemptive ministry, the Son was subject to the Father 
even though He is equal to the Father (John 10:30; 
14:28). Likewise, the woman is subject to the man 
even though to Christ she is equal to the man (1 Cor. 
3:21-23; Gal. 3:28; Eph. 5:21-33). 

Keep in mind that Paul was writing about the rela- 
tionship within the local assembly, not in the world at 
large. It is God’s plan that in the home and in the local 
church, the men should exercise headship under the 
authority of Jesus Christ. 

The important fact is this: both women and men 
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must honor the Lord by respecting the symbols of this 
headship—hair and the head-covering. Whenever a 
woman prays or prophesies in the assembly, she must 
have long hair and must wear a covering. The man 
should have short hair and not wear any covering. 
(This would be a change for Paul, for devout Jewish 
men always wore a cap when they prayed.) The man 
honors his Head (Christ) by being uncovered, while 
the woman honors her head (the man) by being cov- 
ered. She is showing her submission both to God and 
to the man. 

The Corinthian women who appeared in the 
assembly without the head-covering were actually put- 
ting themselves on the low level of the temple 
prostitutes. The prostitutes wore their hair very short, 
and they did not wear a head-covering in public. Their 
hairstyle and manner announced to others just what 
they were and what they were offering. “If you are 
going to abandon the covering,” wrote Paul, “then why 
not go all the way and cut your hair?” 

In Jewish law, a woman proved guilty of adultery 
had her hair cut off (Num. 5:11-31). Paul used two 
different words in 1 Corinthians 11:5—6: shaved means 
exactly that, all the hair shaved off; shorn means “cut 
short.” Either one would be a disgrace to a woman. 

Both man and woman are made in the image of 
God and for the glory of God; but since the woman 
was made from the man (Gen. 2:18-25), she is also the 
“glory of the man.” She glorifies God and brings glory 
to the man by submitting to God’s order and keeping 
her head covered in public worship. Thus, Paul tied 
together both local custom and biblical truth, the one 
pointing to the other. 

Creation (vv. 8-12). We have already touched 
briefly on this truth. God’s order is based on the fact 
that man was created first (1 Tim. 2:13), and that the 
woman was created for the man. Again, priority does 
not imply inferiority; for Paul made it clear in 1 
Corinthians 11:11-12 that there is partnership as well 
as headship in God’s creation. The man and the 
woman are spiritually one in the Lord (Gal. 3:28), and 
one cannot do without the other. Furthermore, the 
woman may have come from the man at the beginning, 
but today, it is the man who is born of the woman. 
Man and woman belong to each other and need each 
other. 

Why did Paul bring up the angels in 1 Corinthians 
11:10? He was arguing from the facts of creation, and 
the angels were a part of that creation. The angels also 
know their place and show respect when they worship 
God, for they cover their faces (Isa. 6:2). Finally, in 
some special way, the angels share in the public wor- 
ship of the church and learn from the church (Eph. 
3:10; 1 Peter 1:12). Public worship is a serious thing, 
for the angels are present; and we ought to conduct 
ourselves as if we were in heaven. 

Nature (vv. 13—16). In a general way, it is true that 
nature gives women longer hair and men shorter hair. 
The Romans, Greeks, and Jews (except for the 


Nazarites) pretty much followed this custom. Nowhere 
does the Bible tell us how long our hair should be. It 
simply states that there ought to be a noticeable differ- 
ence between the length of the men’s hair and the 
women’s hair so that there be no confusion of the sexes. 
It is shameful for the man to look like a woman or the 
woman to look like a man. 

The woman’s long hair is her glory, and it is given 
to her “instead of a covering” (literal translation). In 
other words, if local custom does not dictate a head- 
covering, her long hair can be that covering. I do not 
think that Paul meant for all women in every culture to 
wear a shawl for a head-covering; but he did expect 
them to use their long hair as a covering and as a sym- 
bol of their submission to God’s order. This is 
something that every woman can do. 

In my ministry in different parts of the world, I 
have noticed that the basic principle of headship 
applies in every culture; but the means of demonstrat- 
ing it differs from place to place. The important thing 
is the submission of the heart to the Lord and the pub- 
lic manifestation of obedience to God’s order. 


Selfishness at the “Love Feasts” (11:17-22) 

Since the beginning of the church, it was customary for 
the believers to eat together (Acts 2:42, 46). It was an 
opportunity for fellowship and for sharing with those 
who were less privileged. No doubt they climaxed this 
meal by observing the Lord’s Supper. They called this 
meal “the love feast” since its main emphasis was show- 
ing love for the saints by sharing with one another. 

The “agape feast” (from the Greek word for “love”) 
was part of the worship at Corinth, but some serious 
abuses had crept in. As a result, the love feasts were 
doing more harm than good to the church. For one 
thing, there were various cliques in the church, and 
people ate with their own “crowd” instead of fellow- 
shipping with the whole church family. While Paul 
condemned this selfish practice, he did take a positive 
view of the results: at least God would use this to reveal 
those who were true believers. 

Another fault was selfishness: the rich people 
brought a great deal of food for themselves, while the 
poorer members went hungry. The original idea of the 
agape feast was sharing, but that idea had been lost. 
Some of the members were even getting drunk. It is 
likely that the weekly agape feast was the only decent 
meal some of the poorer members regularly had; and to 
be treated so scornfully by the richer members not only 
hurt their stomachs, but also their pride. 

Of course, the divisions at the dinner were but evi- 
dence of the deeper problems in the church. The 
Corinthians thought they were advanced believers, 
when in reality they were but little children. Paul did 
not suggest that they abandon the feast, but rather that 
they restore its proper meaning. “Let the rich eat at 
home if they are hungry. When you abuse believers 
who are less fortunate than you are, then you are actu- 
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been an opportunity for edification, but they were 
using it as a time for embarrassment. 

I recall an incident at a Sunday school picnic when 
I was just a teenager. The person in charge of the games 
set up a relay that involved various people throwing 
eggs to each other as they backed farther and farther 
apart. Of course, the farther the teams went from each 
other, the harder the participants had to throw the 
eggs, and the results were hilarious. 

However, some of us noticed two Sunday school 
children watching the eggs with great fascination. They 
came from a poor family that probably rarely ate eggs 
because they could not afford them. The little girl went 
to the lady leading the games and asked, “If there are 
any eggs left over, can my brother and I take them 
home?” Wisely, the lady stopped the game before it was 
really over, awarded the prizes, and gave all the eggs to 
the two children. She knew that it was wrong for some 
of the saints to have a good time at the expense of oth- 
ers. 

A drinking party is hardly the best way to prepare 
for the Lord’s Supper. Scorning others is certainly not 
the way to remember the Savior who died for all sin- 
ners, rich and poor. How important it is that we 
prepare our hearts when we come to the Lord’s Table! 


Abuses at the Lord’s Supper (11:23-34) 

Evangelical churches recognize two ordinances estab- 
lished by Jesus Christ for His people to observe: 
baptism and the Lord’s Supper. (The Supper is also 
called the Communion as in 1 Corinthians 10:16, and 
the Eucharist, which means “the giving of thanks.”) 
Jesus Christ took the cup and the loaf—the ingredients 
of acommon meal in that day—and transformed them 
into a meaningful spiritual experience for believers. 
However, the value of the experience depends on the 
condition of the hearts of those who participate; and 
this was the problem at Corinth. 

It is a serious thing to come to the Communion 
with an unprepared heart. It is also a serious thing to 
receive the Supper in a careless manner. Because the 
Corinthians had been sinning in their observing of the 
Lord’s Supper, God had disciplined them. “For this 
cause many are weak and sickly among you, and many 
sleep [have died]” (1 Cor. 11:30). 

The Lord’s Supper gives us an opportunity for spir- 
itual growth and blessings if we approach it in the right 
attitude. What, then, must we do if the Supper is to 
bring blessing and not chastening? 

First, we should look back (vv. 23-26a). The 
broken bread reminds us of Christ’s body, given for us; 
and the cup reminds us of His shed blood. It is a 
remarkable thing that Jesus wants His followers to 
remember His death. Most of us try to forget how those 
we love died, but Jesus wants us to remember how He 
died. Why? Because everything we have as Christians 
centers in that death. 

We must remember that He died, because this is a 
part of the gospel message: “Christ died ... and was 
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buried” (1 Cor. 15:3—4). It is not the life of our Lord, 
or His teachings, that will save sinners—but His death. 
Therefore, we also remember why He died: Christ died 
for our sins; He was our substitute (Isa. 53:6; 1 Peter 
2:24), paying the debt that we could not pay. 

We should also remember ow He died: willingly, 
meekly, showing forth His love for us (Rom. 5:8). He 
gave His body into the hands of wicked men, and He 
bore on His body the sins of the world. 

However, this “remembering” is not simply the 
recalling of historical facts. It is a participation in spir- 
itual realities. At the Lord’s Table, we do not walk 
around a monument and admire it. We have fellowship 
with a living Savior as our hearts reach out by faith. 

Second, we should look ahead (v. 26b). We 
observe the Supper “till he come.” The return of Jesus 
Christ is the blessed hope of the church and the indi- 
vidual Christian. Jesus not only died for us, but He 
arose again and ascended to heaven; and one day He 
shall return to take us to heaven. Today, we are not all 
that we should be; but when we see Him, “we shall be 
like him” (1 John 3:2). 

Third, we should look within (vv. 27-28, 
31-32). Paul did not say that we had to be worthy to 
partake of the Supper, but only that we should partake 
in a worthy manner. At a Communion service in 
Scotland, the pastor noted that a woman in the congre- 
gation did not accept the bread and cup from the elder, 
but instead sat weeping. The pastor left the table and 
went to her side and said, “Take it, my dear, its for sin- 
ners!” And, indeed, it is; but sinners saved by God’s 
grace must not treat the Supper in a sinful manner. 

If we are to participate in a worthy manner, we 
must examine our own hearts, judge our sins, and con- 
fess them to the Lord. To come to the Table with 
unconfessed sin in our lives is to be guilty of Christ’s 
body and blood, for it was sin that nailed Him to the 
cross. If we will not judge our own sins, then God will 
judge us and chasten us until we do confess and forsake 
our sins. 

The Corinthians neglected to examine themselves, 
but they were experts at examining everybody else. 
When the church gathers together, we must be careful 
not to become “religious detectives” who watch others, 
but who fail to acknowledge our own sins. If we eat 
and drink in an unworthy manner, we eat and drink 
judgment (chastening) to ourselves, and that is nothing 
to take lightly. 

Chastening is God’s loving way of dealing with His 
sons and daughters to encourage them to mature (Heb. 
12:1-11). It is not a judge condemning a criminal, but 
a loving Father punishing His disobedient (and per- 
haps stubborn) children. Chastening proves God’s love 
for us, and chastening can, if we cooperate, perfect 
God’s life in us. 

Finally, we should look around (vv. 33-34). We 
should not look around in order to criticize other 
believers, but in order to discern the Lord’s body (1 
Cor. 11:29). This perhaps has a dual meaning: we 
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should discern His body in the loaf, but also in the 
church around us—for the church is the body of 
Christ. “For we being many are one bread, and one 
body” (1 Cor. 10:17). The Supper should be a demon- 
stration of the unity of the church—but there was not 
much unity in the Corinthian church. In fact, their cel- 
ebration of the Lord’s Supper was only a demonstration 
of their disunity. 

The Lord’s Supper is a family meal, and the Lord of 
the family desires that His children love one another 
and care for one another. It is impossible for a true 
Christian to get closer to his Lord while at the same 
time he is separated from his fellow believers. How can 
we remember the Lord’s death and not love one 
another? “Beloved, if God so loved us, we ought also to 
love one another” (1 John 4:11). 

No one ought to come to the Table who is not a 
true believer. Nor should a true believer come to the 
Table if his heart is not right with God and with his fel- 
low Christians. This is why many churches have a time 
of spiritual preparation before they observe the Lord’s 
Supper, lest any of the participants bring chastening on 
themselves. I recall one church member who 
approached me and shared with me a personal defeat 
that had not only hurt him spiritually, but had been 
“advertised” by others and was about to bring reproach 
on him and the church. 

“What can I do to make this right?” he asked, con- 
vincing me that he had indeed judged the sin and 
confessed it. I reminded him that the next week we 
were going to observe the Lord’s Supper, and I sug- 
gested that he ask the Lord for direction. The evening 
of the Supper, I opened the service in a way I had not 
done before. “Is there anyone here who has anything to 
share with the church?” I asked, and my repentant 
friend stood to his feet and walked forward, meeting 
me at the table. In a quiet, concise manner, he admit- 
ted that he had sinned, and he asked the church’s 
forgiveness. We felt a wave of Spirit-given love sweep 
over the congregation, and people began to weep 
openly. At that observance of the Supper, we truly dis- 
cerned the Lord’s body. 

The Communion is not supposed to be a time of 
“spiritual autopsy” and grief, even though confession of 
sin is important. It should be a time of thanksgiving 
and joyful anticipation of seeing the Lord! Jesus gave 
thanks, even though He was about to suffer and die. 
Let us give thanks also. 


CHAPTER TEN 
1 Corinthians 12—13 


BE WISE ABOUT THE CHURCH BODY 


ne of the marks of an individual’s maturity is a 
growing understanding of, and appreciation for, 
his own body. There is a parallel in the spiritual 
life: as we mature in Christ, we gain a better under- 


standing of the church, which is Christ’s body. The 
emphasis in recent years on “body life” has been a good 
one. It has helped to counteract the wrong emphasis on 
“individual Christianity” that can lead to isolation 
from the local church. 

Of course, the image of the body is not the only one 
Paul used in discussing the church, and we must be 
careful not to press it too far. The church is also a fam- 
ily, an army, a temple, and even a bride; and each image 
has important lessons to teach us. However, in three of 
his letters, Paul gave emphasis to the church as a body; 
and, in each of these passages, he brought out the same 
three important truths: unity, diversity, and maturity. 
The following chart makes this clear. 


Unity Diversity Maturity 
1 Corinthians 12:1-13 12:14-31 13:1-13 
Romans 12:1-5 12:6-8 12:9-21 
Ephesians 4:1-6 4:7-12 4:13-16 


It is impossible to discuss the body without also dis- 
cussing the ministry of the Holy Spirit. It was the Spirit 
who gave birth to the body at Pentecost and who min- 
isters in and through the body. In the Corinthian 
church, unfortunately, the members were grieving the 
Holy Spirit by the carnal ways in which they were using 
spiritual gifts. They were like children with toys instead 
of adults with valuable tools, and they needed to 
mature. 


Unity: The Gift of the Spirit (12:1-13) 

Since there was division in the Corinthian church, Paul 
began with an emphasis on the oneness of the church. 
He pointed out four wonderful bonds of spiritual 
unity. 

We confess the same Lord (vv. 1-3). Paul con- 
trasted their experience as unconverted idolaters with 
their present experience as Christians. They had wor- 
shipped dead idols, but now they belonged to the 
living God. Their idols never spoke to them, but God 
spoke to them by His Spirit, and He even spoke 
through them in the gift of prophecy. When they were 
lost, they were under the control of the demons (1 Cor. 
10:20) and were led astray (“carried away,” 1 Cor. 
12:2). But now the Spirit of God lived in them and 
directed them. 

It is only through the Spirit that a person can on- 
estly say, “Jesus is Lord.” A sneering sinner may mouth 
the words, but he is not giving a true confession. 
(Perhaps Paul was referring to things they had said 
when influenced by the demons prior to conversion.) It 
is important to note that the believer is always in con- 
trol of himself when the Holy Spirit is at work (1 Cor. 
14:32) because Jesus Christ the Lord is in charge. Any 
so-called “Spirit manifestation” that robs a person of 
self-control is not of God; for “the fruit of the Spirit is 
... self-control” (Gal. 5:22—23 Nass). 

If Jesus Christ truly is Lord in our lives, then there 
should be unity in the church. Division and dissension 
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among God’s people only weakens their united testi- 
mony to a lost world (John 17:20-21). 

We depend on the same God (vv. 4-6). There is 
a trinitarian emphasis here: “the same Spirit ... the 
same Lord ... the same God.” We individually may 
have different gifts, ministries, and ways of working, 
but “it is God which worketh in you both to will and 
to do of his good pleasure” (Phil. 2:13). The source of 
the gift is God; the sphere for administering the gift is 
from God; and the energy to use the gift is from God. 
Why, then, glorify men? Why compete with one 
another? 

We minister to the same body (vv. 7-11). The 
gifts are given for the good of the whole church. They 
are not for individual enjoyment, but for corporate 
employment. The Corinthians especially needed this 
reminder, because they were using their spiritual gifts 
selfishly to promote themselves and not to prosper the 
church. When we accept our gifts with humility, then 
we use them to promote harmony, and this helps the 
whole church. 

The various gifts are named in 1 Corinthians 
12:8-10 and 28, and also in Ephesians 4:11 and 
Romans 12:6-8. When you combine the lists, you end 
up with nineteen different gifts and offices. Since the 
listing in Romans is not identical with the listing in 1 
Corinthians, we may assume that Paul was not 
attempting to exhaust the subject in either passage. 
While the gifts named are adequate for the ministry of 
the church, God is not limited to these lists. He may 
give other gifts as He pleases. 

We have already discussed apostles (1 Cor. 9:1-6). 
Prophets were New Testament spokesmen for God 
whose messages came immediately from God by the 
Spirit. Their ministry was to edify, encourage, and 
comfort (1 Cor. 14:3). Their messages were tested by 
the listeners to determine whether they were truly from 
God (1 Cor. 14:29; 1 Thess. 5:19-21). Ephesians 2:20 
makes it clear that apostles and prophets worked 
together to lay the foundation of the church, and we 
may assume that they were no longer needed once that 
foundation was completed. 

Teachers (also pastor-teacher) instructed converts in 
the doctrinal truths of the Christian life. They taught 
from the Word and from the teachings of the apostles 
(tradition). Unlike the prophets, they did not get their 
messages immediately by the Spirit, though the Spirit 
helped them in their teaching. James 3:1 indicates that 
this is a serious calling. 

The evangelist majored on sharing the good news of 
salvation with the lost. All ministers should do the 
work of an evangelist (2 Tim. 4:5) and seek to win 
souls, but some men have been given evangelism as a 
special calling. 

In the early church, miracles were a part of the cre- 
dentials of God’s servants (Heb. 2:1—4). In fact, 
miracles, healings, and tongues all belong to what the- 
ologians call “the sign gifts” and belonged in a special 
way to the infancy of the church. The book of Acts, as 
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well as church history, indicates that these miraculous 
gifts passed off the scene. 

Helps and governments have to do with the serving 
of others and the guiding of the church. Without spir- 
itual leadership, the church flounders. Ministry (Rom. 
12:7) and ruling belong to this same category. In my 
three pastorates, I was grateful for people with the gifts 
of helps and leadership. 

There were several “speaking gifts”: tongues and the 
interpretation of tongues (about which more will be said 
later), the word of wisdom and the word of knowledge 
(the ability to understand and apply God’s truth to a 
definite situation), and exhortation (encouragement, 
rebuke if necessary). 

Giving and showing mercy relate to sharing material 
aid with those in need, as well as supporting God’s ser- 
vants in ministry. The gift of faith has to do with 
believing God for what He wants to accomplish in the 
church’s ministry, that He will lead and provide. The 
discerning of spirits was important in the early church, 
since Satan tried to counterfeit the work of God and 
the Word of God. Today, the Spirit especially uses the 
written Word to give us discernment (1 John 2:18-24; 
4:1-6). Since there are no prophets in the church 
today, we need not worry about false prophets; but we 
do have to beware of false teachers (2 Peter 2:1). 

Some students have categorized the various gifts as 
the speaking gifts, the sign gifts, and the serving gifts. 
However, we should not be so fascinated by the indi- 
vidual gifts that we forget the main reason why Paul 
listed them: to remind us that they unite us in our min- 
istries to the one body. The Holy Spirit bestows these 
gifts “as he will” (1 Cor. 12:11), not as we will. No 
Christian should complain about his or her gifts, nor 
should any believer boast about his or her gifts. We are 
many members in one body, ministering to each other. 

We have experienced the same baptism (vv. 
12-13). It is unfortunate that the term “baptism of the 
Spirit” has been divorced from its original New 
Testament meaning. God has spoken to us in Spirit- 
given words that we must not confuse (1 Cor. 
2:12-13). The baptism of the Spirit occurs at conver- 
sion when the Spirit enters the believing sinner, gives 
him new life, and makes his body the temple of God. 
All believers have experienced this once-for-all baptism 
(1 Cor. 12:13). Nowhere does the Scripture command 
us to seek this baptism, because we have already experi- 
enced it and it need not be repeated. 

The “filling of the Spirit” (Eph. 5:18ff.) has to do 
with the Spirits control of our lives. (In Scripture, to be 
filled by something means “to be controlled by.”) We 
are commanded to be filled, and we can be if we yield 
all to Christ and ask Him for the Spirit’s filling. This is 
a repeated experience, for we constantly need to be 
filled with spiritual power if we are to glorify Christ. To 
be baptized by the Spirit means that we belong to 
Christs body. To be filled with the Spirit means that our 
bodies belong to Christ. 


The evidence of the Spirit’s baptism at conversion is 
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the witness of the Spirit within (Rom. 8:14-16). It is 
not “speaking in tongues.” A of the believers in the 
Corinthian assembly had been baptized by the Spirit, 
but not all of them spoke in tongues (1 Cor. 12:30). 
The evidences of the Spirit’s filling are power for wit- 
nessing (Acts 1:8), joyfulness and submission (Eph. 
5:19ff.), Christlikeness (Gal. 5:22-26), and a growing 
understanding of the Word (John 16:12-15). 

Because of the gift of the Spirit, which is received at 
conversion, we are all members of the body of Christ. 
Race, social status, wealth, or even sex (Gal. 3:28) are 
neither advantages nor handicaps as we fellowship and 
serve the Lord. 


Diversity: The Gifts of the Spirit (12:14-31) 

Unity without diversity would produce uniformity, 
and uniformity tends to produce death. Life is a bal- 
ance between unity and diversity. As a human body 
weakens, its systems slow down and everything tends 
to become uniform. The ultimate, of course, is that the 
body itself turns to dust. 

This helps to explain why some churches (and 
other Christian ministries) have weakened and died: 
there was not sufficient diversity to keep unity from 
becoming uniformity. Dr. Vance Havner has expressed 
it: “First there is a man, then a movement, then a 
machine, and then a monument.” Many ministries 
that began as a protest against “dead orthodoxy” 
became dead themselves, because in their desire to 
remain pure and doctrinally sound, they stifled creativ- 
ity and new ideas. 

However, if diversity is not kept under control, it 
could destroy unity; and then you have anarchy. We 
shall discover in 1 Corinthians 13 that it is maturity 
that balances unity and diversity. The tension in the 
body between individual members and the total organ- 
ism can only be solved by maturity. 

Using the human body as his illustration, Paul 
explained three important facts about diversity in the 
body of Christ. Why are there different members? 

The body needs different functions if it is to live, 
grow, and serve (vv. 14-20). No member should 
compare or contrast itself with any other member, 
because each one is different and each one is impor- 
tant. I suppose I could learn to walk on my hands, but 
I prefer to use my feet, even though I have not yet 
learned to type or to eat with my feet. The ear cannot 
see and the eye cannot hear, yet each organ has an 
important ministry. And have you ever tried to smell 
through your ears? 

There is a tendency today for some people to mag- 
nify the “sensational” gifts. Some believers feel very 
guilty because they possess gifts that do not put them 
into the limelight. It is this attitude that Paul opposed 
and refuted in this paragraph. Diversity does not sug- 
gest inferiority. Are we to believe that the sovereign 
Lord made a mistake when He bestowed the gifts? 

The members promote unity as they discover 
their dependence on one another (vv. 21-26). 


Diversity in the body is an evidence of the wisdom of 
God. Each member needs the other members, and no 
member can afford to become independent. When a 
part of the human body becomes independent, you 
have a serious problem that could lead to sickness and 
even death. In a healthy human body, the various 
members cooperate with each other and even compen- 
sate for each other when a crisis occurs. The instant any 
part of the body says to any other part, “I don't need 
you!” it begins to weaken and die and create problems 
for the whole body. 

A famous preacher was speaking at a ministers 
meeting, and he took time before and after the meet- 
ing to shake hands with the pastors and chat with 
them. A friend asked him, “Why take time for a group 
of men you may never see again?” The world-renowned 
preacher smiled and said, “Well, I may be where I am 
because of them! Anyway, if I didn’t need them on the 
way up, I might need them on the way down!” No 
Christian servant can say to any other servant, “My 
ministry can get along without you!” 

Paul may be referring to the private parts of the 
body in 1 Corinthians 12:23-24. If so, then to “bestow 
honor” on them refers to the use of attractive clothing. 
The more beautiful parts of the body need no special 
help. 

God’s desire is that there be no division (“schism”) 
in the church. Diversity leads to disunity when the 
members compete with one another; but diversity leads 
to unity when the members care for one another. How 
do the members care for each other? By each one func- 
tioning according to God’s will and helping the other 
members to function. If one member suffers, it affects 
every member. If one member is healthy, it helps the 
others to be strong. 

Diversity of members fulfills the will of God in 
the body (vv. 27-31). It is God who bestows the gifts 
and assigns the offices. He has a perfect plan, not only 
for the church as a whole, but also for each local con- 
gregation. We have no reason to believe that each 
congregation in the New Testament possessed all of the 
gifts. The church at Corinth was an especially gifted 
assembly (1 Cor. 1:4-7; 2 Cor. 8:7). However, God 
gives to each congregation just the gifts it needs when 
they are needed. 

In this paragraph, Paul pointed out that there is a 
“priority list” for the gifts, that some have more signif- 
icance than others. But this fact does not contradict the 
lesson already shared—that each gift is important and 
each individual believer is important. Even in the 
human body, there are some parts that we can do with- 
out, even though their absence might handicap us a 
bit. 

The apostles and prophets, of course, appeared first 
on the scene because they had a foundational ministry 
(Eph. 2:20). Teachers were needed to help establish 
believers in the faith. The other gifts were needed from 
time to time to help individual believers and to build 


the church. 
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The construction of the Greek in 1 Corinthians 
12:29-30 demands no as the answer to each of these 
questions. No individual believer possesses all the spir- 
itual gifts. Each believer has the gift (or gifts) assigned 
to him by the Lord and needed at that time. 

The word translated “best” in 1 Corinthians 12:31 
simply means “greater.” Some spiritual gifts are greater 
in significance than others, and it is proper for the 
believer to desire these gifts (1 Cor. 14:1). Paul put a 
high value on prophecy, but the Corinthians valued the 
gift of tongues. Paul put tongues at the end of the list. 

Unity and diversity must be balanced by maturity, 
and that maturity comes with love. It is not enough to 
have the gift of the Spirit and gifts from the Spirit. We 
must also have the graces of the Spirit as we use our gifts 
to serve one another. 


Maturity: The Graces of the Spirit (13:1-13) 

It was Jonathan Swift, the satirical author of Gulliver’ 
Travels, who said, “We have just enough religion to 
make us hate, but not enough to make us love one 
another.” Spiritual gifts, no matter how exciting and 
wonderful, are useless and even destructive if they are 
not ministered in love. In all three of the “body” pas- 
sages in Paul’s letters, there is an emphasis on love. The 
main evidence of maturity in the Christian life is a 
growing love for God and for God’s people, as well as 
a love for lost souls. It has well been said that love is the 
“circulatory system” of the body of Christ. 

Few chapters in the Bible have suffered more mis- 
interpretation and misapplication than 1 Corinthians 
13. Divorced from its context, it becomes “a hymn to 
love” or a sentimental sermon on Christian brother- 
hood. Many people fail to see that Paul was still dealing 
with the Corinthians’ problems when he wrote these 
words: the abuse of the gift of tongues, division in the 
church, envy of others’ gifts, selfishness (remember the 
lawsuits?), impatience with one another in the public 
meetings, and behavior that was disgracing the Lord. 

The only way spiritual gifts can be used creatively is 
when Christians are motivated by love. Paul explained 
three characteristics of Christian love that show why it 
is so important in ministry. 

Love is enriching (vv. 1-3). Paul named five spir- 
itual gifts: tongues, prophecy, knowledge, faith, and 
giving (sacrifice). He pointed out that, without love, 
the exercise of these gifts is nothing. Tongues apart from 
love is just a lot of noise! It is love that enriches the gift 
and that gives it value. Ministry without love cheapens 
both the minister and those who are touched by it; but 
ministry with love enriches the whole church. 
“Speaking the truth in love” (Eph. 4:15). 

Christians are “taught of God to love one another” 
(1 Thess. 4:9). God the Father taught us to love by 
sending His Son (1 John 4:19), and God the Son taught 
us to love by giving His life and by commanding us to 
love each other (John 13:34-35). The Holy Spirit 
teaches us to love one another by pouring out God’s 
love in our hearts (Rom. 5:5). The most important 
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lesson in the school of faith is to love one another. Love 
enriches all that it touches. 

Love is edifying (vv. 4-7). “Knowledge puffeth 
up, but love edifieth [builds up]” (1 Cor. 8:1). The pur- 
pose of spiritual gifts is the edification of the church (1 
Cor. 12:7; 14:3, 5, 12, 17, 26). This means we must 
not think of ourselves, but of others; and this demands 
love. 

The Corinthians were impatient in the public 
meetings (1 Cor. 14:29-32), but love would make 
them long suffering. They were envying each other’s 
gifts, but love would remove that envy. They were 
“puffed up” with pride (1 Cor. 4:6, 18-19; 5:2), but 
love would remove pride and self-vaunting and replace 
it with a desire to promote others. “Be kindly affec- 
tioned one to another with brotherly love, in honor 
preferring one another” (Rom. 12:10). 

At the “love feast” and the Lord’s Table, the 
Corinthians were behaving in a very unseemly man- 
ner. If they had known the meaning of real love, they 
would have behaved themselves in a manner pleasing 
to the Lord. They were even suing one another! But 
love “seeketh not [its] own, is not easily provoked, 
thinketh no evil” (1 Cor. 13:5). The phrase thinketh 
no evil means “does not keep any record of wrongs.” 
One of the most miserable men I ever met was a pro- 
fessed Christian who actually kept in a notebook a 
list of the wrongs he felt others had committed 
against him. Forgiveness means that we wipe the 
record clean and never hold things against people 
(Eph. 4:26, 32). 

Love does not rejoice in iniquity, yet the 
Corinthians were boasting about sin in their church (1 
Cor. 5). Love “shall cover the multitude of sins” (1 
Peter 4:8). Like Noah’s sons, we should seek to hide the 
sins of others, and then help them make things right 
(Gen. 9:20-23). 

Read 1 Corinthians 13:4-7 carefully and compare 
this with the fruit of the Spirit listed in Galatians 
5:22-23. You will see that all of the characteristics of 
love show up in that fruit. This is why love edifies: it 
releases the power of the Spirit in our lives and 
churches. 

Love is enduring (vv. 8-13). Prophecy, knowl- 
edge, and tongues were not permanent gifts. 
(Knowledge does not mean “education,” but the imme- 
diate imparting of spiritual truth to the mind.) These 
three gifts went together. God would impart knowl- 
edge to the prophet, and he would give the message in 
a tongue. Then an interpreter (sometimes the prophet 
himself) would explain the message. These were gifts 
that some of the Corinthians prized, especially the gift 
of tongues. 

These gifts will fail (be abolished) and cease, but 
love will endure forever; for “God is love” (1 John 4:8, 
16). The Corinthians were like children playing with 
toys that would one day disappear. You expect a child 
to think, understand, and speak like a child; but you 
also expect the child to mature and start thinking and 
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speaking like an adult. The day comes when he must 
“put away childish things” (1 Cor. 13:11). 

In the New Testament (which at that time was 
not completed) we have a complete revelation, but 
our understanding of it is partial. (Review 1 Cor. 
8:1-3 if you think otherwise.) There is a maturing 
process for the church as a whole (Eph. 4:11-16) and 
also for the individual believer (1 Cor. 14:20; 2 Peter 
3:18). We will not be fully completed until Jesus 
returns, but we ought to be growing and maturing 
now. Children live for the temporary; adults live for 
the permanent. Love is enduring, and what it pro- 
duces will endure. 

Note that all three of the Christian graces will 
endure, even though “faith will become sight and hope 
will be fulfilled.” But the greatest of these graces is 
love; because when you love someone, you will trust 
him and will always be anticipating new joys. Faith, 
hope, and love go together, but it is love that energizes 
faith and hope. 

Unfortunately, some of the emphasis today on the 
Holy Spirit has not been oly (because it has ignored 
Scripture) and has not been spiritual (because it has 
appealed to the carnal nature). We must not tell other 
believers what gifts they should have or how they can 
obtain them. This matter is in the sovereign will of 
God. We must not minimize gifts, but neither should 
we neglect the graces of the Spirit. In my itinerant min- 
istry, I have run across too many local church problems 
created by people who were zealous for the gifts, but 
careless of the graces. 

Unity—diversity—maturity; and maturity comes 
through love. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


1 Corinthians 14 
BE WISE ABOUT USING SPIRITUAL 
GIFTS 


aul had discussed the gift of the Spirit, the gifts of 
P the Spirit, and the graces of the Spirit; and now he 

concluded this section by explaining the govern- 
ment of the Spirit in the public worship services of the 
church. Apparently there was a tendency for some of 
the Corinthians to lose control of themselves as they 
exercised their gifts, and Paul had to remind them of 
the fundamental principles that ought to govern the 
public meetings of the church. There are three princi- 
ples: edification, understanding, and order. 


Edification (14:1-5, 26b) 

This was one of Paul’s favorite words, borrowed, of 
course, from architecture. To edify means “to build up.” 
This concept is not alien to the “body” image of the 
church; even today, we speak about “bodybuilding 
exercises.” There is an overlapping of images here, for 


the body of Christ is also the temple of the living God. 
Paul’s choice of the word edify was a wise one. 

The mistake the Corinthians were making was to 
emphasize their own personal edification to the neglect 
of the church. They wanted to build themselves up, but 
they did not want to build up their fellow believers. 
This attitude, of course, not only hurt the other 
Christians, but it also hurt the believers who were prac- 
ticing it. After all, if we are all members of the same 
body, the way we relate to the other members must 
ultimately affect us personally. “The eye cannot say 
unto the hand, I have no need of thee” (1 Cor. 12:21). 
If one member of the body is weak or infected, it will 
affect the other members. 

Paul detected that the church was neglecting 
prophecy and giving a wrong emphasis to tongues. We 
must not think of a New Testament prophet as a per- 
son who foretold the future, for even the Old 
Testament prophets did more than that. Prophets 
received God’s message immediately, through the Holy 
Spirit, and communicated that message to the church, 
usually in a tongue, but not always. Prophecy was not 
the same as our modern-day “preaching,” because 
today’s preachers study the Bible and prepare their mes- 
sages. No preacher today should claim that he has 
immediate inspiration from God. 

Paul explained the supreme value of prophecy over 
tongues by contrasting the two gifts. 

Prophecy speaks to men, tongues to God (vv. 
1-3). “If you are zealous for spiritual gifts, at least 
desire the best gifts,” was Paul’s counsel. Prophecy was 
best because it built up the church. It gave the listeners 
encouragement and comfort—something that every- 
body needs. 

It is unfortunate that our translators inserted 
unknown in 1 Corinthians 14:2, because the New 
Testament knows nothing of an “unknown tongue.” 
From the very beginning of the church, tongues were 
known languages, recognized by the listeners (Acts 2:4, 
6, 8, 11). The tongue would be unknown zo the speaker 
and to the listeners, but it was not unknown in the 
world (1 Cor. 14:10-11, 21). 

It is also unfortunate that people have the idea that 
tongues were used to preach the gospel to the lost. 
Quite the contrary was true: Paul was afraid that the 
excessive tongues-speaking in the church would con- 
vince the lost that the Christians were crazy (1 Cor. 
14:23)! At Pentecost, the believers extolled “the wonder- 
ful works of God,” but Peter preached the gospel in the 
Aramaic language his listeners could all understand. 

The believer who speaks in a tongue speaks to God 
in praise and worship; but the believer who prophesies 
shares the Word with the church and helps those who 
listen. This leads to the second contrast. 

Prophecy edifies the church, tongues edify only 
the speaker (vv. 4-5). Paul did not deny the value of 
tongues to the speaker, but he did place a greater value 
on building up the church. “Greater is he that prophe- 
sieth than he that speaketh with tongues” (1 Cor. 
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14:5). Unless the tongues are interpreted (1 Cor. 
12:10, 30), the message can do the church no good. 
Paul pointed out that an interpreter must be present 
before the gift of tongues may be exercised (1 Cor. 
14:28). 

Keep in mind that the members of the Corinthian 
church did not sit in the services with Bibles on their 
laps. The New Testament was being written, and the 
Old Testament scrolls were expensive and not available 
to most believers. God spoke to His people directly 
through the prophets, and the message was sometimes 
given in a tongue. The three gifts of knowledge, 
prophecy, and tongues worked together to convey 
truth to the people (1 Cor. 13:1-2, 8-11). 

Paul emphasized the importance of doctrinal teach- 
ing in the church. Our worship must be based on 
truth, or it may become superstitious emotionalism. 
Christians need to know what they believe and why 
they believe it. The prophet shared truth with the 
church, and thereby edified the assembly. The person 
speaking in tongues (unless there is an interpreter) is 
enjoying his worship of God, but he is not edifying the 
church. 

In my own ministry, I have shared in many local 
church services and conferences, and I have always 
tried to communicate biblical truth to the people. 
Sometimes the music has not been edifying, and at 
other times, the music communicated the Word of 
God in a powerful way. Whenever all of us as ministers 
have aimed at edification, and not entertainment, God 
has blessed and the people have been helped. A min- 
istry that does not build up will tear down, no matter 
how “spiritual” it may seem. When we explain and 
apply the Word of God to individual lives, we have a 


ministry of edification. 


Understanding (14:6-25) 

Eight times in this section, Paul used the word under- 
standing. It is not enough for the minister to impart 
information to people; the people must receive it if it 
is to do them any good. The seed that is received in 
the good ground is the seed that bears fruit, but this 
means that there must be an understanding of the 
Word of God (Matt. 13:23). If a believer wants to be 
edified, he must prepare his heart to receive the Word 
(1 Thess. 2:13). Not everybody who Jistens really 
hears. 

The famous Congregationalist minister Dr. Joseph 
Parker preached at an important meeting and after- 
ward was approached by a man who pointed out an 
error in the sermon. Parker listened patiently to the 
man’s criticism, and then asked, “And what ese did you 
get from the message?” This remark simply withered 
the critic, who then disappeared into the crowd. Too 
often we are quick to judge the sermon instead of 
allowing the Word of God to judge us. 

Illustration (vv. 6-11). Paul used three simple 
illustrations to prove his point that there must be 
understanding if there is to be an edifying spiritual 
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ministry: musical instruments, a bugle call in battle, 
and daily conversation. 

If a musical instrument does not give a clear and 
distinct sound, nobody will recognize the music being 
played. Everyone knows how uncomfortable one feels 
when a performer almost plays the right note because 
the instrument is defective or out of tune. Large pipe 
organs must be constantly serviced lest their reeds fail 
to perform properly. I was in a church service one 
evening during which the organ pitch gradually 
changed because of atmospheric conditions, and by the 
close of the service, the organ could not be played with 
the piano because of the radical change that had 
occurred. 

If the bugler is not sure whether he is calling 
“Retreat!” or “Charge!” you can be sure none of the sol- 
diers will know what to do either. Half of them will 
rush forward, while the other half will run back! The 
call must be a clear one if it is to be understood. 

But this fact is also true in everyday conversation. I 
recall the first time my wife and I visited Great Britain 
and were confronted with the variety of local dialects 
there. We asked directions of a friendly gentleman in 
London and, quite frankly, could understand very little 
of what he said. (Perhaps he had a difficult time under- 
standing us!) 

First Corinthians 14:10 gives us good reason to 
believe that, when Paul wrote about tongues, he was 
referring to known languages and not some “heavenly” 
language. Each language is different and yet each lan- 
guage has its own meaning. No matter how sincere a 
speaker may be, if I do not understand his language, he 
cannot communicate with me. To the Greeks, a bar- 
barian was the lowest person on the social or national 
ladder. In fact, anybody who was not a Greek was con- 
sidered a barbarian. 

The musician, the bugler, and the everyday conver- 
sationalist cannot be understood unless their messages 
are communicated in a manner that is meaningful to 
the listener. Having illustrated the principle of under- 
standing, Paul then applied it to three different 
persons. 

Application (vv. 12-25). Paul first applied the 
principle of understanding to the speaker himself (1 
Cor. 14:12-15). Again, he reminded the Corinthians 
that it is better to be a blessing to the church than to 
experience some kind of personal “spiritual excite- 
ment.” If the believer speaks in a tongue, his spirit 
(inner person) may share in the experience, but his 
mind is not a part of the experience. It is not wrong to 
pray or sing “in the spirit,” but it is better to include 
the mind and understand what you are praying or 
singing. (Note that the word spzrit in 1 Cor. 14:14-15 
does not refer to the Holy Spirit, but to the inner per- 
son, as in 1 Cor. 2:11.) If the speaker is to be edified, 
he must understand what he is saying. 

What, then, is the speaker to do? He must ask God 
for the interpretation of the message. Paul assumed 
that an interpreter would be present (1 Cor. 14:27-28) 
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or that the speaker himself had the gift of interpreting. 
Of course, all of this discussion emphasized once again 
the superiority of prophecy over tongues: prophecy 
needs no interpretation and can therefore be a blessing 
to everybody. 

Paul then applied the principle to other believers in 
the assembly (1 Cor. 14:16-20). He assumed that they 
would listen to the message and respond to it. But if 
they did not understand the message, how could they 
respond? (Apparently, saying Amen! in church was not 
frowned on in those days.) The “unlearned” person was 
probably a new believer, or possibly an interested 
“seeker.” He could not be edified unless he understood 
what was being said. 

Again, it was a matter of priorities. While Paul did 
not oppose the ministry of tongues, he did try to put it 
into a right perspective. The issue was not quantity of 
words, but quality of communication. The Corinthians 
were acting like children playing with toys. When it 
came to knowing about sin, Paul wanted them to be 
“babes”; but when it came to spiritual understanding, 
he wanted them to be mature men (1 Cor. 3:1—4; 
13:11-13). 

Some people have the idea that speaking in a 
tongue is an evidence of spiritual maturity, but Paul 
taught that it is possible to exercise the gift in an 
unspiritual and immature manner. 

Paul’s final application was to the unsaved person 
who happened to come into the assembly during a 
time of worship (1 Cor. 14:21-25). Paul made here 
another point for the superiority of prophecy over 
tongues: a message in tongues (unless interpreted) 
could never bring conviction to the heart of a lost sin- 
ner. In fact, the unsaved person might leave the service 
before the interpretation was given, thinking that the 
whole assembly was crazy. Tongues were not used for 
evangelism, neither at Pentecost nor in the meetings of 
the early church. 

However, tongues did have a “message” for the lost 
Jews in particular: they were a sign of God’s judgment. 
Paul quoted Isaiah 28:11-12, a reference to the invad- 
ing Assyrian army whose “barbaric” language the Jews 
would not understand. The presence of this “tongue” 
was evidence of God’s judgment on the nation. God 
would rather speak to His people in clear language they 
could understand, but their repeated sins made this 
impossible. He had spoken to them through His mes- 
sengers in their own tongue, and the nation would not 
repent. Now He had to speak in a foreign tongue, and 
this meant judgment. 

As a nation, the Jews were always seeking a sign 
(Matt. 12:38; 1 Cor. 1:22). At Pentecost, the fact that 
the apostles spoke in tongues was a sign to the unbe- 
lieving Jews who were there celebrating the feast. The 
miracle of tongues aroused their interest, but it did not 
convict their hearts. It took Peter’s preaching (in 
Aramaic, which the people all understood) to bring 
them to the place of conviction and conversion. 

The principle of edification encourages us to major 


on sharing the Word of God so that the church will be 
strengthened and grow. The principle of understanding 
reminds us that what we share must be understood if it 
is to do any good. The private use of spiritual gifts may 
edify the user, but it will not edify the church; and Paul 
admonished us to “excel to the edifying of the church” 
(1 Cor. 14:12). 

But a third principle must be applied: the principle 


of order. 


Order (14:26-40) 

Two statements in this section go together: “Let all 
things be done unto edifying” (1 Cor. 14:26), and, 
“Let all things be done decently and in order” (1 Cor. 
14:40). When a building is constructed, there must be 
a plan, or everything will be in chaos. I know of a 
church that had terrible problems building their par- 
sonage, until someone discovered that the lumberyard 
had a different set of plans from that of the contractor. 
It was no wonder that the materials shipped to the site 
did not fit into the building! 

The Corinthian church was having special prob- 
lems with disorder in their public meetings (1 Cor. 
11:17—23). The reason is not difficult to determine: 
They were using their spiritual gifts to please them- 
selves and not to help their brethren. The key word 
was not edification, but exhibition. If you think that 
your contribution to the service is more important 
than your brother’s contribution, then you will 
either be impatient until he finishes, or you will 
interrupt him. Add to this problem the difficulties 
caused by the “liberated women” in the assembly, 
and you can understand why the church experienced 
carnal confusion. 

First Corinthians 14:26 gives us a cameo picture of 
worship in the early church. Each member was invited 
to participate as the Lord directed. One would want to 
sing a psalm (Eph. 5:19; Col. 3:16). Another would be 
led to share a doctrine. Someone might have a revela- 
tion that would be given in a tongue and then 
interpreted. Apart from some kind of God-given order, 
there could never be edification. 

Note that the tongues speakers were the ones caus- 
ing the most trouble, so Paul addressed himself to them 
and gave several instructions for the church to obey in 
their public meetings. 

First, speaking and interpreting, along with judging 
(evaluating the message) must be done in an orderly 
manner (1 Cor. 14:27—33). There must not be more 
than three speakers at any one meeting, and each mes- 
sage must be interpreted and evaluated in order. If no 
interpreter was present, then the tongues speaker must 
keep silent. Paul’s admonitions to the Thessalonian 
congregation would apply here: “Quench not the 
Spirit. Despise not prophesyings. Prove all things; hold 
fast that which is good” (1 Thess. 5:19-21). 

Why were the messages evaluated? To determine 
whether the speaker had truly communicated the Word. 
of God through the Holy Spirit. It was possible for a 
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speaker, under the control of his own emotions, to 
imagine that God was speaking to him and through 
him. It was even possible for Satan to counterfeit a 
prophetic message (see 2 Cor. 11:13-14). The listeners 
would test the message, then, by Old Testament 
Scriptures, apostolic tradition, and the personal guid- 
ance of the Spirit (“discerning of spirits,” 1 Cor. 
12:10). 

If while a person is speaking, God gives a revela- 
tion to another person, the speaker must be silent 
while the new revelation is shared. If God is in charge, 
there can be no competition or contradiction in the 
messages. If, however, the various speakers are “man- 
ufacturing” their messages, there will be confusion 
and contradiction. 

When the Holy Spirit is in charge, the various min- 
isters will have self-control; for self-control is one fruit 
of the Spirit (Gal. 5:23). I once shared a Bible confer- 
ence with a speaker who had “poor terminal facilities.” 
He often went fifteen to twenty minutes past his dead- 
line, which meant, of course, that I had to condense 
my messages at the last minute. He excused himself to 
me by saying, “You know, when the Holy Spirit takes 
over, you cant worry about clocks!” My reply was to 
quote 1 Corinthians 14:32: “And the spirits of the 
prophets are subject to the prophets.” 

Our own self-control is one of the evidences that 
the Spirit is indeed at work in the meeting. One of the 
ministries of the Spirit is to bring order out of chaos 
(Gen. 1). Confusion comes from Satan, not from God 
(James 3:13-18). When the Spirit is leading, the par- 
ticipants are able to minister “one by one” so that the 
total impact of God’s message may be received by the 
church. 

How do we apply this instruction to the church 
today since we do not have New Testament prophets, 
but we do have the completed Scripture? For one 
thing, we must use the Word of God to test every mes- 
sage that we hear, asking the Spirit to guide us. There 
are false teachers in the world and we must beware (2 
Peter 2; 1 John 4:1-G6). But even true teachers and 
preachers do not know everything and sometimes 
make mistakes (1 Cor. 13:9, 12; James 3:1). Each lis- 
tener must evaluate the message and apply it to his own 
heart. 

Our public meetings today are more formal than 
those of the early church, so it is not likely that we need 
to worry about the order of the service. But in our 
more informal meetings, we need to consider one 
another and maintain order. I recall being in a testi- 
mony meeting where a woman took forty minutes 
telling a boring experience and, as a result, destroyed 
the spirit of the meeting. 

Evangelist D. L. Moody was leading a service and 
asked a man to pray. Taking advantage of his opportu- 
nity, the man prayed on and on. Sensing that the 
prayer was killing the meeting instead of blessing it, 
Moody spoke up and said, “While our brother finishes 


his prayer, let us sing a hymn!” Those who are in charge 


491 


1 Corinthians 14—15 


of public meetings need to have discernment—and 
courage. 

Second, the women in the meeting were not to 
speak (1 Cor. 14:34-35). Paul had already permitted 
the women to pray and prophesy (1 Cor. 11:5), so this 
instruction must apply to the immediate context of 
evaluating the prophetic messages. It would appear that 
the major responsibility for doctrinal purity in the early 
church rested on the shoulders of the men, the elders 
in particular (1 Tim. 2:11-12). 

The context of this prohibition would indicate that 
some of the women in the assembly were creating 
problems by asking questions and perhaps even gener- 
ating arguments. Paul reminded the married women to 
be submitted to their husbands and to get their ques- 
tions answered at home. (We assume that the 
unmarried women could counsel with the elders or 
with other men in their own families.) Sad to say, in 
too many Christian homes today, it is the wife who has 
to answer the questions for the husband because she is 
better taught in the Word. 

What “law” was Paul referring to in 1 Corinthians 
14:34? Probably Genesis 3:16. (The word /aw was a 
synonym for the Old Testament Scriptures, especially 
the first five books.) In 1 Corinthians 11, Paul had dis- 
cussed the relationship of men and women in the 
church, so there was no need to go into detail. 

Third, participants must beware of “new revela- 
tions” that go beyond the Word of God (1 Cor. 
14:36-40). “To the law and to the testimony; if they 
speak not according to this word, it is because there is 
no light in them” (Isa. 8:20). The church had the Old 
Testament as well as the oral tradition given by the 
apostles (2 Tim. 2:2), and this was the standard by 
which all revelations would be tested. We today have 
the completed Scriptures as well as the accumulated 
teachings of centuries of church history to help us dis- 
cern the truth. The historic evangelical creeds, while 
not inspired, do embody orthodox theology that can 
direct us. 

In these verses, Paul was answering the church 
member who might say, “We don’t need Paul’s help! 
The Spirit speaks to us. We have received new and 
wonderful revelations from God!” This is a dangerous 
attitude, because it is the first step toward rejecting 
God’s Word and accepting counterfeit revelations, 
including the doctrines of demons (1 Tim. 4:1ff). 
“The Word did not originate in your congregation!” 
Paul replied. “One of the marks of a true prophet is his 
obedience to apostolic teaching.” In this statement, 
Paul claimed that what he wrote was actually inspired 
Scripture, “the commandments of the Lord” (1 Cor. 
14:37). 

First Corinthians 14:38 does not suggest that Paul 
wanted people to remain ignorant; otherwise, he would 
not have written this letter and answered their ques- 
tions. The New International Version translates it, “If 
he ignores this [Paul’s apostolic authority], he himself 
will be ignored [by Paul and the churches].” Fellowship 
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is based on the Word, and those who willfully reject the 
Word automatically break the fellowship (1 John 
2:18-19). 

Paul summarized the main teachings of 1 
Corinthians 14 in verses 39-40. Prophecy is more 
important than tongues, but the church should not 
prohibit the correct exercise of the gift of tongues. The 
purpose of spiritual gifts is the edification of the whole 
church, and therefore, gifts must be exercised in an 
orderly manner. Public worship must be carried on “in 
a seemly manner,” that is, with beauty, order, and spir- 
itual motivation and content. 

Before leaving this chapter, it might be helpful to 
summarize what Paul wrote about the gift of tongues. 
It is the God-given ability to speak in a known lan- 
guage with which the speaker was not previously 
acquainted. The purpose was not to win the lost, but to 
edify the saved. Not every believer had this gift, nor 
was this gift an evidence of spirituality or the result of 
a “baptism of the Spirit.” 

Only three persons were permitted to speak in 
tongues in any one meeting, and they had to do so in 
order and with interpretation. If there was no inter- 
preter, they had to keep silent. Prophecy is the superior 
gift, but tongues were not to be despised if they were 
exercised according to Scripture. 

When the foundational work of the apostles and 
prophets ended, it would seem that the gifts of knowl- 
edge, prophecy, and tongues would no longer be 
needed. “Whether there be tongues, they shall cease” (1 
Cor. 13:8). Certainly God could give this gift today if 
He pleased, but I am not prepared to believe that every 
instance of tongues is divinely energized. Nor would I 
go so far as to say that all instances of tongues are either 
satanic or self-induced. 

It is unfortunate when believers make tongues a test 
of fellowship or spirituality. That in itself would alert 
me that the Spirit would not be at work. Let’s keep our 
priorities straight and major on winning the lost and 


building the church. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


1 Corinthians 15 


BE WISE ABOUT THE RESURRECTION 


orinth was a Greek city, and the Greeks did not 

believe in the resurrection of the dead. When Paul 

had preached at Athens and declared the fact of 
Christ’s resurrection, some of his listeners actually 
laughed at him (Acts 17:32). Most Greek philosophers 
considered the human body a prison, and they wel- 
comed death as deliverance from bondage. 

This skeptical attitude had somehow invaded the 
church, and Paul had to face it head-on. The truth of 
the resurrection had doctrinal and practical implica- 
tions for life that were too important to ignore. Paul 
dealt with the subject by answering four basic questions. 


Are the Dead Raised? (15:1-19) 

It is important to note that the believers at Corinth did 
believe in the resurrection of Jesus Christ; so Paul 
started his argument with that fundamental truth. He 
presented three proofs to assure his readers that Jesus 
Christ indeed had been raised from the dead. 

Proof #1—their salvation (vv. 1-2). Paul had 
come to Corinth and preached the message of the 
gospel, and their faith had transformed their lives. But 
an integral part of the gospel message was the fact of 
Christ’s resurrection. After all, a dead Savior cannot 
save anybody. Paul’s readers had received the Word, 
trusted Christ, been saved, and were now standing on 
that Word as the assurance of their salvation. The fact 
that they were standing firm was proof that their faith 
was genuine and not empty. 

Proof #2—the Old Testament Scriptures (vv. 
3-4). First of all means “of first importance.” The 
gospel is the most important message that the church 
ever proclaims. While it is good to be involved in social 
action and the betterment of mankind, there is no rea- 
son why these ministries should preempt the gospel. 
“Christ died ... He was buried ... He rose again ... He 
was seen” are the basic historical facts on which the 
gospel stands (1 Cor. 15:3-5). “Christ died for our sins” 
(author's italics) is the theological explanation of the 
historical facts. Many people were crucified by the 
Romans, but only one “victim” ever died for the sins of 
the world. 

When Paul wrote “according to the Scriptures” (1 
Cor. 15:3) he was referring to the Old Testament 
Scriptures. Much of the sacrificial system in the Old 
Testament pointed to the sacrifice of Christ as our sub- 
stitute and Savior. The annual day of Atonement (Lev. 
16) and prophecies like Isaiah 53 would also come to 
mind. 

But where does the Old Testament declare His res- 
urrection on the third day? Jesus pointed to the 
experience of Jonah (Matt. 12:38-41). Paul also com- 
pared Christ’s resurrection to the “firstfruits,” and the 
firstfruits were presented to God on the day following 
the Sabbath after Passover (Lev. 23:9-14; 1 Cor. 
15:23). Since the Sabbath must always be the seventh 
day, the day after Sabbath must be the first day of the 
week, or Sunday, the day of our Lord’s resurrection. 
This covers three days on the Jewish calendar. Apart 
from the Feast of Firstfruits, there were other prophe- 
cies of Messiah’s resurrection in the Old Testament: 
Psalm 16:8—11 (see Acts 2:25—28); Psalm 22:22ff. (see 
Heb. 2:12); Isaiah 53:10-12; and Psalm 2:7 (see Acts 
13:32-33). 

Proof #3—Christ was seen by witnesses (vv. 
5-11). On the cross, Jesus was exposed to the eyes of 
unbelievers; but after the resurrection, He was seen by 
believers who could be witnesses of His resurrection 
(Acts 1:22; 2:32; 3:15; 5:32). Peter saw Him and so 
did the disciples collectively. James was a half-brother 
of the Lord who became a believer after the Lord 
appeared to him (John 7:5; Acts 1:14). The five hun- 
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dred plus brethren all saw Him at the same time (1 
Cor. 15:6), so it could not have been a hallucination 
or a deception. This event may have been just before 
His ascension (Matt. 28:16ff.). 

But one of the greatest witnesses of the resurrec- 
tion was Paul himself, for as an unbeliever he was 
soundly convinced that Jesus was dead. The radical 
change in his life—a change that brought him perse- 
cution and suffering—is certainly evidence that the 
Lord had indeed been raised from the dead. Paul 
made it clear that his salvation was purely an act of 
God’s grace; but that grace worked in and through 
him as he served the Lord. “Born out of due time” 
probably refers to the future salvation of Israel when 
they, like Paul, see the Messiah in glory (Zech. 
12:10—13:6; 1 Tim. 1:16). 

At this point, Paul’s readers would say, “Yes, we 
agree that Jesus was raised from the dead.” Then Paul 
would reply, “If you believe that, then you must believe 
in the resurrection of all the dead!” Christ came as a 
man, truly human, and experienced all that we experi- 
ence, except that He never sinned. If there is no 
resurrection, then Christ was not raised. If He was not 
raised, there is no gospel to preach. If there is no 
gospel, then you have believed in vain and you are still 
in your sins! If there is no resurrection, then believers 
who have died have no hope. We shall never see them 
again! 

The conclusion is obvious: Why be a Christian if 
we have only suffering in this life and no future glory 
to anticipate? (In 1 Cor. 15:29-34, Paul expanded this 
idea.) The resurrection is not just important; it is “of 
first importance,” because all that we believe hinges on 
it. 


When Are the Dead Raised? (15:20-28) 
Paul used three images to answer this question. 

Firstfruits (vv. 20, 23). We have already noted this 
reference to the Old Testament feast (Lev. 23:9-14). As 
the Lamb of God, Jesus died on Passover. As the sheaf 
of firstfruits, He arose from the dead three days later on 
the first day of the week. When the priest waved the 
sheaf of the firstfruits before the Lord, it was a sign that 
the entire harvest belonged to Him. When Jesus was 
raised from the dead, it was God’s assurance to us that 
we shall also be raised one day as part of that future 
harvest. To believers, death is only “sleep.” The body 
sleeps, but the soul is at home with the Lord (2 Cor. 
5:1-8; Phil. 1:21-23). At the resurrection, the body 
will be “awakened” and glorified. 

Adam (vv. 21-22). Paul saw in Adam a type of 
Jesus Christ by the way of contrast (see also Rom. 
5:12-21). The first Adam was made from the earth, 
but the Last Adam (Christ, 1 Cor. 15:45—47) came 
from heaven. The first Adam disobeyed God and 
brought sin and death into the world, but the Last 
Adam obeyed the Father and brought righteousness 
and life. 

The word order in 1 Corinthians 15:23 originally 


493 


1 Corinthians 15 


referred to military rank. God has an order, a sequence, 
in the resurrection. Passages like John 5:25-29 and 
Revelation 20 indicate that there is no such thing 
taught in Scripture as a “general resurrection.” When 
Jesus Christ returns in the air, He will take His church 
to heaven and at that time raise from the dead all who 
have trusted Him and have died in the faith (1 Thess. 
4:13-18). Jesus called this “the resurrection of life” 
(John 5:29). When Jesus returns to the earth in judg- 
ment, then the lost will be raised in “the resurrection of 
damnation” (John 5:29; Rev. 20:11-15). Nobody in 
the first resurrection will be lost, but nobody in the sec- 
ond resurrection will be saved. 

The kingdom (vv. 24-28). When Jesus Christ 
comes to the earth to judge, He will banish sin for a 
thousand years and establish His kingdom (Rev. 
20:1-6). Believers will reign with Him and share His 
glory and authority. This kingdom, prophesied in the 
Old Testament, is called “the millennium” by prophetic 
teachers. The word comes from the Latin: mille—thou- 
sand, annum—year. 

But even after the millennium, there will be one 
final rebellion against God (Rev. 20:7—10), which Jesus 
Christ will put down by His power. The lost will then 
be raised, judged, and cast into the lake of fire. Then 
death itself shall be cast into hell, and the last enemy 
shall be destroyed. Jesus Christ will have put all things 
under His feet! He will then turn the kingdom over to 
the Father and then the eternal state—the new heavens 
and new earth—shall be ushered in (Rev. 21—22). 

Good and godly students of the Word have not 
always agreed on the details of God’s prophetic pro- 
gram, but the major truths seem to be clear. Jesus 
Christ reigns in heaven today, and all authority is 
“under his feet” (Ps. 110; Eph. 1:15-23). Satan and 
man are still able to exercise choice, but God is sover- 
eignly in control. Jesus Christ is enthroned in heaven 
today (Ps. 2). The resurrection of the saved has not yet 
taken place, nor the resurrection of the lost (2 Tim. 
2:17-18). 

When will Jesus Christ return for His church? 
Nobody knows; but when it occurs, it will be “in a 
moment, in the twinkling of an eye” (1 Cor. 15:52). It 
behooves us to be ready (1 John 2:28—3:3). 


Why Are the Dead Raised? (15:29-34, 49-58) 
The resurrection of the human body is a future event 
that has compelling implications for our personal lives. 
If the resurrection is not true, then we can forget about 
the future and live as we please! But the resurrection is 
true! Jesus 7s coming again! Even if we die before He 
comes, we shall be raised at His coming and stand 
before Him in a glorified body. 

Paul cited four areas of Christian experience that 
are touched by the fact of the resurrection. 

Evangelism (v. 29). What does it mean to be “bap- 
tized for the dead”? Some take this to mean “proxy 
baptism,” where a believer is baptized on behalf of a 
dead relative; but we find no such teaching in the New 
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Testament. In the second century, there were some 
heretical groups that practiced “vicarious baptism,” but 
the church at large has never accepted the practice. To 
begin with, salvation is a personal matter that each 
must decide for himself; and, second, nobody needs to 
be baptized to be saved. 

The phrase probably means “baptized to take the 
place of those who have died.” In other words, if 
there is no resurrection, why bother to witness and 
win others to Christ? Why reach sinners who are 
then baptized and take the place of those who have 
died? If the Christian life is only a “dead-end street,” 
get off of it! 

Each responsible person on earth will share in 
either the resurrection of life and go to heaven, or the 
resurrection of judgment and go to hell (John 
5:28-29). We weep for believers who have died, but we 
ought also to weep for unbelievers who still have 
opportunity to be saved! The reality of the resurrection 
is a motivation for evangelism. 

Suffering (vv. 30-32). I die daily does not refer to 
“dying to self,” as in Romans 6, but to the physical 
dangers Paul faced as a servant of Christ (2 Cor. 4:8— 
5:10; 11:23-28). He was in constant jeopardy from his 
enemies and on more than one occasion had been close 
to death. Why endure suffering and danger if death 
ends it all? “Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we shall 
die” (Isa. 22:13). 

What we do in the body in this life comes up for 
review at the judgment seat of Christ (2 Cor. 5:10). 
God deals with the whole person, not just with the 
“soul.” The body shares in salvation (Rom. 8:18-23). 
The suffering endured in the body will result in glory 
at the resurrection (2 Cor. 4:7—18). If there is no future 
for the body, then why suffer and die for the cause of 
Christ? 

Separation from sin (vv. 33-34). If there is no res- 
urrection, then what we do with our bodies will have 
no bearing on our future. Immorality was a way of life 
in Corinth, and some of the believers rejected the res- 
urrection in order to rationalize their sin. “Evil 
company corrupts good morals” is a quotation from 
the Greek poet Menander, a saying no doubt familiar 
to Paul’s readers. The believer’s body is the temple of 
God and must be kept separated from the sins of the 
world (2 Cor. 6:14—7:1). To fellowship with the 
“unfruitful works of darkness” (Eph. 5:6-17) is only to 
corrupt God’s temple. 

It was time for the Corinthians to wake up and 
clean up (see 1 Thess. 5:4-11). The believer who is 
compromising with sin has no witness to the lost 
around him, those who “have not the knowledge of 
God.” What a shameful thing to be selfishly living in 
sin while multitudes die without Christ! 

Death (vv. 49-57). The heavenly kingdom is not 
made for the kind of bodies we now have, bodies of 
flesh and blood. So when Jesus returns, the bodies of 
living believers will instantly be transformed to be like 


His body (1 John 3:1-3), and the dead believers shall 


be raised with new glorified bodies. Our new bodies 
will not be subject to decay or death. 

Sigmund Freud, the founder of psychiatry, wrote, 
“And finally there is the painful riddle of death, for 
which no remedy at all has yet been found, nor proba- 
bly ever will be.” Christians have victory in death and 
over death! Why? Because of the victory of Jesus Christ 
in His own resurrection. Jesus said, “Because I live, ye 
shall also” (John 14:19). 

Sin, death, and the law go together. The law reveals 
sin, and the “wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23). Jesus 
bore our sins on the cross (1 Peter 2:24), and also bore 
the curse of the law (Gal. 3:13). It is through Him that 
we have this victory, and we share the victory today. 
The literal translation of 1 Corinthians 15:57 is, “But 
thanks be to God who keeps on giving us the victory 
through our Lord Jesus Christ.” We experience “the 
power of his resurrection” in our lives as we yield to 
Him (Phil. 3:10). 

First Corinthians 15:58 is Paul’s hymn of praise to 
the Lord, as well as his closing admonition to the 
church. Because of the assurance of Christ’s victory 
over death, we know that nothing we do for Him will 
ever be wasted or lost. We can be steadfast in our serv- 
ice, unmovable in suffering, abounding in ministry to 
others, because we know our labor is not in vain. First 
Corinthians 15:58 is the answer to Ecclesiastes, where 
thirty-eight times Solomon used the sad word vanity. 
“Vanity of vanities, all is vanity!” wept Solomon; but 
Paul sang a song of victory! 


How Are the Dead Raised? (15:35-48) 

Being philosophers, the Greeks reasoned that the res- 
urrection of the human body was an impossibility. 
After all, when the body turned to dust, it became soil 
from which other bodies derived nourishment. In 
short, the food that we eat is a part of the elements of 
the bodies of generations long gone. When the body 
of the founder of Rhode Island, Roger Williams, was 
disinterred, it was discovered that the roots of a nearby 
apple tree had grown through the coffin. To some 
degree, the people who ate the apples partook of his 
body. At the resurrection, then, who will claim the var- 
ious elements? 

Paul’s reply to this kind of reasoning was very blunt: 
“You fool!” Then he made the important point that res- 
urrection is not reconstruction. Nowhere does the Bible 
teach that, at the resurrection, God will “put together 
the pieces” and return to us our former bodies. There is 
continuity (it is our body), but there is not zdentity (it is 
not the same body). 

Paul knew that such miracles cannot be explained, 
so he used three analogies to make the doctrine clear. 

Seeds (vv. 35-38, 42-48). When you sow seed, 
you do not expect that same seed to come up at the 
harvest. The seed dies, but from that death there 
comes life. (See John 12:23-28 for our Lord’s use of 
this same analogy.) You may sow a few grains of wheat, 
but you will have many grains when the plant matures. 
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Are they the same grains that were planted? No, but 
there is still continuity. You do not sow wheat and har- 
vest barley. 

Furthermore, what comes up at the harvest is usu- 
ally more beautiful than what was planted. This is 
especially true of tulips. Few things are as ugly as a tulip 
bulb, yet it produces a beautiful flower. If at the resur- 
rection, all God did was to put us back together again, 
there would be no improvement. Furthermore, flesh 
and blood cannot inherit God’s kingdom. The only 
way we can enjoy the glory of heaven is to have a body 
suited to that environment. 

Paul discussed the details of this marvelous change 
in 1 Corinthians 15:42-48. The body is sown (in bur- 
ial) in corruption, because it is going to decay; but it is 
raised with such a nature that it cannot decay. There is 
no decay or death in heaven. It is buried in humility (in 
spite of the cosmetic skill of the mortician); but it is 
raised in glory. In burial, the body is weak; but in res- 
urrection, the body has power. We shall be like Jesus 
Christ! 

Today, we have a “natural body,” that is, a body 
suited to an earthly environment. We received this 
body from our first parent, Adam: he was made of 
dust, and so are we (Gen. 2:7). But the resurrection 
body is suited to a spiritual environment. In His resur- 
rection body, Jesus was able to move quickly from place 
to place, and even walk through locked doors; yet He 
was also able to eat food, and His disciples were able to 
touch Him and feel Him (Luke 24:33-43; John 
20:19-29). 

The point Paul was making was simply this: The 
resurrection body completes the work of redemption 
and gives to us the image of the Savior. We are made in 
the image of God as far as personality is concerned, but 
in the image of Adam as far as the body is concerned. 
One day we shall bear the image of the Savior when we 
share in His glory. 

First Corinthians 15:46 states an important biblical 
principle: first the “natural” (earthly), and then the 
“spiritual” (heavenly). The first birth gives us that 
which is natural, but the second birth gives us that 
which is spiritual. God rejects the first birth, the natu- 
ral, and says, “You must be born again!” He rejected 
Cain and chose Abel. He rejected Abraham’s firstborn, 
Ishmael, and chose Isaac, the second-born. He rejected 
Esau and chose Jacob. If we depend on our first birth, 
we shall be condemned forever; but if we experience 
the new birth, we shall be blessed forever. 

Flesh (v. 39). Paul anticipated here the discovery of 
science that the cell structure of different kinds of ani- 
mals is different; and therefore, you cannot breed 
various species indiscriminately. The human body has 
a nature of one kind, while animals, birds, and fish 
have their own particular kind of flesh. The conclusion 
is this: If God is able to make different kinds of bodies 
for men, animals, birds, and fish, why can He not 
make a different kind of body for us at the resurrec- 
tion? (Pet lovers take note: Paul did not teach here that 
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animals will be resurrected. He only used them as an 
example.) 

Heavenly bodies (vv. 40-41). Not only are there 
earthly bodies, but there are also heavenly bodies; and 
they differ from one another. In fact, the heavenly bod- 
ies differ from each other in glory as far as the human 
eye is concerned. Paul is suggesting here that believer 
may differ from believer in glory, even though all 
Christians will have glorified bodies. Every cup in 
heaven will be filled, but some cups will be bigger than 
others, because of the faithfulness and sacrifice of those 
saints when they were on earth. 

These illustrations may not answer every question 
that we have about the resurrection body, but they do 
give us the assurances that we need. God will give to us 
a glorified body suited to the new life in heaven. It will 
be as unlike our present body in quality as the glory of 
the sun is unlike a mushroom in the cellar. We will use 
this new body to serve and glorify God for all eternity. 

We must remember that this discussion was not 
written by Paul merely to satisfy the curiosity of believ- 
ers. He had some practical points to get across, and he 
made them very clear in 1 Corinthians 15:29-34. If we 
really believe in the resurrection of the body, then we 
will use our bodies today to the glory of God (1 Cor. 
6:9-14). 

Finally, the lost will be given bodies suited to their 
environment in hell. They will suffer forever in dark- 
ness and pain (Matt. 25:41; 2 Thess. 1:7—-10; Rev. 
20:11-15). It behooves us who are saved to seek to res- 
cue them from judgment! “Knowing therefore the 
terror of the Lord, we persuade men” (2 Cor. 5:11). 

If you have never trusted the Savior, do so now— 
before it is too late! 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


1 Corinthians 16 
BE WISE ABOUT CHRISTIAN 
STEWARDSHIP 


when they wrote their questions to Paul, they asked 

him about the collection he was taking for the poor 
saints in Jerusalem. Paul answered their question and 
then closed the letter by informing the church of his 
personal travel plans and also the plans for his associ- 
ates in the ministry. 

This chapter may seem unrelated to our needs 
today, but actually it deals in a very helpful way with 
three areas of stewardship: money (1 Cor. 16:1-4), 
opportunities (1 Cor. 16:5-9), and people (1 Cor. 
16:10-24). These are probably the greatest resources 
the church has today, and they must not be wasted. 


| t is to the credit of the believers at Corinth that, 


Money (16:1-4) 


One of the most important ministries Paul had during 
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his third journey was the gathering of a special “relief 
offering” for the poor believers in Jerusalem. He 
wanted to achieve several purposes in this offering. For 
one thing, the Gentiles owed material help to the Jews 
in return for the spiritual blessings the Jews had given 
them (Rom. 15:25-27). At the Jerusalem Conference 
years before, Paul had agreed to “remember the poor,” 
so he was keeping his pledge (Gal. 2:10). Paul not only 
preached the gospel, but he also tried to assist those 
who had physical and material needs. 

Why was there such a great need in the Jerusalem 
church? It is likely that many of the believers had been 
visiting Jerusalem at Pentecost when they heard the 
Word and were saved. This meant that they were 
strangers, without employment, and the church would 
have to care for them. In the early days of the church, 
the members had gladly shared with each other (Acts 
2:41—47; 4:33-37); but even their resources were lim- 
ited. There had also been a famine (Acts 11:27-30), 
and the relief sent at that time could not last for too 
long a time. 

Apart from keeping his promise and meeting a great 
need, Paul’s greatest motive for taking up the offering 
was to help unite Jewish and Gentile believers. Paul was 
a missionary to the Gentiles, and this bothered some of 
the Jewish believers (Acts 17:21-25). Paul hoped that 
this expression of Gentile love would help to heal some 
wounds and build some bridges between the churches. 
(For more information about this offering, read 2 Cor. 
8—9.) 

Even though this was a special missionary offering, 
from Paul’s instructions we may learn some basic prin- 
ciples that relate to Christian stewardship. 

Giving is an act of worship. Each member was to 
come to the Lord’s Day gathering prepared to give his 
share for that week. The early church met on the first 
day of the week in commemoration of the resurrection 
of Jesus Christ (The Holy Spirit came on the church at 
Pentecost on the first day of the week.) It is tragic when 
church members give only as a duty and forget that our 
offerings are to be “spiritual sacrifices” presented to the 
Lord (Phil. 4:18). Giving should be an act of worship 
to the resurrected and ascended Savior. 

Giving should be systematic. Some students have 
suggested that many people were paid on the first day 
of the week during that time in history. But even if they 
were not, each believer was to set aside his offering at 
home and then bring it to the assembly on the first day. 
Paul did not want to have to take up a number of col- 
lections when he arrived in Corinth. He wanted the 
whole contribution to be ready. If today’s church mem- 
bers were as systematic in their giving as they are in 
handling their other financial matters, the work of the 
Lord would not suffer as it sometimes does. 

Giving was personal and individual. Paul 
expected each member to share in the offering, the rich 
and poor alike. Anyone who had an income was privi- 
leged to share and to help those in need. He wanted all 
to share in the blessing. 


Giving is to be proportionate. “As God hath pros- 
pered him” (1 Cor. 16:2) suggests that believers who 
have more should give more. The Jewish believers in 
the church would have been accustomed to the tithe, 
but Paul did not mention any special proportion. 
Certainly the tithe (10 percent of one’s income) is a 
good place to begin our stewardship, but we must not 
remain at that level. As the Lord gives us more, we 
should plan to give more. 

The trouble is, too many saints, as they earn more, 
involve themselves in more and more financial obliga- 
tions; and then they do not have more to give to the 
Lord. Instead of finding a suitable “level” and remain- 
ing there, they keep trying to “go higher,” and their 
income is spent rather than invested. As the old saying 
goes, “When your outgo exceeds your income, then 
your upkeep is your downfall.” 

Paul made it clear in 2 Corinthians 8—9 that 
Christian giving is a grace, the outflow of the grace of 
God in our lives and not the result of promotion or 
pressure. An open heart cannot maintain a closed 
hand. If we appreciate the grace of God extended to 
us, we will want to express that grace by sharing with 
others. 

Money is to be handled honestly. The various 
churches involved in this special offering appointed 
delegates to help Paul manage it and take it safely to 
Jerusalem. (See 2 Cor. 8:16—24 for more information 
on the “finance committee” that assisted Paul.) It is 
unfortunate when Christian ministries lose their testi- 
mony because they mismanage funds entrusted to 
them. Every ministry ought to be businesslike in its 
financial affairs. Paul was very careful not to allow any- 
thing to happen that would give his enemies 
opportunity to accuse him of stealing funds (2 Cor. 
8:20-21). 

This explains why Paul encouraged the churches to 
share in the offering and to select dependable represen- 
tatives to help manage it. Paul was not against 
individuals giving personally; in this chapter, as well as 
in Romans 16, he named various individuals who 
assisted him personally. This no doubt included help- 
ing him with his financial needs. But generally 
speaking, Christian giving is church-centered. Many 
churches encourage their members to give designated 
gifts through the church budget. 

It is interesting that Paul mentioned the offering 
just after his discussion about the resurrection. There 
were no “chapter breaks” in the original manuscripts, 
so the readers would go right from Paul’s hymn of vic- 
tory into his discussion about money. Doctrine and 
duty go together; so do worship and works. Our giving 
is “not in vain” because our Lord is alive. It is His res- 
urrection power that motivates us to give and to serve. 


Opportunities (16:5-9) 

“Be very careful, then, how you live—not as unwise 
but as wise, making the most of every opportunity, 
because the days are evil” (Eph. 5:15-16 nrv). Paul was 
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as careful in his use of time as he was in his use of 
money. Someone has said that killing time is the chief 
occupation of modern society, but no Christian can 
afford to kill time or waste opportunities. 

Paul informed his friends at Corinth of his plans for 
future travel and ministry. It is worth noting that his 
statements were very tentative: “It may be suitable ... it 
may be ... wherever I go ... but I trust.” Of course, the 
entire plan was dependent on God’s providential lead- 
ing: “if the Lord permit.” Paul’s attitude toward his 
future plans agreed with the injunctions in James 
4:13-17. 

Paul was at Ephesus when he wrote this letter. His 
plan was to travel to Macedonia for a time of ministry 
(pass through in 1 Cor. 16:5 means “travel in a system- 
atic ministry”), winter at Corinth, and then go to Judea 
with the collection. From November to February, it 
was impossible to travel by ship; so it would have been 
convenient for Paul to stay at Corinth and be with his 
friends. There were some problems to solve in the 
church, and Paul had promised to come to help the 
leaders (1 Cor. 11:34). 

However, various circumstances forced Paul to 
revise his plans at least twice. His plan B was to visit 
Corinth, then travel through Macedonia, passing 
through Corinth a second time on his way to Judea (2 
Cor. 1:15-16). Instead of one long visit, he planned 
two shorter visits; but even this plan did not material- 
ize. Plan C turned out to be a quick and painful visit to 
Corinth, after which he returned to Ephesus. He then 
went to Troas to wait for Titus (who had been sent to 
Corinth, 2 Cor, 2:12-13; 7:5ff.), visited Macedonia, 
and then went to Judea. He did not spend as much 
time at Corinth as he had hoped or as they had 
expected. 

What do we learn from this difficult experience of 
Paul’s? For one thing, a Christian must use his com- 
mon sense, pray, study the situation, and seek the best 
he can to determine the will of God. Proverbs 3:5—6 
(“lean not unto thine own understanding”) must not 
be interpreted to mean “Put your brain in neutral and 
don’t think!” God gave us our minds and He expects us 
to think, but He does not want us to depend only on 
our own reasoning. We must pray, meditate on the 
Word, and even seek the counsel of mature Christian 
friends. 

Second, our decisions may not always be in the will 
of God. We may make promises that we cannot keep 
and plans that we cannot fulfill. Does this mean that 
we are liars or failures? (Some of the believers at 
Corinth thought Paul was deceptive and not to be 
trusted. See 2 Cor. 1:12—2:13.) In my own ministry, I 
have had to change my plans and alter my schedule 
because of situations over which I had no control. Did 
this mean I had been out of the will of God in making 
my plans? Not necessarily. Even an apostle (who had 
been to heaven and back) occasionally had to revise his 
datebook. 


There are two extremes we must avoid in this 
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important matter of seeking God’s will. One is to be so 
frightened at making a mistake that we make no deci- 
sions at all. The other is to make impulsive decisions 
and rush ahead, without taking time to wait on the 
Lord. After we have done all we can to determine the 
leading of the Lord, we must decide and act, and leave 
the rest to the Lord. If we are in some way out of His 
will, He will so work that we will finally have His guid- 
ance. The important thing is that we sincerely want to 
do His will (John 7:17). After all, He guides us “for his 
name’s sake” (Ps. 23:3), and it is His reputation that is 
at stake. 

Paul had an open door of ministry in Ephesus, and 
this was important to him. He wanted to win the lost 
in Ephesus, not go to Corinth to pamper the saved. 
(On “open doors,” see Acts 14:27; 2 Cor. 2:12; Col. 
4:3; Rev. 3:8.) Paul was neither an optimist nor a pes- 
simist; he was a realist. He saw both the opportunities 
and the obstacles. God had opened “a great door for 
effective work,” and Paul wanted to seize the opportu- 
nities while they were still there. 

An ancient Roman proverb says, “While we stop to 
think, we often miss our opportunity.” Once we know 
what to do, we must do it and not delay. We can usu- 
ally think of many reasons (or excuses) not to act. Even 
though Paul was in danger in Ephesus (1 Cor. 15:32), 
he planned to remain there while the door was open. 
Like a wise merchant, he had to “buy up the opportu- 
nity” before it vanished and would never return. 

The stewardship of opportunity is important. The 
individual believer, and the church family, must con- 
stantly ask, What opportunities is God giving us today? 
Instead of complaining about the obstacles, we must 
take advantage of the opportunities, and leave the 
results with the Lord. 


People (16:10-24) 

Often at the close of his letters, Paul named various 
people who were a part of his life and his ministry; and 
what a variety they were! He was not only a soul-win- 
ner, but he was a friend maker; and many of his friends 
found their way into dedicated service for the Lord. 
Evangelist Dwight L. Moody possessed this same gift 
of making friends and then enlisting them for the 
Lord’s service. Some of the greatest preachers and musi- 
cians of the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries were “found” by Moody, including Ira 
Sankey, G. Campbell Morgan, Henry Drummond, 
and F. B. Meyer. 

Money and opportunities are valueless without 
people. The church’s greatest asset is people, and yet 
too often the church takes people for granted. Jesus did 
not give His disciples money, but He did invest three 
years training them for service so they might seize the 
opportunities He would present them. If people are pre- 
pared, then God will supply both the opportunities and 
the money so that His work will be accomplished. 

Timothy (vv. 10-11). Timothy, along with Titus, 
was one of Paul’s special assistants, usually sent to the 
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most difficult places. Timothy had been brought up in 
a godly home (2 Tim. 1:5), but it was Paul who had led 
the young man to Christ. Paul usually referred to him 
as “my own son in the faith” (1 Tim. 1:2). When John 
Mark abandoned Paul and returned to Jerusalem, it 
was Timothy who was called to work as Paul’s assistant 
(Acts 16:1-5). 

Timothy learned his lessons well and made great 
progress in Christian life and service (Phil. 2:20-22). 
Eventually, Timothy took Paul’s place at Ephesus, a 
most difficult place to minister. (It would not be easy 
to be Paul’s successor!) At one point, Timothy wanted 
to leave the city, but Paul encouraged him to stay (1 
Tim. 1:3). 

The advice Paul gave the Corinthians about 
Timothy (1 Cor. 16:10) would suggest that the young 
man had some physical and emotional problems (1 
Tim. 5:23; 2 Tim. 1:4). He needed all the encourage- 
ment he could get. The important thing was that he 
was doing God’s work and laboring with God’s servant. 
A church should not expect every servant of God to be 
an apostle Paul. Young men starting out in service have 
great potential, and the church should encourage them. 
“Let no man despise thee!” 

Apollos (vv. 12-14). Apollos was an eloquent Jew 
who was brought into the full understanding of the 
gospel by Priscilla and Aquila (Acts 18:24-28). He had 
ministered with great power at Corinth, and there was 
a segment of the church there that felt attached to him 
(1 Cor. 1:12; 3:4-8). It is unlikely that Apollos pro- 
moted this division, for his great concern seemed to be 
to preach Christ. In spite of the division (“The Apollos 
Fan Club”), Paul did not hesitate to encourage Apollos 
to return to Corinth for further ministry. It is clear that 
there was no envy on Paul’s part or sense of competi- 
tion on the part of Apollos. 

Paul did not have the authority to place men 
against their will. Apollos did not feel he should go to 
Corinth at that time, and Paul had to concur with his 
decision. It is wonderful the way these different men 
worked together. 

Perhaps it was in the light of the divisions in the 
church that Paul gave the admonitions in 1 
Corinthians 16:13-14. Watch simply means “Be alert! 
Be vigilant!” The enemy is always at hand, and we are 
never safe from attack. Satan would certainly attack the 
church and try to hinder the ministry of Timothy or 
Apollos. 

To stand fast in the faith means to have mature sta- 
bility. Paul had already warned them that they were 
immature children who needed to grow up (1 Cor. 
3:1ff.). No wonder Paul added, Quit you like men, 
which means, “Act like men, not children.” (The word 
quit is short for “acquit”—to perform or act.) It was a 
call to courageous manliness at an hour when mature 
leadership was needed. 

But even manliness needs to be balanced with love, 
lest leadership become dictatorship. Paul had 
expounded the value and virtues of love in 1 


Corinthians 13. Carl Sandburg, when addressing the 
United States Congress, said that Abraham Lincoln was 
a man of “velvet steel.” That is a good image for the 
Christian to borrow, for true manliness does not 
exclude tenderness. 

Stephanas and his household (vv. 15-18). These 
were the first people to be won to Christ in Achaia, and 
Paul had baptized them himself, instead of leaving it to 
one of his helpers (1 Cor. 1:16). They became impor- 
tant leaders in the church, for they “devoted 
themselves” to Christ’s service. The verb means “they 
appointed themselves,” but it does not suggest that 
they pushed their way into leadership. Rather, when- 
ever they saw a need, they went to work to meet it 
without waiting to be asked. They were Paul’s helpers, 
and they labored (“toiled to the point of exhaustion”) 
for the Lord. What a wonderful thing it is when an 
entire family serves the Lord faithfully in the local 
church. 

Stephanas was joined by Fortunatus and Achaicus 
as an official committee sent from Corinth to Ephesus 
to confer with Paul about church problems. Paul saw in 
them a representation of the entire church; their love to 
Paul compensated for Paul’s absence from Corinth. But 
these men did more than share problems with Paul; 
they also refreshed his spirit and brought him blessing. 

This is a good place to encourage church members 
to refresh and encourage their pastor. Too often, believ- 
ers share only problems and burdens with their 
spiritual leaders, and rarely share the blessings. Who is 
the pastor’s pastor? To whom does the pastor turn for 
spiritual refreshment and encouragement? Every 
church member, if he will, can help refresh the pastor 
and make his burdens lighter. 

Paul encouraged the church to honor this very spe- 
cial family and submit to their spiritual leadership. It is 
right to honor faithful Christians if God gets the glory. 

Aquila and Priscilla (vv. 19-20). These two were 
a dedicated husband-and-wife team whose lives and 
ministries intersected and intertwined with Paul’s. The 
apostle met them at Corinth because, like Paul, they 
were tentmakers (Acts 18:1-3). This godly couple had 
been expelled from Rome because Aquila was a Jew; 
but that was only part of God’s providence to get them 
to Corinth where they could assist Paul. 

Priscilla must have been a remarkable woman. This 
couple’s names occur in the New Testament six times, 
and in four of these instances, Priscilla’s name stands 
first. (The best texts put Priscilla first in Acts 18:26.) 
We get the impression that she was the stronger of the 
two, a devoted leader and witness. They worked 
together in serving the Lord and helping Paul. 

When Paul moved from Corinth to Ephesus, 
Aquila and Priscilla packed up and moved their busi- 
ness with him and assisted in founding the church in 
that needy city (Acts 18:18ff.). So capable were they 
that Paul left them to oversee the ministry while he 
returned to Antioch. It was while they were at Ephesus 


1 Corinthians 16 


that they assisted Apollos in better understanding the 
truth of the gospel. 

Every local church can be thankful for husbands 
and wives like Aquila and Priscilla, people who work 
together in serving the Lord and helping the preacher. 
The fact that his wife was a better leader did not hin- 
der Aquila from standing with her in their united 
ministry. (I am sure that Priscilla submitted to her hus- 
band and did not try to act important.) One of the 
Ephesian assemblies met in their house, which shows 
they were people given to hospitality. Romans 16:4 
states that, at one time, this dedicated couple risked 
their own lives to help save Paul. (See Acts 19:29-30; 
20:19 for possible situations where this rescue might 
have occurred.) 

But Priscilla and Aquila did not remain in Ephesus; 
for when Paul wrote to the saints at Rome, he greeted 
this couple there (Rom. 16:3). Once again, they had a 
church meeting in their house (Rom. 16:5). In my itin- 
erant ministry, I have more than once preached to an 
assembly that had been founded in somebody’s living 
room. 

In Paul’s last letter, he sent greetings to Prisca (alter- 
nate spelling) and Aquila by way of Timothy, who was 
then overseeing the work in Ephesus (2 Tim. 4:19). 
This remarkable couple had left Rome and were now 
back in Ephesus, this time to assist Timothy as they 
had assisted Paul. 

How many couples today would move as often as 
did Priscilla and Aquila, just to be able to serve the 
Lord better? And whenever they moved, they had to 
move their business as well. People with this kind of 
dedication and sacrifice are not easy to find, but they 
are great assets to the local church. 

Paul’s closing words need not detain us. The “holy 
kiss” (1 Cor. 16:20) was a common mode of greeting, 
the men kissing the men and the women kissing the 
women (Rom. 16:16; 2 Cor. 13:12; 1 Thess. 5:26; 1 
Peter 5:14). If Paul were writing to Western churches, 
he would say, “Shake hands with one another.” 

Paul usually dictated his letters and then took the 
pen and added his signature. He also added his “bene- 
diction of grace” as a mark that the letter was authentic 
(see Gal. 6:11; 2 Thess. 3:17). 

The word anathema is Aramaic and means 
“accursed” (see 1 Cor. 12:3). Not to love Christ means 
not to believe in Him, and unbelievers are accursed 
(John 3:16-21). The word maranatha is Greek and 
means “our Lord comes” or (as a prayer) “our Lord, 
come!” (see Rev. 22:20). If a person loves Jesus Christ, 
he will also love His appearing (2 Tim. 4:8). 

Paul had been stern with the Corinthian believers, 
but he closed his letter by assuring them of his love. 
After all, “Faithful are the wounds of a friend” (Prov. 
27:6). 

Paul has shared a great deal of spiritual wisdom 
with us. May we receive it with meekness and put it 
into practice to the glory of God! 
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Three to Get Ready! 
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CHAPTER ONE 
2 Corinthians 1:1-11 


DOWN—BUT NOT OUT! 


ou seem to imagine that I have no ups and downs, 
Y but just a level and lofty stretch of spiritual attain- 

ment with unbroken joy and equanimity. By no 
means! I am often perfectly wretched and everything 
appears most murky.” 

So wrote the man who was called in his day “The 
Greatest Preacher in the English-speaking World”— 
Dr. John Henry Jowett. He pastored leading churches, 
preached to huge congregations, and wrote books that 
were bestsellers. 

“I am the subject of depressions of spirit so fearful 
that I hope none of you ever get to such extremes of 
wretchedness as I go to.” 

Those words were spoken in a sermon by Charles 
Haddon Spurgeon whose marvelous ministry in 
London made him perhaps the greatest preacher 
England ever produced. 

Discouragement is no respecter of persons. In fact, 
discouragement seems to attack the successful far more 
than the unsuccessful; for the higher we climb, the far- 
ther down we can fall. We are not surprised then when 
we read that the great apostle Paul was “pressed out of 
measure” and “despaired even of life” (2 Cor. 1:8). 
Great as he was in character and ministry, Paul was 
human just like the rest of us. 

Paul could have escaped these burdens except that 
he had a call from God (2 Cor. 1:1) and a concern to 
help people. He had founded the church at Corinth 
and had ministered there for a year and a half (Acts 
18:1-18). When serious problems arose in the church 
after his departure, he sent Timothy to deal with them 
(1 Cor. 4:17) and then wrote the letter that we call 1 
Corinthians. 

Unfortunately, matters grew worse, and Paul had to 
make a “painful visit” to Corinth to confront the trou- 
blemakers (2 Cor. 2:1ff.). Still, no solution. He then 
wrote “a severe letter,” which was delivered by his asso- 
ciate Titus (2 Cor. 2:4-9; 7:8-12). After a great deal of 
distress, Paul finally met Titus and got the good report 
that the problem had been solved. It was then that he 
wrote the letter we call 2 Corinthians. 

He wrote the letter for several reasons. First, he 
wanted to encourage the church to forgive and restore 
the member who had caused all the trouble (2 Cor. 
2:6-11). He also wanted to explain his change in plans 
(2 Cor. 1:15-22) and enforce his authority as an apos- 
tle (2 Cor. 4:1-2; 10—12). Finally, he wanted to 
encourage the church to share in the special “relief 
offering” he was taking up for the needy saints in Judea 
(2 Cor. 8—9). 

One of the key words in this letter is comfort or 
encouragement. The Greek word means “called to one’s 
side to help.” The verb is used eighteen times in this 
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letter, and the noun eleven times. In spite of all the tri- 
als he experienced, Paul was able (by the grace of God) 
to write a letter saturated with encouragement. 

What was Paul’s secret of victory when he was expe- 
riencing pressures and trials? His secret was God. 
When you find yourself discouraged and ready to quit, 
get your attention off of yourself and focus it on God. 
Out of his own difficult experience, Paul tells us how 
we can find encouragement in God. He gives us three 
simple reminders. 


Remember What God Is to You (1:3) 

Paul began his letter with a doxology. He certainly 
could not sing about his circumstances, but he could 
sing about the God who is in control of all circum- 
stances. Paul had learned that praise is an important 
factor in achieving victory over discouragement and 
depression. “Praise changes things” just as much as 
“Prayer changes things.” 

Praise Him because He is God! You find this 
phrase “blessed be God” in two other places in the New 
Testament, in Ephesians 1:3 and 1 Peter 1:3. In 
Ephesians 1:3 Paul praised God for what He did in the 
past, when He “chose us in [Christ]” (Eph. 1:4) and 
blessed us “with all spiritual blessings” (Nass). In 1 
Peter 1:3 Peter praised God for future blessings and “a 
living hope” (Nass). But in 2 Corinthians Paul praised 
God for present blessings, for what God was accom- 
plishing then and there. 

During the horrors of the Thirty Years’ War, Pastor 
Martin Rinkart faithfully served the people in 
Eilenburg, Saxony. He conducted as many as forty 
funerals a day, a total of over four thousand during his 
ministry. Yet out of this devastating experience, he 
wrote a “table grace” for his children, which today we 
use as a hymn of thanksgiving: 

Now thank we all our God, 

With heart and hands and voices, 

Who wondrous things hath done, 

In whom His world rejoices! 

Praise Him because He is the Father of our Lord 
Jesus Christ! It is because of Jesus Christ that we can 
call God “Father” and even approach Him as His chil- 
dren. God sees us in His Son and loves us as He loves 
His Son (John 17:23). We are “beloved of God” (Rom. 
1:7) because we are “accepted in the beloved” (Eph. 
1:6). 

Whatever the Father did for Jesus when He was 
ministering on earth, He is able to do for us today. We 
are dear to the Father because His Son is dear to Him 
and we are citizens of “the kingdom of his dear Son 
[the Son of his love]” (Col. 1:13). We are precious to 
the Father, and He will see to it that the pressures of life 
will not destroy us. 

Praise Him because He is the Father of mercies! 
To the Jewish people, the phrase father of means “orig- 
inator of.” Satan is the father of lies (John 8:44) 
because lies originated with him. According to Genesis 
4:21, Jubal was the father of musical instruments 


because he originated the pipe and the harp. God is the 
Father of mercies because all mercy originates with 
Him and can be secured only from Him. 

God in His grace gives us what we do not deserve, 
and in His mercy He does not give us what we do 
deserve. “It is of the Lord’s mercies that we are not con- 
sumed” (Lam. 3:22). God’s mercy is manifold (Neh. 
9:19), tender (Ps. 25:6), and great (Num. 14:19). The 
Bible frequently speaks of the “multitude of God’s mer- 
cies” so inexhaustible is the supply (Ps. 5:7; 51:1; 
69:13, 16; 106:7, 45; Lam. 3:32). 

Praise Him because He is the God of all comfort! 
The words comfort or consolation (same root word in 
the Greek) are repeated ten times in 2 Corinthians 
1:1-11. We must not think of comfort in terms of 
“sympathy,” because sympathy can weaken us instead 
of strengthen us. God does not pat us on the head and 
give us a piece of candy or a toy to distract our atten- 
tion from our troubles. No, He puts strength into our 
hearts so we can face our trials and triumph over them. 
Our English word comfort comes from two Latin words 
meaning “with strength.” The Greek word means “to 
come alongside and help.” It is the same word used for 
the Holy Spirit (“the Comforter”) in John 14—16. 

God can encourage us by His Word and through 
His Spirit, but sometimes He uses other believers to 
give us the encouragement we need (2 Cor. 2:7-8; 
7:6-7). How wonderful it would be if all of us had the 
nickname “Barnabas—son of encouragement” (Acts 
4:36)! 

When you find yourself discouraged because of dif- 
ficult circumstances, it is easy to look at yourself and 
your feelings, or to focus on the problems around you. 
But the first step we must take is to look by faith to the 
Lord and realize all that God is to us. “I will lift up 
mine eyes unto the hills, from whence cometh my help. 
My help cometh from the Lord, which made heaven 
and earth” (Ps. 121:1-2). 


Remember What God Does for You (1:4a, 8-11) 

He permits the trials to come. There are ten basic 
words for suffering in the Greek language, and Paul used 
five of them in this letter. The most frequently used 
word is thlipsis, which means “narrow, confined, under 
pressure,” and in this letter is translated “affliction” (2 
Cor. 2:4; 4:17), “tribulation” (2 Cor. 1:4), and “trouble” 
(2 Cor. 1:4, 8). Paul felt hemmed in by difficult circum- 
stances, and the only way he could look was up. 

In 2 Corinthians 1:5-6, Paul used the word 
pathéma, “suffering,” which was also used for the suf- 
ferings of our Savior (1 Peter 1:11; 5:1). There are some 
sufferings that we endure simply because we are human 
and subject to pain; but there are other sufferings that 
come because we are God’s people and want to serve 
Him. 

We must never think that trouble is an accident. 
For the believer, everything is a divine appointment. 
There are only three possible outlooks a person can 
take when it comes to the trials of life. If our trials are 
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the products of “fate” or “chance,” then our only 
recourse is to give up. Nobody can control fate or 
chance. If we have to control everything ourselves, then 
the situation is equally as hopeless. But if God is in con- 
trol, and we trust Him, then we can overcome 
circumstances with His help. 

God encourages us in all our tribulations by teach- 
ing us from His Word that it is He who permits trials 
to come. 

He is in control of trials (v. 8). “We were under 
great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that 
we despaired even of life” (Nrv). Paul was weighed 
down like a beast of burden with a load too heavy to 
bear. But God knew just how much Paul could take, 
and He kept the situation in control. 

We do not know what the specific “trouble” was, 
but it was great enough to make Paul think he was 
going to die. Whether it was peril from his many ene- 
mies (see Acts 19:21ff; 1 Cor. 15:30-32), serious 
illness, or special satanic attack, we do not know; but 
we do know that God controlled the circumstances and 
protected His servant. When God puts His children 
into the furnace, He keeps His hand on the thermostat 
and His eye on the thermometer (1 Cor. 10:13; 1 Peter 
1:6-7). Paul may have despaired of life, but God did 
not despair of Paul. 

God enables us to bear our trials (v. 9). The first 
thing He must do is show us how weak we are in our- 
selves. Paul was a gifted and experienced servant of 
God, who had been through many different kinds of 
trials (see 2 Cor. 4:8-12; 11:23ff.). Surely all of this 
experience would be sufficient for him to face these 
new difficulties and overcome them. 

But God wants us to trust Him—not our gifts or 
abilities, our experience, or our “spiritual reserves.” Just 
about the time we feel self-confident and able to meet 
the enemy, we fail miserably. “For when I am weak, 
then am I strong” (2 Cor. 12:10). 

When you and I die to self, then God’s resurrection 
power can go to work. It was when Abraham and Sarah 
were as good as dead physically that God’s resurrection 
power enabled them to have the promised son (Rom. 
4:16-25). However, “dying to self” does not mean idle 
complacency, doing nothing and expecting God to do 
everything. You can be sure that Paul prayed, searched 
the Scriptures, consulted with his associates, and 
trusted God to work. The God who raises the dead is 
sufficient for any difficulty of life! He is able, but we 
must be available. 

Paul did not deny the way he felt, nor does God 
want us to deny our emotions. “We were troubled on 
every side; without were fightings, within were fears” (2 
Cor. 7:5). The phrase “sentence of death” in 2 
Corinthians 1:9 could refer to an official verdict, per- 
haps an order for Paul’s arrest and execution. Keep in 
mind that the unbelieving Jews hounded Paul’s trail 
and wanted to eliminate him (Acts 20:19). “Perils by 
my own countrymen” must not be overlooked in the 
list of dangers (2 Cor. 11:26). 
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God delivers us from our trials (v. 10). Paul saw 
God’s hand of deliverance whether he looked back, 
around, or ahead. The word Paul used means “to help 
out of distress, to save and protect.” God does not 
always deliver us immediately, nor in the same way. 
James was beheaded, yet Peter was delivered from 
prison (Acts 12). Both were delivered, but in different 
ways. Sometimes God delivers us from our trials, and at 
other times He delivers us iv our trials. 

God’s deliverance was in response to Paul’s faith, as 
well as to the faith of praying people in Corinth (2 Cor. 
1:11). “This poor man cried, and the Lord heard him, 
and saved him out of all his troubles” (Ps. 34:6). 

God is glorified through our trials (v. 11). When 
Paul reported what God had done for him, a great cho- 
rus of praise and thanksgiving went up from the saints 
to the throne of God. The highest service you and I can 
render on earth is to bring glory to God, and some- 
times that service involves suffering. “The gift 
bestowed” refers to Paul’s deliverance from death, a 
wonderful gift indeed! 

Paul was never ashamed to ask Christians to pray 
for him. In at least seven of his letters, he mentioned 
his great need for prayer support (Rom. 15:30-32; 
Eph. 6:18-19; Phil. 1:19; Col. 4:3; 1 Thess. 5:25; 2 
Thess. 3:1; Philem. 22). Paul and the believers in 
Corinth were helping each other (2 Cor. 1:11, 24). 

A missionary friend told me about the miraculous 
deliverance of his daughter from what was diagnosed as 
a fatal disease. At the very time the girl was so ill, sev- 
eral friends in the United States were praying for the 
family; and God answered prayer and healed the girl. 
The greatest help we can give to God’s servants is 
“helping together by prayer.” 

The word sunupourgéo translated “helping 
together” is used only here in the Greek New 
Testament and is composed of three words: with, 
under, work. It is a picture of laborers under the bur- 
den, working together to get the job accomplished. It 
is encouraging to know that the Holy Spirit also assists 
us in our praying and helps to carry the load (Rom. 
8:26). 

God works out His purposes in the trials of life, if 
we yield to Him, trust Him, and obey what He tells us 
to do. Difficulties can increase our faith and strengthen 
our prayer lives. Difficulties can draw us closer to other 
Christians as they share the burdens with us. 
Difficulties can be used to glorify God. So, when you 
find yourself in the trials of life, remember what God is 
to you and what God does for you. 


Remember What God Does through You (1:4b-7) 
In times of suffering, most of us are prone to think only 
of ourselves and to forget others. We become cisterns 
instead of channels. Yet one reason for trials is so that 
you and I might learn to be channels of blessing to 
comfort and encourage others. Because God has 
encouraged us, we can encourage them. 

One of my favorite preachers is Dr. George W. 
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Truett, who pastored the First Baptist Church of 
Dallas, Texas, for nearly fifty years. In one of his ser- 
mons, he told about an unbelieving couple whose baby 
died suddenly. Dr. Truett conducted the funeral and 
later had the joy of seeing them both trust Jesus Christ. 

Many months later, a young mother lost her baby; 
and again, Dr. Truett was called to bring her comfort. 
But nothing he shared with her seemed to help her. But 
at the funeral service, the newly converted mother 
stepped to the girl’s side and said, “I passed through 
this, and I know what you are passing through. God 
called me, and through the darkness I came to Him. 
He has comforted me, and He will comfort you!” 

Dr. Truett said, “The first mother did more for the 
second mother than I could have done, maybe in days 
and months; for the first young mother had traveled 
the road of suffering herself.” 

However, Paul made it clear that we do not need to 
experience exactly the same trials in order to be able to 
share God’s encouragement. If we have experienced 
God’s comfort, then we can “comfort them which are 
in any trouble” (2 Cor. 1:4b). Of course, if we have 
experienced similar tribulations, they can help us iden- 
tify better with others and know better how they feel; 
but our experiences cannot alter the comfort of God. 
That remains sufficient and efficient no matter what 
our own experiences may have been. 

Later in 2 Corinthians 12, Paul will give us an 
example of this principle. He was given a “thorn in the 
flesh”—some kind of physical suffering that constantly 
buffeted him. We do not know what this thorn in the 
flesh was, nor do we need to know. What we do know 
is that Paul experienced the grace of God and then 
shared that encouragement with us. No matter what 
your trial may be, “My grace is sufficient for thee” (2 
Cor. 12:9) is a promise you can claim. We would not 
have that promise if Paul had not suffered. 

The subject of human suffering is not easy to 
understand, for there are mysteries to the working of 
God that we will never grasp until we get to heaven. 
Sometimes we suffer because of our own sin and rebel- 
lion, as did Jonah. Sometimes we suffer to keep us from 
sinning, as was the case with Paul (2 Cor. 12:7). 
Suffering can perfect our character (Rom. 5:1—5) and 
help us to share the character of God (Heb. 12:1-11). 

But suffering can also help us to minister to others. 
In every church, there are mature saints of God who 
have suffered and experienced God’s grace, and they are 
the great “encouragers” in the congregation. Paul expe- 
rienced trouble, not as punishment for something he 
had done, but as preparation for something he was yet 
going to do—minister to others in need. Just think of 
the trials that King David had to endure in order to 
give us the great encouragement that we find in the 
Psalms. 

Second Corinthians 1:7 makes it clear that there 
was always the possibility that the situation might be 
reversed: the Corinthian believers might go through 
trials and receive God’s grace so that they might 


encourage others. God sometimes calls a church family 
to experience special trials in order that He might 
bestow on them special abundant grace. 

God’s gracious encouragement helps us if we learn 
to endure. “Patient endurance” is an evidence of faith. 
If we become bitter or critical of God, if we rebel 
instead of submit, then our trials will work against us 
instead of for us. The ability to endure difficulties 
patiently, without giving up, is a mark of spiritual 
maturity (Heb. 12:1-7). 

God has to work in us before He can work through 
us. It is much easier for us to grow in knowledge than 
to grow in grace (2 Peter 3:18). Learning God’s truth 
and getting it into our heads is one thing, but living 
God’s truth and getting it into our character is quite 
something else. God put young Joseph through thir- 
teen years of tribulation before He made him second 
ruler of Egypt, and what a great man Joseph turned out 
to be! God always prepares us for what He is preparing 
for us, and a part of that preparation is suffering. 

In this light, 2 Corinthians 1:5 is very important: 
even our Lord Jesus Christ had to suffer! When we suf- 
fer in the will of God, we are sharing the sufferings of 
the Savior. This does not refer to His “vicarious suffer- 
ings” on the cross, for only He could die as a sinless 
substitute for us (1 Peter 2:21-25). Paul was referring 
here to “the fellowship of his sufferings” (Phil. 3:10), 
the trials that we endure because, like Christ, we are 
faithfully doing the Father’s will. This is suffering “for 
righteousness’ sake” (Matt. 5:10-12). 

But as the sufferings increase, so does the supply of 
God’s grace. The word abound suggests the picture of a 
river overflowing. “But he giveth more grace” (James 
4:6). This is an important principle to grasp: God has 
ample grace for our every need, but He will not bestow 
it in advance. We come by faith to the throne of grace 
“that we may obtain mercy, and find grace to help in 
time of need” (Heb. 4:16). The Greek word means 
“help when you need it, timely help.” 

I read about a devoted believer who was arrested for 
his faith and condemned to be burned at the stake. The 
night before the execution, he wondered if he would 
have enough grace to become a human torch; so he 
tested his courage by putting his finger into the flame of 
the candle. Of course, it burned him and he pulled his 
hand back in pain. He was certain that he would never 
be able to face martyrdom without failing. But the next 
day, God gave him the grace he needed, and he had a 
joyful and triumphant witness before his enemies. 

Now we can better understand 2 Corinthians 1:9; 
for, if we could store up God’s grace for emergency use, 
we would be prone to trust ourselves and not “the God 
of all grace” (1 Peter 5:10). All the resources God gives 
us may be kept for future use—money, food, knowl- 
edge, and so forth—but the grace of God cannot be 
stored away. 

Rather, as we experience the grace of God in our 
daily lives, it is invested into our lives as godly character 
(see Rom. 5:1-5). This investment pays dividends 
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when new troubles come our way, for godly character 
enables us to endure tribulation to the glory of God. 

There is a “companionship” to suffering: it can 
draw us closer to Christ and to His people. But if we 
start to wallow in self-pity, suffering will create isola- 
tion instead of involvement We will build walls and not 
bridges. 

The important thing is to fix your attention on 
God and not on yourself. Remember what God is to 
you—‘the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father 
of mercies, and the God of all comfort” (2 Cor. 1:3). 
Remember what God does for you—that He is able to 
handle your trials and make them work out for your 
good and His glory. Finally, remember what God does 
through you—and let Him use you to be an encourage- 
ment to others. 


CHAPTER TWO 
2 Corinthians 1:12—2:17 


YOU DON’T HAVE TO FAIL! 


n his book Profiles in Courage, John F. Kennedy 
[ie “Great crises produce great men and great 

deeds of courage.” While it is true that a crisis helps 
to make a person, it is also true that a crisis helps to 
reveal what a person is made of. Pilate faced a great cri- 
sis, but his handling of it did not give him either 
courage or greatness. How we handle the difficulties of 
life will depend largely on what kind of character we 
have; for what life does to us depends on what life finds 
in us. 

In this very personal letter, Paul opened his heart to 
the Corinthians (and to us) and revealed the trials he 
had experienced. To begin with, he had been severely 
criticized by some of the people in Corinth because he 
had changed his plans and apparently not kept his 
promise. When Christians misunderstand each other, 
the wounds can go very deep. Then, there was the 
problem of opposition to his apostolic authority in the 
church. One of the members—possibly a leader—had 
to be disciplined, and this gave Paul great sorrow. 
Finally, there were the difficult circumstances Paul had 
to endure in Asia (2 Cor. 1:8—11), a trial so severe that 
he despaired of life. 

What kept Paul from failing? Other people, facing 
these same crises, would have collapsed! Yet Paul not 
only triumphed over the circumstances, but out of 
them produced a great letter that even today is helping 
God’s people experience victory. What were the spiri- 
tual resources that kept Paul going? 


A Clear Conscience (1:12-24) 

Our English word conscience comes from two Latin 
words: com, meaning “with,” and scire, meaning “to 
know.” Conscience is that inner faculty that “knows 
with” our spirit and approves when we do right, but 
accuses when we do wrong. Conscience is not the law 
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of God, but it bears witness to that law. It is the win- 
dow that lets in the light; and if the window gets dirty 
because we disobey, then the light becomes dimmer 
and dimmer (see Matt. 6:22—23; Rom. 2:14-16). 

Paul used the word conscience twenty-three times in 
his letters and spoken ministry as given in Acts. “And 
herein do I exercise myself, to have always a conscience 
void of offense toward God, and toward men” (Acts 
24:16). When a person has a good conscience, he has 
integrity, not duplicity; and he can be trusted. 

Why were the Corinthians accusing Paul of decep- 
tion and carelessness? Because he had been forced to 
change his plans. He had originally promised to spend 
the winter in Corinth “if the Lord permit” (1 Cor. 
16:2-8). Paul wanted to gather the offerings that the 
Corinthians collected for the poor Jewish believers and 
give the church the privilege of sending him and his 
associates on their way to Jerusalem. 

Much to Paul’s regret and embarrassment, he had to 
change those plans. I sympathize with him, for in my 
own limited ministry I have sometimes had to change 
plans and even cancel meetings—and without benefit 
of apostolic authority! “Plans get you into things,” said 
Will Rogers, “but you have to work your way out.” 
Paul now planned to make two visits to Corinth, one 
on his way into Macedonia, and the other on his way 
from Macedonia. He would then add the Corinthian 
collection to that of the Macedonian churches and go 
on his way to Jerusalem. 

Alas, even Plan B had to be scrapped. Why? 
Because his own loving heart could not endure another 
“painful visit” (2 Cor. 1:23; 2:1-3). Paul had informed 
the church about his change in plans, but even this did 
not silence the opposition. They accused him of fol- 
lowing “fleshly wisdom” (2 Cor. 1:12), of being careless 
with the will of God (2 Cor. 1:17), and of making 
plans just to please himself. They were saying, “If Paul 
says or writes one thing, he really means another! His 
yes is no, and his no is yes.” 

Misunderstandings among God’s people are often 
very difficult to untangle, because one misunderstand- 
ing often leads to another. Once we start to question 
the integrity of others or distrust their words, the door 
is opened to all kinds of problems. But, no matter what 
his accusers might say, Paul stood firm because he had 
a clear conscience. What he wrote, what he said, and 
what he lived were all in agreement. And, after all, he 
had added to his original plan “if the Lord permit” (1 
Cor. 16:7; and note James 4:13-17). 

When you have a clear conscience, you will live 
in the light of the return of Jesus Christ (v. 14). 
“The day of Jesus Christ” refers to that time when 
Christ appears and takes His church to heaven. Paul 
was certain that, at the judgment seat of Christ, he 
would rejoice over the Corinthian believers and they 
would rejoice over him. Whatever misunderstandings 
there may be today, when we stand before Jesus Christ, 
all will be forgiven, forgotten, and transformed into 
glory, to the praise of Jesus Christ. 
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When you have a clear conscience, you will be 
serious about the will of God (vv. 15-18). Paul did 
not make his plans carelessly or haphazardly; he sought 
the leading of the Lord. Sometimes he was not sure 
what God wanted him to do (Acts 16:6-10), but he 
knew how to wait on the Lord. His motives were sin- 
cere: he was seeking to please the Lord and not men. 
When we stop to consider how difficult both trans- 
portation and communication were in that day, we can 
marvel that Paul did not have more problems with his 
busy schedule. 

Jesus instructed us to mean what we say. “Say just a 
simple, “Yes, I will’ or ‘No, I won't.’ Your word is 
enough. To strengthen your promise with a vow shows 
that something is wrong” (Matt. 5:37 TLB). Only a per- 
son with bad character uses extra words to strengthen 
his yes or no. The Corinthians knew that Paul was a 
man of true character, because he was a man with a 
clear conscience. During his eighteen months of min- 
istry among them, Paul had proved himself faithful; 
and he had not changed. 

When you have a clear conscience, you glorify 
Jesus Christ (vv. 19-20). You cannot glorify Christ 
and practice deception at the same time. If you do, you 
will violate your conscience and erode your character; 
but eventually the truth will come out. The 
Corinthians were saved because Paul and his friends 
preached Jesus Christ to them. How could God reveal 
truth through false instruments? The witness and the 
walk of the minister must go together, for the work 
that we do flows out of the lives that we live. 

There is no yes-and-no about Jesus Christ. He is 
God’s “eternal yes” to those who trust Him. “For no 
matter how many promises God has made, they are yes 
in Christ. And so through him the Amen is spoken by 
us to the glory of God” (2 Cor. 1:20 n1v). Jesus Christ 
reveals the promises, fulfills the promises, and enables 
us to claim the promises! One of the blessings of a good 
conscience is that we are not afraid to face God or men, 
or to claim the promises God gives in His Word. Paul 
was not guilty of “manipulating” the Word of God in 
order to support his own sinful practices (see 2 Cor. 
4:2). 

Finally, when you have a clear conscience, you 
will be on good terms with the Spirit of God (vv. 
21-24). The word established is a business term and 
refers to the guarantee of the fulfilling of a contract. It 
was the assurance that the seller gave to the buyer that 
the product was as advertised, or that the service would 
be rendered as promised. 

The Holy Spirit is God’s guarantee that He is 
dependable and will accomplish all that He has prom- 
ised. Paul was careful not to grieve the Holy Spirit; and, 
because the Spirit was not convicting him, he knew 
that his motives were pure and his conscience was clear. 

All Christians have been anointed by the Spirit (2 
Cor. 1:21). In the Old Testament, the only persons 
who were anointed by God were prophets, priests, and 
kings. Their anointing equipped them for service. As 


we yield to the Spirit, He enables us to serve God and 
to live godly lives. He gives us the special spiritual dis- 
cernment that we need to serve God acceptably (1 John 
2:20, 27). 

The Spirit has also sealed us (2 Cor. 1:22; Eph. 
1:13) so that we belong to Christ and are claimed by 
Him. The witness of the Spirit within guarantees that 
we are authentic children of God and not counterfeit 
(Rom. 5:5; 8:9). The Spirit also assures us that He will 
protect us, because we are His property. 

Finally, the Holy Spirit enables us to serve others (2 
Cor. 1:23—24), not as “spiritual dictators” who tell oth- 
ers what to do, but as servants who seek to help others 
grow. The false teachers who invaded the Corinthian 
church were guilty of being dictators (see 2 Cor. 11), 
and this had turned the hearts of the people away from 
Paul, who had sacrificed so much for them. 

The Spirit is God’s “earnest” (down payment, guar- 
antee, security) that one day we shall be with Him in 
heaven and possess glorified bodies (see Eph. 1:14). He 
enables us to enjoy the blessings of heaven in our hearts 
today! Because of the indwelling Holy Spirit, Paul was 
able to have a clear conscience and face misunderstand- 
ings with love and patience. If you live to please people, 
misunderstandings will depress you; but if you live to 
please God, you can face misunderstandings with faith 
and courage. 


A Compassionate Heart (2:1-11) 

One of the members of the Corinthian church caused 
Paul a great deal of pain. We are not sure if this is the 
same man Paul wrote about in 1 Corinthians 5, the 
man who was living in open fornication, or if it was 
another person, someone who publicly challenged 
Paul’s apostolic authority. Paul had made a quick visit 
to Corinth to deal with this problem (2 Cor. 12:14; 
13:1) and had also written a painful letter to them 
about the situation. In all of this, he revealed a compas- 
sionate heart. Note the evidences of Paul’s love. 

Love puts others first (vv. 1—4). He did not think 
of his own feelings, but of the feelings of others. In 
Christian ministry, those who bring us great joy can 
also create for us great sorrow; and this was what Paul 
was experiencing. He wrote them a stern letter, born 
out of the anguish of his own heart, and bathed in 
Christian love. His great desire was that the church 
might obey the Word, discipline the offender, and 
bring purity and peace to the congregation. 

“Faithful are the wounds of a friend; but the kisses 
of an enemy are deceitful” (Prov. 27:6). Paul knew that 
his words would wound those he loved, and this 
brought pain to his heart. But he also knew (as every 
loving parent knows) that there is a big difference 
between hurting someone and harming him. 
Sometimes those who love us must hurt us in order to 
keep us from harming ourselves. 

Paul could have exercised his apostolic authority 
and commanded the people to respect him and obey 
him; but he preferred to minister with patience and 
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love. God knew that Paul’s change in plans had as its 
motive the sparing of the church from further pain (2 
Cor. 1:23-24). Love always considers the feelings of 
others and seeks to put their good ahead of everything 
else. 

Love also seeks to help others grow (vv. 5-6). It 
is worth noting that Paul did not mention the name of 
the man who had opposed him and divided the church 
family. However, Paul did tell the church to discipline 
this man for his own good. If the person referred to is 
the fornicator mentioned in 1 Corinthians 5, then 
these verses indicate that the church did hold a meet- 
ing and discipline the man, and that he repented of his 
sins and was restored. 

True discipline is an evidence of love (see Heb. 12). 
Some young parents with “modern views” of how to 
raise children refuse to discipline their disobedient off- 
spring because these parents claim they love their 
children too much. But if they really loved their chil- 
dren, they would chasten them. 

Church discipline is not a popular subject or a 
widespread practice. Too many churches sweep such 
things under the rug instead of obeying the Scriptures 
and confronting the situation boldly by “speaking the 
truth in love” (Eph. 4:15). “Peace at any price” is not a 
biblical principle, for there cannot be true spiritual 
peace without purity (James 3:13—18). Problems that 
are swept under the rug have a way of multiplying and 
creating even worse problems later on. 

The man whom Paul confronted, and whom the 
church disciplined, was helped by this kind of loving 
attention. When I was a child, I didn’t always appreci- 
ate the discipline that my parents gave me, though I 
must confess that I deserved far more than I received. 
But now that I look back, I can thank God that they 
loved me enough to hurt me and hinder me from 
harming myself. Now I understand what they really 
meant when they said, “This hurts us more than it 
hurts you.” 

Love forgives and encourages (vv. 7-11). Paul 
urged the church family to forgive the man, and he 
gave solid reasons to back up this admonition. To begin 
with, they were to forgive him for his own sake, “lest 
[he] be swallowed up with overmuch sorrow” (2 Cor. 
2:7-8). Forgiveness is the medicine that helps to heal 
broken hearts. It was important that the church assure 
this repentant member of their love. 

In my own pastoral ministry, I have shared in meet- 
ings where disciplined members have been forgiven 
and restored to fellowship; and they have been high 
and holy hours in my life. When a church family 
assures a forgiven brother or sister that the sin is forgot- 
ten and the fellowship restored, there is a sense of the 
Lord’s presence that is wonderful to experience. Every 
parent who disciplines a child must follow that disci- 
pline with assurance of love and forgiveness, or the 
discipline will do more harm than good. 

They should confirm their love to the forgiven 
brother for the Lord’ sake (2 Cor. 2:9-10). After all, 
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discipline is as much a matter of obedience to the Lord 
as it is obligation to a brother. The problem was not 
simply between a sinning brother and a grieving apos- 
tle: it was also between a sinning brother and a grieving 
Savior. The man had sinned against Paul and the 
church, but he had most of all sinned against the Lord. 
When timid church leaders try to whitewash situations 
instead of facing them honestly, they are grieving the 
heart of the Lord. 

Paul gave a third reason: they must forgive the 
offender for the church’ sake (2 Cor. 2:11). When there 
is an unforgiving spirit in a congregation because sin 
has not been dealt with in a biblical manner, it gives 
Satan a “beachhead” from which he can operate in the 
congregation. We grieve the Holy Spirit and “give place 
to the devil” when we harbor an unforgiving spirit 
(Eph. 4:27-32). 

One of Satan's “devices” is to accuse believers who 
have sinned so that they feel their case is hopeless. I have 
had people write me or phone me to ask for help because 
they have been under satanic oppression and accusation. 
The Holy Spirit convicts us of sin so that we will confess 
it and turn to Christ for cleansing; but Satan accuses us 
of sin so that we will despair and give up. 

When an offending brother or sister is disciplined 
according to the Bible, and repents, then the church 
family must forgive and restore the member, and the 
matter must be forgotten and never brought up again. 
If the church family—or any person in the family— 
carries an unforgiving spirit, then Satan will use that 
attitude as a beachhead for new assaults against the 
church. 

Paul was able to overcome the problems that he 
faced because he had a clear conscience and a compas- 
sionate heart. But there was a third spiritual resource 
that gave him victory. 


A Conquering Faith (2:12-17) 

It appeared in Asia that Paul’s plans had completely 
fallen apart. Where was Titus? What was going on at 
Corinth? Paul had open doors of ministry at Troas, but 
he had no peace in his heart to walk through those 
doors. Humanly speaking, it looked like the end of the 
battle, with Satan as the victor. 

Except for one thing: Paul had a conquering faith! 
He was able to break out in praise and write, “Thanks 
be unto God” (2 Cor. 2:14). This song of praise was 
born out of the assurances Paul had because he trusted 
the Lord. 

Paul was sure that God was leading him (v. 14a). 
The circumstances were not comfortable, and Paul 
could not explain the detours and disappointments, 
but he was sure that God was in control. The believer 
can always be sure that God is working everything 
together for good, so long as we love Him and seek to 
obey His will (Rom. 8:28). This promise is not an 
excuse for carelessness, but it is an encouragement for 
confidence. 

A friend of mine was to meet a Christian leader 
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behind the iron curtain and arrange for the publishing 
of a certain book, but all the arrangements fell through. 
My friend was alone in a dangerous place wondering 
what to do next, when he “chanced” to make contact 
with a stranger—who took him right to the very lead- 
ers he wanted to reach! It was the providence of God at 
work, the fulfilling of Romans 8:28. 

Paul was also sure that God was leading him in 
triumph (v. 14b). The picture here is that of the 
“Roman Triumph,” the special tribute that Rome gave 
to their conquering generals. It was their equivalent of 
the American ticker-tape parade. 

If a commander in chief won a complete victory 
over the enemy on foreign soil, and if he killed at least 
five thousand enemy soldiers and gained new territory 
for the emperor, then that commander in chief was 
entitled to a Roman Triumph. The processional would 
include the commander riding in a golden chariot, sur- 
rounded by his officers. The parade would also include 
a display of the spoils of battle, as well as the captive 
enemy soldiers. The Roman priests would also be in 
the parade, carrying burning incense to pay tribute to 
the victorious army. 

The procession would follow a special route 
through the city and would end at the Circus 
Maximus, where the helpless captives would entertain 
the people by fighting wild beasts. It was a very special 
day in Rome when the citizens were treated to a full- 
scale Roman Triumph. 

How does this piece of history apply to the bur- 
dened believer today? Jesus Christ, our great 
Commander in chief, came to foreign soil (this earth) 
and completely defeated the enemy (Satan). Instead of 
killing five thousand persons, He gave life to more than 
five thousand persons—to three thousand plus at 
Pentecost and to another two thousand plus shortly 
after Pentecost (Acts 2:41; 4:4). Jesus Christ claimed 
the spoils of battle—lost souls who had been in 
bondage to sin and Satan (Luke 11:14-22; Eph. 4:8; 
Col. 2:15). What a splendid victory! 

The victorious general’s sons would walk behind 
their father’s chariot, sharing in his victory; and that is 
where believers are today—following in Christs tri- 
umph. We do not fight for victory; we fight from 
victory. Neither in Asia nor in Corinth did the situa- 
tion look like victory to Paul, but he believed 
God—and God turned defeat into victory. 

Paul was sure that God was using him as He was 
leading him (vv. 14c-17). As the Roman priests 
burned the incense in the parade, that odor affected 
different people in different ways. To the triumphant 
soldiers, it meant life and victory; but to the conquered 
enemy, it meant defeat and death. They were on their 
way to be killed by the beasts. 

Using this image of the incense, Paul pictured the 
Christian ministry. He saw believers as incense, giving 
forth the fragrance of Jesus Christ in their lives and 
labors. To God, believers are the very fragrance of Jesus 
Christ. To other believers, we are the fragrance of life; 


but to unbelievers, we are the fragrance of death. In 
other words, the Christian life and ministry are matters 
of life and death. The way we live and work can mean 
life or death to a lost world around us. 

No wonder Paul cried out, “And who is sufficient 
for these things?” (2 Cor. 2:16). He gave his answer in 
the next chapter: “our sufficiency is of God” (2 Cor. 
3:5). He reminded the Corinthians that his heart was 
pure and his motives sincere. After all, there was no 
need to be clever and “peddle” the Word of God, when 
he was following in the triumphant train of the victo- 
rious Savior! They might misunderstand him, but God 
knew his heart. 

We don't have to fail! Circumstances may discour- 
age us, and people may oppose us and misunderstand 
us; but we have in Christ the spiritual resources to win 
the battle: a clear conscience, a compassionate heart, 
and a conquering faith. 

“If God be for us, who can be against us? ... Nay, 
in all these things we are more than conquerors 
through him that loved us” (Rom. 8:31, 37). 


CHAPTER THREE 
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FROM GLORY TO GLORY 


herever you find the genuine, you will find 
WW eres promoting the counterfeit. Even art 

critics have been fooled by fake “masterpieces,” 
and sincere publishers have purchased “valuable manu- 
scripts,” only to discover them to be forgeries. Henry 
Ward Beecher was right when he said, “A lie always 
needs a truth for a handle to it.” 

No sooner did the gospel of God’s grace begin to 
spread among the Gentiles than a counterfeit “gospel” 
appeared, a mixture of law and grace. It was carried by 
a zealous group of people that we have come to call the 
“Judaizers.” Paul wrote his letter to the Galatians to 
refute their doctrines, and you will find him referring 
to them several times in 2 Corinthians. 

Their major emphasis was that salvation was by faith 
in Christ plus the keeping of the law (see Acts 15:1ff.). 
They also taught that the believer is perfected in his 
faith by obeying the law of Moses. Their “gospel of 
legalism” was very popular, since human nature enjoys 
achieving religious goals instead of simply trusting 
Christ and allowing the Holy Spirit to work. It is much 
easier to measure “religion” than true righteousness. 

Paul looked on these false teachers as “peddlers” of 
the Word of God (see 2 Cor. 2:17 ntv), “religious rack- 
eteers” who preyed on ignorant people. He rejected 
their devious methods of teaching the Bible (2 Cor. 
4:2) and despised their tendency to boast about their 
converts (2 Cor. 10:12-18). One reason why the 
Corinthians were behind in their contribution to the 
special offering was that the Judaizers had “robbed” the 
church (2 Cor. 11:7-12, 20; 12:14). 
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How did Paul refute the doctrines and practices of 
these legalistic false teachers? By showing the surpass- 
ing glory of the ministry of the gospel of the grace of 
God. In 2 Corinthians 3, Paul contrasted the ministry 
of the old covenant (law) with the ministry of the new 
covenant (grace), and he proved the superiority of the 
new covenant ministry. Note the contrasts that he pre- 
sented. 


Tablets of Stone—Human Hearts (3:1-3) 

The Judaizers boasted that they carried “letters of rec- 
ommendation” (2 Cor. 3:1 nrv) from the “important 
people” in the Jerusalem church, and they pointed out 
that Paul had no such credentials. It is a sad thing when 
a person measures his worth by what people say about 
him instead of by what God knows about him. Paul 
needed no credentials from church leaders: his life and 
ministry were the only recommendations needed. 

When God gave the law, He wrote it on tablets of 
stone, and those tablets were placed in the ark of the 
covenant. Even if the Israelites could read the two 
tablets, this experience would not change their lives. 
The law is an external thing, and people need an inter- 
nal power if their lives are to be transformed. The 
legalist can admonish us with his “Do this!” or “Don't 
do that!” but he cannot give us the power to obey. If we 
do obey, often it is not from the heart—and we end up 
worse than before! 

The ministry of grace changes the heart. The Spirit 
of God uses the Word of God and writes it on the 
heart. The Corinthians were wicked sinners when Paul 
came to them, but his ministry of the gospel of God’s 
grace completely changed their lives (see 1 Cor. 
6:9-11). Their experience of God’s grace certainly 
meant more to them than the letters of commendation 
carried by the false teachers. The Corinthian believers 
were lovingly written on Paul’s heart, and the Spirit of 
God had written the truth on their hearts, making 
them “living epistles of Christ.” 

The test of ministry is changed lives, not press 
releases or statistics. It is much easier for the legalist to 
boast, because he can “measure” his ministry by exter- 
nal standards. The believer who patiently ministers by 
the Spirit of God must leave the results with the Lord. 
How tragic that the Corinthians followed the boastful 
Judaizers and broke the heart of the man who had res- 
cued them from judgment. 


Death—Life (3:4-6) 

Paul was quick to give the glory to God and not to 
himself. His confidence (“trust”) was in God, and his 
sufficiency came from God. Paul was a brilliant and 
well-educated man; yet he did not depend on his own 
adequacy. He depended on the Lord. 

The legalists, of course, told people that any person 
could obey the law and become spiritual. A legalistic 
ministry has a way of inflating the egos of people. 
When you emphasize the grace of God, you must tell 
people that they are lost sinners who cannot save 
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themselves. Paul’s testimony was, “But by the grace of 
God I am what I am” (1 Cor. 15:10). No one is suffi- 
cient of himself to minister to the hearts of people. 
That sufficiency can only come from God. 

As you read this chapter, note the different names 
that Paul used for the old covenant and the new 
covenant as he contrasted them. In 2 Corinthians 3:6, 
“the letter” refers to the old covenant law, while “the 
spirit” refers to the new covenant message of grace. Paul 
was not contrasting two approaches to the Bible, a “lit- 
eral interpretation” and a “spiritual interpretation.” He 
was reminding his readers that the old covenant law 
could not give life; it was a ministry of death (see Gal. 
3:21). The gospel gives life to those who believe because 
of the work of Jesus Christ on the cross. 

Paul was not suggesting that the law was a mistake 
or that its ministry was unimportant. Far from it! Paul 
knew that the lost sinner must be slain by the law and 
left helplessly condemned before he can be saved by 
God’s grace. John the Baptist came with a message of 
judgment, preparing the way for Jesus and His message 
of saving grace. 

A legalistic ministry brings death. Preachers who 
major on rules and regulations keep their congrega- 
tions under a dark cloud of guilt, and this kills their joy, 
power, and effective witness for Christ. Christians who 
are constantly measuring each other, comparing 
“results,” and competing with each other soon discover 
that they are depending on the flesh and not the power 
of the Spirit. There never was a standard that could 
transform a person’s life, and that includes the Ten 
Commandments. Only the grace of God, ministered 
by the Spirit of God, can transform lost sinners into 
living epistles that glorify Jesus Christ. 

Paul’s doctrine of the new covenant was not some- 
thing that he invented for the occasion. As a profound 
student of the Scriptures, Paul certainly had read 
Jeremiah 31:27—34, as well as Ezekiel 11:14-21. In the 
New Testament, Hebrews 8—10 is the key passage to 
study. The old covenant law, with its emphasis on 
external obedience, was preparation for the new 
covenant message of grace and the emphasis on inter- 
nal transformation of the heart. 


Fading Glory—Increasing Glory (3:7-11) 

This paragraph is the heart of the chapter, and it 
should be studied in connection with Exodus 
34:29-35. Paul did not deny the glory of the old 
covenant law, because in the giving of the law and the 
maintaining of the tabernacle and temple services, 
there certainly was glory. What he affirmed, however, 
was that the glory of the new covenant of grace was far 
superior, and he gave several reasons to support his 
affirmation. 

The new covenant glory means spiritual life, not 
death (vv. 7-8). When Moses descended from the 
mountain, after conversing with God, his face shone 
with the glory of God. This was a part of the glory of 
the giving of the law, and it certainly impressed the 


510 


people. Paul then argued from the lesser to the greater: 
if there was glory in the giving of a law that brought 
death, how much more glory is there in a ministry that 
brings life! 

Legalists like the Judaizers like to magnify the glory 
of the law and minimize its weaknesses. In his letter to 
the Galatian churches, Paul pointed out the deficien- 
cies of the law: the law cannot justify the lost sinner 
(Gal. 2:16), give a sinner righteousness (Gal. 2:21), 
give the Holy Spirit (Gal. 3:2), give an inheritance 
(Gal. 3:18), give life (Gal. 3:21), or give freedom (Gal. 
4:8-10). The glory of the law is really the glory of a 
ministry of death. 

The new covenant glory means righteousness, 
not condemnation (vv. 9-10). The law was not given 
for the purpose of salvation, for there is no salvation 
through obedience to the law. The law produces con- 
demnation and is the mirror that reveals how dirty our 
faces really are. But we cannot wash our faces in the 
mirror. 

The ministry of the new covenant produces righ- 
teousness and changes lives to the glory of God. Man’s 
greatest need is righteousness, and God’s greatest gift is 
righteousness through faith in Jesus Christ. “For if 
righteousness [comes] by the law, then Christ is dead in 
vain” (Gal. 2:21). The person who tries to live under 
the law will find himself feeling more and more guilty, 
and this can produce a feeling of hopelessness and 
rejection. It is when we trust Christ, and live by faith 
in God’s grace, that we experience acceptance and joy. 

Second Corinthians 3:10 states that the law really 
“lost its glory’ when compared to the surpassing glory 
of the ministry of God’s grace. There simply is no com- 
parison. Sad to say, there are some people who cannot 
“feel spiritual” unless they carry a weight of guilt. The 
law produces guilt and condemnation, for it is like a 
bond of indebtedness (Col. 2:14), a guardian who dis- 
ciplines us (Gal. 4:1-5), and a yoke too heavy to bear 
(Gal. 5:1; Acts 15:10). 

The new covenant glory is permanent, not tem- 
porary (v. 11). The tense of the verb here is very 
important: “that which is passing away.” Paul wrote at 
a period in history when the ages were overlapping. 
The new covenant of grace had come in, but the tem- 
ple services were still being carried on and the nation of 
Israel was still living under law. In AD 70, the city of 
Jerusalem and the temple would be destroyed by the 
Romans, and that would mark the end of the Jewish 
religious system. 

The Judaizers wanted the Corinthian believers to 
go back under the law, to “mix” the two covenants. 
“Why go back to that which is temporary and fading 
away?” Paul asked. “Live in the glory of the new 
covenant, which is getting greater and greater.” The 
glory of the law is but the glory of past history, while 
the glory of the new covenant is the glory of present 
experience. As believers, we can be “changed ... from 
glory to glory” (2 Cor. 3:18), something that the law 
can never accomplish. 


The glory of the law was fading in Paul’s day, and 
today that glory is found only in the records in the 
Bible. The nation of Israel has no temple or priesthood. 
If they did build a temple, there would be no Shekinah 
glory dwelling in the Holy of Holies. The law of Moses 
is a religion with a most glorious past, but it has no 
glory today. The light is gone; all that remain are shad- 
ows (Col. 2:16-17). 

Paul has pointed out that the ministry of grace is 
internal (2 Cor. 3:1-3), it brings life (2 Cor. 3:4-6), 
and it involves increasing glory (2 Cor. 3:7-11). He 
presented one final contrast to prove the superiority of 
the new covenant ministry of grace. 


Concealment—Openness (3:12-18) 

The Bible is basically a “picture book,” because it uses 
symbols, similes, metaphors, and other literary devices 
to get its message across. In this paragraph, Paul used 
the experience of Moses and his veil to illustrate the 
glorious freedom and openness of the Christian life 
under grace. Paul saw in Moses’ experience a deeper 
spiritual meaning than you and I would have seen as 
we read Exodus 34:29-35. 

The historical event (vv. 12-13). When you are a 
part of a ministry of increasing glory, you can be bold 
in what you say; and Paul did not hide his boldness. 
Unlike Moses, Paul had nothing to conceal. 

When Moses came down from communing with 
God, his face shone, reflecting the glory of God. 
When he spoke to the people, they could see the glory 
on his face, and they were impressed by it. But Moses 
knew that the glory would fade away; so, when he fin- 
ished teaching the people, he put on a veil. This 
prevented them from seeing the glory disappear; for, 
after all, who wants to follow a leader who is losing his 
glory? 

The word translated “end” in 2 Corinthians 3:13 
has two meanings: “purpose” and “finish.” The veil pre- 
vented the people from seeing the “finish” of the glory 
as it faded away. But the veil also prevented them from 
understanding the “purpose” behind the fading glory. 
The law had just been instituted, and the people were 
not ready to be told that this glorious system was only 
temporary. The truth that the covenant of law was a 
preparation for something greater was not yet made 
known to them. 

The national application (vv. 14-17). Paul had a 
special love for Israel and a burden to see his people 
saved (Rom. 9:1-3). Why were the Jewish people 
rejecting their Christ? As the missionary to the 
Gentiles, Paul was seeing many Gentiles trust the Lord, 
but the Jews—his own people—were rejecting the 
truth and persecuting Paul and the church. 

The reason? There was a “spiritual veil” over their 
minds and hearts. Their spiritual eyes were blinded, so 
that when they read the Old Testament Scriptures, 
they did not see the truth about their own Messiah. 
Even though the Scriptures were read systematically in 
the synagogues, the Jewish people did not grasp the 
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spiritual message God had given to them. They were 
blinded by their own religion. 

Is there any hope for the lost children of Israel? Yes, 
there is! “Nevertheless, when it [the heart] shall turn to 
the Lord [by trusting Jesus Christ], the veil shall be 
taken away” (2 Cor. 3:16). 

In each of the three churches I have pastored, it has 
been my joy to baptize Jewish people who have trusted 
Jesus Christ. It is amazing how their minds open to the 
Scriptures after they have been born again. One man 
told me, “It’s like scales falling from your eyes. You 
wonder why everybody doesn’t see what you see!” The 
veil is removed by the Spirit of God and they receive 
spiritual vision. 

But no sinner—Jew or Gentile—can turn to Christ 
apart from the ministry of the Holy Spirit of God. 
“Now the Lord is that Spirit” (2 Cor. 3:17). This state- 
ment is a bold declaration of the deity of the Holy 
Spirit: He is God. The Judaizers who had invaded the 
church at Corinth were depending on the law to 
change men’s lives, but only the Spirit of God can bring 
about spiritual transformation. The law can bring only 
bondage, but the Spirit introduces us into a life of lib- 
erty. “For ye have not received the spirit of bondage 
again to fear; but ye have received the Spirit of adop- 
tion, whereby we cry, ‘Abba, Father” (Rom. 8:15). 

As a nation, Israel today is spiritually blind; but this 
does not mean that individual Jews cannot be saved. 
The church today needs to recover its lost burden for 
Israel. We are their debtors, because all the spiritual 
blessings we have came through Israel. “Salvation is of 
the Jews” (Jonn 4:22). The only way we can “pay off” 
this debt is by sharing the gospel with them and pray- 
ing that they might be saved (Rom. 10:1). 

The personal application (v. 18). “But we all, 
with open face beholding as in a glass the glory of the 
Lord, are changed into the same image from glory to 
glory, even as by the Spirit of the Lord.” This verse is 
the climax of the chapter, and it presents a truth so 
exciting that I marvel so many believers have missed 
it—or ignored it. You and I can share the image of 
Jesus Christ and go “from glory to glory” through the 
ministry of the Spirit of God! 

Under the old covenant, only Moses ascended the 
mountain and had fellowship with God; but under the 
new covenant, all believers have the privilege of com- 
munion with Him. Through Jesus Christ, we may 
enter into the very Holy of Holies (Heb. 10:19-20)— 
and we don’t have to climb a mountain! 

The “mirror” is a symbol of the Word of God 
(James 1:22-25). As we look into God’s Word and see 
God’s Son, the Spirit transforms us into the very image 
of God. It is important, however, that we hide nothing 
from God. We must be open and honest with Him and 
not “wear a veil.” 

The word translated “changed” is the same word 
translated “transfigured” in the accounts of our Lord’s 
transfiguration (Matt. 17; Mark 9). It describes a 
change on the outside that comes from the inside. Our 
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English word metamorphosis is a transliteration of this 
Greek word. Metamorphosis describes the process that 
changes an insect from a larva into a pupa and then 
into a mature insect. The changes come from within. 

Moses reflected the glory of God, but you and I may 
radiate the glory of God. When we meditate on God’s 
Word and in it see God’s Son, then the Spirit trans- 
forms us! We become more like the Lord Jesus Christ 
as we grow “from glory to glory.” This wonderful process 
cannot be achieved by keeping the law. The glory of the 
law faded away, but the glory of God’s grace continues 
to increase in our lives. 

Keep in mind that Paul was contrasting, not only 
the old covenant with the New, but also the old 
covenant ministry with the ministry of grace. The goal 
of old covenant ministry is obedience to an external 
standard, but this obedience cannot change human 
character. The goal of new covenant ministry is likeness 
to Jesus Christ. Law can bring us to Christ (Gal. 3:24), 
but only grace can make us like Christ. Legalistic 
preachers and teachers may get their listeners to con- 
form to some standard, but they can never transform 
them to be like the Son of God. 

The means for old covenant ministry is the law, but 
the means for new covenant ministry is the Spirit of 
God using the Word of God. (By the “law” I do not 
mean the Old Testament, but rather the whole legal 
system given by Moses. Certainly, the Spirit can use 
both the Old and New Testaments to reveal Jesus 
Christ to us.) Since the Holy Spirit wrote the Word, He 
can teach it to us. Even more, because the Spirit lives in 
us, He can enable us to obey the Word from our hearts. 
This is not legal obedience, born of fear, but filial obe- 
dience born of love. 

Finally, the result of old covenant ministry is 
bondage; but the result of new covenant ministry is 
freedom in the Spirit. Legalism keeps a person imma- 
ture, and immature people must live by rules and 
regulations (see Gal. 4:1-7). God wants His children to 
obey, not because of an external code (the law), but 
because of internal character. Christians do not live 
under the law, but this does not mean that we are law- 
less! The Spirit of God writes the Word of God on our 
hearts, and we obey our Father because of the new life 
He has given us within. 

The lure of legalism is still with us. False cults prey 
on professed Christians and church members, as did 
the Judaizers in Paul’s day. We must learn to recognize 
false cults and reject their teachings. But there are also 
gospel-preaching churches that have legalistic tenden- 
cies and keep their members immature, guilty, and 
afraid. They spend a great deal of time dealing with the 
externals, and they neglect the cultivation of the inner 
life. They exalt standards and they denounce sin, but 
they fail to magnify the Lord Jesus Christ. Sad to say, 
in some New Testament churches we have an Old 
Testament ministry. 

Paul has now explained two aspects of his own min- 
istry: it is triumphant (2 Cor. 1—2) and it is glorious 
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(2 Cor. 3). The two go together: “Therefore seeing we 
have this [kind of] ministry, as we have received mercy, 
we faint not” (2 Cor. 4:1). 

When your ministry involves the glory of God— 
you cannot quit! 


CHAPTER FOUR 
2 Corinthians 4:1—5:8 


COURAGE FOR THE CONFLICT 


he key theme of this section is repeated in 1 
TT certs 4:1 and 16: “We faint not!” Literally, 

Paul said, “We do not lose heart!” There were cer- 
tainly plenty of reasons for discouragement in Paul’s 
situation, yet the great apostle did not quit. What was 
it that kept him from fainting in the conflicts of life? 
He knew what he possessed in Jesus Christ! Instead of 
complaining about what he did not have, Paul rejoiced 
in what he did have; and you and I can do the same 
thing. 


We Have a Glorious Ministry (4:1-6) 

“Therefore, seeing we have this kind of ministry” is the 
literal translation of what Paul wrote. What kind of 
ministry? The kind described in the previous chapter: a 
glorious ministry that brings men life, salvation, and 
righteousness; a ministry that is able to transform men’s 
lives. This ministry is a gift—we receive it from God. It 
is given to us because of God’s mercy, not because of 
anything we are or we have done (see 1 Tim. 1:12-17). 

The way you look at your ministry helps to deter- 
mine how you will fulfill it. If you look on serving 
Christ as a burden instead of a privilege, you will be a 
drudge and do only what is required of you. Some peo- 
ple even look on service as a punishment from God. 
When Paul considered the fact that he was a minister 
of Jesus Christ, he was overwhelmed by the grace and 
mercy of God. His positive attitude toward the min- 
istry had some practical consequences in his life. 

It kept him from being a quitter (v. 1). He con- 
fessed to the Corinthians that his trials in Asia had 
almost brought him to despair (2 Cor. 1:8). In spite of 
his great gifts and vast experience, Paul was human and 
subject to human frailties. But how could he lose heart 
when he was involved in such a wonderful ministry? 
Would God have entrusted this ministry to him so that 
he might fail? Of course not! With the divine calling 
came the divine enabling; he knew that God would see 
him through. 

A discouraged Methodist preacher wrote to the 
great Scottish preacher Alexander Whyte to ask his 
counsel. Should he leave the ministry? “Never think of 
giving up preaching!” Whyte wrote to him. “The 
angels around the throne envy you your great work!” 
That was the kind of reply Paul would have written, 
the kind of reply all of us need to ponder whenever we 
feel our work is in vain. 


It kept him from being a deceiver (vv. 2—4). “But 
we have renounced the things hidden because of 
shame, not walking in craftiness or adulterating the 
Word of God, but by the manifestation of the truth 
commending ourselves to every man’s conscience in the 
sight of God” (2 Cor. 4:2 Nass). Paul was certainly 
alluding to the Judaizers when he wrote these words. 
Many false teachers today claim to base their doctrine 
on the Word of God, but false teachers handle God’s 
Word in deceptive ways. You can prove anything by the 
Bible, provided you twist the Scriptures out of context 
and reject the witness of your own conscience. The 
Bible is a book of literature, and it must be interpreted 
according to the fundamental rules of interpretation. If 
people treated other books the way they treat the Bible, 
they would never learn anything. 

Paul had nothing to hide, either in his personal life 
or in his preaching of the Word. Everything was open 
and honest; there was no deception or distortion of the 
Word. The Judaizers were guilty of twisting the 
Scriptures to fit their own preconceived interpreta- 
tions, and ignorant people were willing to follow them. 

If Paul was such a faithful teacher of the Word, then 
why did not more people believe his message? Why 
were the false teachers so successful in winning con- 
verts? Because the mind of the lost sinner is blinded by 
Satan, and fallen man finds it easier to believe lies than 
to believe truth. The gospel “is hid to them that are 
lost: in whom the god of this world hath blinded the 
minds of them which believe not, lest the light of the 
glorious gospel of Christ, who is the image of God, 
should shine unto them” (2 Cor. 4:3—4). 

Paul had already explained that the minds of the 
Jews were “veiled” because of the blindness of their 
hearts (Rom. 11:25; 2 Cor. 3:14-16). The minds of the 
Gentiles are also blinded! Those who are lost (“perish- 
ing”) cannot understand the message of the gospel. 
Satan does not want the glorious light of salvation to 
shine into their hearts. As the god of this age and the 
prince of this world (John 12:31), Satan keeps lost sin- 
ners in the dark. The sad thing is that Satan uses 
religious teachers (like the Judaizers) to deceive people. 
Many of the people who today belong to cults were 
originally members of Christian churches. 

It kept him from being a self-promoter (vv. 5-6). 
The awesome fact that Paul had received this ministry 
from Christ kept him from being a quitter and a 
deceiver; but it also kept him from being a self-pro- 
moter (2 Cor. 4:5-6). “We preach not ourselves” (2 
Cor. 4:5). The Judaizers enjoyed preaching about 
themselves and glorying in their achievements (2 Cor. 
10:12-18). They were not servants who tried to help 
people; they were dictators who exploited people. 

Paul was certainly a man who practiced genuine 
humility. He did not trust in himself (2 Cor. 1:9) or 
commend himself (2 Cor. 3:1-5) or preach himself (2 
Cor. 4:5). He sought only to lead people to Jesus Christ 
and to build them up in the faith. It would have been 
easy for Paul to build a “fan club” for himself and take 
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advantage of weak people who thrive on associating 
with great men. The Judaizers operated in that way, but 
Paul rejected that kind of ministry. 

What happens when you share Jesus Christ with 
lost sinners? The light begins to shine! Paul compared 
conversion to creation as described in Genesis 1:3. Like 
the earth of Genesis 1:2, the lost sinner is formless and 
empty; but when he trusts Christ, he becomes a new 
creation (2 Cor. 5:17). God then begins to form and 
fill the life of the person who trusts Christ, and he 
begins to be fruitful for the Lord. God’s “Let there be 
light!” makes everything new. 


We Have a Valuable Treasure (4:7-12) 

From the glory of the new creation, Paul moved to the 
humility of the clay vessel. The believer is simply a “jar 
of clay”; it is the treasure within the vessel that gives the 
vessel its value. The image of the vessel is a recurring one 
in Scripture, and from it we can learn many lessons. 

To begin with, God has made us the way we are so 
that we can do the work He wants us to do. God said 
of Paul, “He is a chosen vessel unto me, to bear my 
name before the Gentiles” (Acts 9:15). No Christian 
should ever complain to God because of his lack of 
gifts or abilities, or because of his limitations or handi- 
caps. Psalm 139:13-16 indicates that our very genetic 
structure is in the hands of God. Each of us must 
accept himself and be himself. 

The important thing about a vessel is that it be 
clean, empty, and available for service. Each of us must 
seek to become “a vessel unto honor, sanctified [set 
apart], and meet for the master’s use, and prepared 
unto every good work” (2 Tim. 2:21). We are vessels so 
that God might use us. We are earthen vessels so that 
we might depend on God’s power and not our own. 

We must focus on the treasure and not on the ves- 
sel. Paul was not afraid of suffering or trial, because he 
knew that God would guard the vessel so long as Paul 
was guarding the treasure (see 1 Tim. 1:11; 6:20). God 
permits trials, God controls trials, and God uses trials 
for His own glory. God is glorified through weak vessels. 
The missionary who opened inland China to the 
gospel, J. Hudson Taylor, used to say, “All God’s giants 
have been weak men who did great things for God 
because they reckoned on Him being with them.” 

Sometimes God permits our vessels to be jarred so 
that some of the treasure will spill out and enrich oth- 
ers. Suffering reveals not only the weakness of man but 
also the glory of God. Paul presented a series of para- 
doxes in this paragraph: earthen vessels—power of God; 
the dying of Jesus—the life of Jesus; death working— 
life working. The natural mind cannot understand this 
kind of spiritual truth and therefore cannot understand 
why Christians triumph over suffering. 

Not only must we focus on the treasure and not on 
the vessel, but we must also focus on the Master and 
not on the servant. If we suffer, it is for Jesus’ sake. If 
we die to self, it is so that the life of Christ might be 
revealed in us. If we go through trials, it is so that 
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Christ might be glorified. And all of this is for the sake 
of others. As we serve Christ, death works in us—but 
life works in those to whom we minister. 

Dr. John Henry Jowett said, “Ministry that costs 
nothing, accomplishes nothing.” He was right. A pas- 
tor friend and I once heard a young man preach an 
eloquent sermon, but it lacked something. “There was 
something missing,” I said to my friend; and he 
replied, “Yes, and it won't be there until his heart is bro- 
ken. After he has suffered awhile, he will have a 
message worth listening to.” 

The Judaizers did not suffer. Instead of winning lost 
souls, they stole converts from Paul’s churches. Instead 
of sacrificing for the people, they made the people sac- 
rifice for them (2 Cor. 11:20). The false teachers did 
not have a treasure to share. All they had were some 
museum pieces from the old covenant, faded antiques 
that could never enrich a person's life. 

It has been my experience that many churches are 
ignorant of the price a pastor pays to be faithful to the 
Lord in serving His people. This section is one of three 
sections in 2 Corinthians devoted to a listing of Paul’s 
sufferings. The other two are 6:1-10 and 11:16—12:10. 
The test of a true ministry is not stars, but scars. “From 
henceforth let no man trouble me: for I bear in my body 
the marks [brands] of the Lord Jesus” (Gal. 6:17). 

How can we keep from giving up? By remembering 
that we are privileged to have the treasure of the gospel 
in our vessels of clay! 


We Have a Confident Faith (4:13-18) 

The phrase spirit of faith means “attitude or outlook of 
faith.” Paul was not referring to a special gift of faith (1 
Cor. 12:9), but rather to that attitude of faith that 
ought to belong to every believer. He saw himself iden- 
tified with the believer who wrote Psalm 116:10: “I 
believed, and therefore have I spoken.” True witness for 
God is based on faith in God, and this faith comes 
from God’s Word (Rom. 10:17). Nothing closes a 
believer’s mouth like unbelief (see Luke 1:20). 

Of what was Paul so confident? That he had noth- 
ing to fear from life or death! He had just listed some 
of the trials that were a part of his life and ministry, and 
now he was affirming that his faith gave him victory 
over all of them. Note the assurances that he had 
because of his faith. 

He was sure of ultimate victory (v. 14). If Jesus 
Christ has conquered death, the last enemy, then why 
fear anything else? Men do everything they can to pen- 
etrate the meaning of death and prepare for it, yet the 
world has no answer to death. Until a person is pre- 
pared to die, he is not really prepared to live. The joyful 
message of the early church was the victory of Christ 
over death, and we need to return to that victorious 
emphasis. Note too that Paul saw a future reunion of 
God’s people when he wrote, “and shall present us with 
you.” Death is the great divider, but in Jesus Christ 
there is assurance that His people shall be reunited in 
His presence (1 Thess. 4:13-18). 
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He was sure God would be glorified (v. 15). This 
verse parallels Romans 8:28 and gives us the assurance 
that our sufferings are not wasted: God uses them to 
minister to others and also to bring glory to His name. 
How is God glorified in our trials? By giving us the 
“abundant grace” we need to maintain joy and strength 
when the going gets difficult. Whatever begins with 
grace, leads to glory (see Ps. 84:11; 1 Peter 5:10). 

He was sure his trials were working for him, not 
against him (vv. 16-17). “We faint not” (see 2 Cor. 
4:1) was Paul’s confident testimony. What does it mat- 
ter if the “outward person” is perishing, so long as the 
“inward person” is experiencing daily spiritual renewal? 
Paul was not suggesting that the body is not important, 
or that we should ignore its warnings and needs. Since 
our bodies are the temples of God, we must care for 
them; but we cannot control the natural deterioration 
of human nature. When we consider all the physical 
trials that Paul endured, it is no wonder he wrote as he 
did. 

As Christians, we must live a day at a time. No per- 
son, no matter how wealthy or gifted, can live two days 
at a time. God provides for us “day by day” as we pray 
to Him (Luke 11:3). He gives us the strength that we 
need according to our daily requirements (Deut. 
33:25). We must not make the mistake of trying to 
“store up grace” for future emergencies, because God 
gives us the grace that we need when we need it (Heb. 
4:16). When we learn to live a day at a time, confident 
of God’s care, it takes a great deal of pressure off of our 
lives. 


Yard by yard, life is hard! 
Inch by inch, life’s a cinch! 


When you live by faith in Christ, you get the right 
perspective on suffering. Note the contrasts Paul pre- 
sented in 2 Corinthians 4:17: light affliction—weight 
of glory; momentary—eternal; working against us— 
working for us. Paul was writing with eternity’s values 
in view. He was weighing the present trials against the 
future glory, and he discovered that his trials were actu- 
ally working for him (see Rom. 8:18). 

We must not misunderstand this principle and 
think that a Christian can live any way he pleases and 
expect everything to turn into glory in the end. Paul 
was writing about trials experienced in the will of God 
as he was doing the work of God. God can and does 
turn suffering into glory, but He cannot turn sin into 
glory. Sin must be judged, because there is no glory in 
sin. 

Second Corinthians 4:16 should be related to 3:18, 
because both verses have to do with the spiritual 
renewal of the child of God. Of itself, suffering will not 
make us holier men and women. Unless we yield to the 
Lord, turn to His Word, and trust Him to work, our 
suffering could make us far worse Christians. In my 
own pastoral ministry, I have seen some of God’s peo- 
ple grow critical and bitter, and go from bad to worse 


instead of “from glory to glory.” We need that “spirit of 
faith” that Paul mentioned in 2 Corinthians 4:13. 

He was sure the invisible world was real (v. 18). 
Dr. A. W. Tozer used to remind us that the invisible 
world described in the Bible was the only “real world.” 
If we would only see the visible world the way God 
wants us to see it, we would never be attracted by what 
it offers (1 John 2:15-17). The great men and women 
of faith mentioned in Hebrews 11 achieved what they 
did because they “saw the invisible” (Heb. 11:10, 
13-14, 27). 

The things of this world seem so real because we 
can see them and feel them; but they are all temporal 
and destined to pass away. Only the eternal things of 
the spiritual life will last. Again, we must not press this 
truth into extremes and think that “material” and “spir- 
itual” oppose each other. When we use the material in 
God’s will, He transforms it into the spiritual, and this 
becomes a part of our treasure in heaven. (More on this 
in 2 Cor. 8—9.) We value the material because it can be 
used to promote the spiritual, and not for what it is in 
itself. 

How can you look at things that are invisible? By 
faith, when you read the Word of God. We have never 
seen Christ or heaven, yet we know they are real 
because the Word of God tells us so. Faith is “the evi- 
dence of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1). Because 
Abraham looked for the heavenly city, he separated 
himself from Sodom; but Lot chose Sodom because he 
walked by sight and not by faith (Gen. 13; Heb. 
11:10). 

Of course, the unsaved world thinks we are odd— 
perhaps even crazy—because we insist on the reality of 
the invisible world of spiritual blessing. Yet Christians 
are content to govern their lives by eternal values, not 
temporal prices. 


We Have a Future Hope (5:1-8) 

“We have this ministry.... We have this treasure.... We 
[have] the same spirit of faith.... We have a building of 
God” (2 Cor. 4:1, 7, 13; 5:1). What a testimony Paul 
gave to the reality of the Christian faith! 

This “building of God” is not the believer's heav- 
enly home, promised in John 14:1-6. It is his glorified 
body. Paul was a tentmaker (Acts 18:1—3), and here he 
used a tent as a picture of our present earthly bodies. A 
tent is a weak, temporary structure, without much 
beauty; but the glorified body we shall receive will be 
eternal, beautiful, and never show signs of weakness or 
decay (see Phil. 3:20-21). Paul saw the human body as 
an earthen vessel (2 Cor. 4:7) and a temporary tent; but 
he knew that believers would one day receive a wonder- 
ful glorified body, suited to the glorious environment 
of heaven. 

It is interesting to trace Paul’s testimony in this 
paragraph. 

We know (v. 1). How do we know? Because we 
trust the Word of God. No Christian has to consult a 
fortune-teller, a Ouija board, a spiritist, or a deck of 
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cards to find out what the future holds or what lies on 
the other side of death. God has told us all that we need 
to know in the pages of His Word. Paul’s “we know” 
connects with his “knowing” in 2 Corinthians 4:14, 
and this relates to the resurrection of Jesus Christ. We 
know that He is alive; therefore, we know that death 
cannot claim us. “Because I live, ye shall live also” 
(John 14:19). 

If our tent is “taken down” (“dissolved”), we need 
not fear. The body is only the house we live in. When 
a believer dies, the body goes to the grave, but the spirit 
goes to be with Christ (Phil. 1:20-25). When Jesus 
Christ returns for His own, He will raise the dead bod- 
ies in glory, and body and spirit shall be joined together 
for a glorious eternity in heaven (1 Cor. 15:35-58; 1 
Thess. 4:13-18). 

We groan (vv. 2-5). Paul was not expressing a 
morbid desire for death. In fact, his statement is just 
the opposite: he was eager for Jesus Christ to return so 
that he would be “clothed upon” with the glorified 
body. He presented three possibilities, using the image 
of the body as a tent: (1) a/ive—tresiding in the tent; (2) 
dead—unclothed, out of the tent, “naked”; (3) clothed 
upon—the transformation of the body at the return of 
Christ. Paul was hoping that he would be alive and on 
the earth at the return of Christ, so that he might not 
have to go through the experience of death. Paul used 
a similar picture in 1 Corinthians 15:51-58, and he 
used the idea of “groaning” in Romans 8:22-26. 

The glorified body is called “a building of God, a 
house not made with hands” in 2 Corinthians 5:1, and 
“our house which is from heaven” in 2 Corinthians 5:2. 
This is in contrast to our mortal bodies, which came 
from the dust of the earth. “And as we have borne the 
image of the earthy, we shall also bear the image of the 
heavenly” (1 Cor. 15:49). It is important to note that 
Paul was not groaning because he was in a human 
body, but because he longed to see Jesus Christ and 
receive a glorified body. He was groaning for glory! 

This explains why death holds no terrors for the 
Christian. Paul called his death a “departure” (2 Tim. 
4:6). One meaning of this Greek word is “to take down 
one’s tent and move on.” But how can we be sure that 
we shall one day have new bodies like the glorified 
body of our Savior? We can be sure because the Spirit 
lives within us. Paul mentioned the sealing and the 
earnest of the Spirit in 2 Corinthians 1:22 (see also 
Eph. 1:13-14). The Holy Spirit dwelling in the 
believer’s body is the “down payment” that guarantees 
the future inheritance, including a glorified body. In 
modern Greek, the word translated “earnest” means 
“engagement ring.” The church is engaged to Jesus 
Christ and is waiting for the Bridegroom to come to 
take her to the wedding. 

We are always confident (vv. 6-8). The people of 
God can be found in one of two places: either in 
heaven or on earth (Eph. 3:15). None of them is in the 
grave, in hell, or in any “intermediate place” between 
earth and heaven. Believers on earth are “at home in 
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the body,” while believers who have died are “absent 
from the body.” Believers on earth are “absent from the 
Lord,” while believers in heaven are “present with the 
Lord.” 

Because he had this kind of confidence, Paul was 
not afraid of suffering and trials, or even of dangers. 
This is not to suggest that he tempted the Lord by tak- 
ing unnecessary risks, but it does mean that he was 
willing to “lose his life” for the sake of Christ and the 
ministry of the gospel. He walked by faith and not by 
sight. He looked at the eternal unseen, not the tempo- 
ral seen (2 Cor. 4:18). Heaven was not simply a 
destination for Paul: it was a motivation. Like the heroes 
of faith in Hebrews 11, he looked for the heavenly city 
and governed his life by eternal values. 

As we review this section of 2 Corinthians, we can 
see how Paul had courage for the conflict and would 
not lose heart. He had a glorious ministry that trans- 
formed lives. He had a valuable treasure in the earthen 
vessel of his body, and he wanted to share that treasure 
with a bankrupt world. He had a confident faith that 
conquered fear, and he had a future hope that was both 
a destination and a motivation. 

No wonder Paul was “more than conqueror” (Rom. 
8:37)! 

Every believer in Jesus Christ has these same mar- 
velous possessions and can find through them courage 
for the conflict. 


CHAPTER FIVE 
2 Corinthians 5:9-21 


MOTIVES FOR MINISTRY 


hat we believe and how we behave must always 
W: together. Paul usually connected duty and 

doctrine, because what God has done for us 
must motivate us to do something for God. Phillips 
Brooks said, “Christianity knows no truth which is not 
the child of love and the parent of duty.” 

“You would have preached a marvelous sermon,” a 
woman said to her pastor, “except for all those ‘there- 
fores’ at the end!” 

Paul would have agreed with the pastor, for he usu- 
ally used “therefores” and “wherefores” liberally in his 
letters. In fact, you find them in this section of 2 
Corinthians 5 in verses 9, 11, and 16-17. Paul moved 
from explanation to application, and his theme was 
motivation for ministry. His enemies had accused him 
of using the ministry of the gospel for his own selfish 
purposes, when in reality they were the ones who were 
“merchandising” the gospel (see 2 Cor. 2:17; 4:2). 

What is the ministry of the Christian? To persuade 
sinners to be reconciled to God (2 Cor. 5:11, 20). We 
must never force people to trust Christ, or coerce them 
by some devious approach. “Our message to you is 
true, our motives are pure, our conduct is absolutely 


aboveboard” (1 Thess. 2:3, Phillips). The Christian 
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worker must have the right motive for ministry as well 
as the right message. 

In this section, Paul stated three acceptable motives 
for ministry. 


The Fear of the Lord (5:9-13) 

“Knowing, therefore, the terror [fear] of the Lord” (2 
Cor. 5:11). This kind of attitude is often lacking in 
ministry. The famous Bible scholar B. F. Westcott once 
wrote, “Every year makes me tremble at the daring 
with which people speak of spiritual things.” Phillips 
Brooks used to warn about “clerical jesters” whose jest- 
ing about the Bible robbed that inspired Book of some 
of its glory and power. Too often there is a sad absence 
of reverence in the public meetings of the church, so 
that it is no surprise that the younger generation is not 
taking the things of God seriously. 

Paul explained this motive by sharing his own testi- 
mony in three powerful statements. 

We labor (v. 9). This means “we are ambitious.” 
There is an ambition that is selfish and worldly, but 
there is also a holy ambition that honors the Lord. 
Paul’s great ambition was to be well pleasing to Jesus 
Christ. The Judaizers ministered to please men and 
enlisted them in their cause; but Paul ministered to 
please Jesus Christ alone (Gal. 1:10). A man-pleasing 
ministry is a carnal, compromising ministry; and God 
cannot bless it. 

The word translated “accepted” (“well pleasing”) is 
used in several other places in the New Testament, and 
each of these references helps us better understand 
what it is that pleases the Lord. It is well pleasing to 
Him when we present our bodies to Him as living sac- 
rifices (Rom. 12:1), and when we live so as to help 
others and avoid causing them to stumble (Rom. 
14:18). God is well pleased when His children separate 
themselves from the evil around them (Eph. 5:10), as 
well as when they bring their offerings to Him (Phil. 
4:18). He is pleased with children who submit to their 
parents (Col. 3:20), as well as with saints who permit 
Jesus Christ to work out His perfect will in their lives 
(Heb. 13:20-21). 

There is nothing wrong with godly ambition. “Yea, 
so have I strived [been ambitious] to preach the gospel” 
was Paul’s testimony in Romans 15:20; it was this 
godly ambition that compelled him to take the message 
where it had never been heard. Paul commanded the 
Thessalonian believers to “study [be ambitious] to be 
quiet” (1 Thess. 4:11). If, led by the Spirit, believers 
would put as much drive into Christian living and 
service as they do athletics or business, the gospel 
would make a greater impact on the lost world. “I want 
to be as zealous for God as I was for the devil!” a new 
Christian told me, and his life was greatly used of God. 

We must all appear (v. 10). Not every believer is 
ambitious for the Lord, but every believer is going to 
appear before the Lord; and now is the time to prepare. 
The judgment seat of Christ is that future event when 
God’s people will stand before the Savior as their works 


are judged and rewarded (see Rom. 14:8-10). Paul was 
ambitious for the Lord because he wanted to meet Him 
with confidence and not shame (1 John 2:28). 

The term “judgment seat” comes from the Greek 
word bema, which was the platform in Greek towns 
where orations were made or decisions handed down 
by rulers (see Matt. 27:19; Acts 12:21; 18:12). It was 
also the place where the awards were given out to the 
winners in the annual Olympic Games. This “judg- 
ment seat” must not be confused with the Great White 
Throne from which Christ will judge the wicked (Rev. 
20:11-15). Because of the gracious work of Christ on 
the cross, believers will not face their sins (John 5:24; 
Rom. 8:1); but we will have to give an account of our 
works and service for the Lord. 

The judgment seat of Christ will be a place of rev- 
elation; for the word appear means “be revealed.” As we 
live and work here on earth, it is relatively easy for us 
to hide things and pretend; but the true character of 
our works will be exposed before the searching eyes of 
the Savior. He will reveal whether our works have been 
good or bad (“worthless”). The character of our service 
will be revealed (1 Cor. 3:13) as well as the motives that 
impelled us (1 Cor. 4:5). 

It will also be a place of reckoning as we give an 
account of our ministries (Rom. 14:10—12). If we have 
been faithful it will be a place of reward and recogni- 
tion (1 Cor. 3:10—15; 4:1—6). For those of us who have 
been faithful, it will be a time of rejoicing as we glorify 
the Lord by giving our rewards back to Him in wor- 
ship and in praise. 

Is the desire for reward a proper motive for service? 
The fact that God does promise rewards is proof that 
the motive is not a sinful one, even though it may not 
be the highest motive. Just as parents are happy when 
their children achieve recognition, so our Lord is 
pleased when His people are worthy of recognition and 
reward. The important thing is not the reward itself, 
but the joy of pleasing Christ and honoring Him. 

We persuade men (vv. 11-13). If God judges His 
own people, then what will happen to the lost? “And if 
the righteous scarcely be saved, where shall the ungodly 
and the sinner appear?” (1 Peter 4:18). The word terror 
does not mean fright, dread, or horror. After all, we are 
going to see our Savior—and He loves us. But Paul did 
not minimize the awesomeness of the occasion. We 
shall stand before Christ, “and there is no respect of 
persons” (Col. 3:23-25). Christ has commanded us to 
spread the gospel to all nations, and we must be obedi- 
ent. Someone asked the Duke of Wellington what he 
thought of foreign missions, and his reply was “What 
are your marching orders?” 

How can the Christian prepare for the judgment 
seat of Christ? To begin with, he must maintain a clear 
conscience (2 Cor. 5:11). No doubt some of the ene- 
mies at Corinth were saying, “Just wait until Paul 
stands before the Lord!” But Paul was not afraid, 
because he knew that his conscience was clear (see 2 
Cor. 1:12). The truth about each one of us shall be 
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revealed, and Jesus Christ will commend us for those 
things that have pleased Him. 

Second, we must take care not to depend on the 
praise of men (2 Cor. 5:12). This verse relates to 2 
Corinthians 3:1, where Paul referred to the “letters of 
commendation” that the Judaizers prized so highly. If 
we live only for the praise of men, we will not win the 
praise of God at the judgment seat of Christ. To live for 
man’s praise is to exalt reputation over character, and it 
is character that will count when we see Christ. 
Actually, the Corinthians should have commended 
Paul! Instead, they were “promoting” the Judaizers, 
who gloried in appearance (see 2 Cor. 11:18), but were 
unspiritual in heart. 

Finally, we must ignore the criticisms of men (2 
Cor. 5:13). Paul’s enemies said that he was crazy. Paul 
said that he was “mad” when he was persecuting the 
church (Acts 26:11), but his enemies said he was mad 
since he had become a believer himself (Acts 26:24). 
But people said that our Lord was mad, so Paul was in 
good company (see Mark 3:21). “If I am mad,” Paul 
was saying, “it is for your good and the glory of God— 
so that makes it worthwhile!” 

When Dwight L. Moody was ministering at his 
large Sunday school and church in Chicago, people 
often called him “Crazy Moody.” In the eyes of the 
unsaved world, Moody was crazy to have given up a 
successful business career to become a Sunday school 
worker and evangelist; but time has proved his decision 
to be a wise one. Today, we dont know the names of 
the people who laughed at him, but we do know—and 
honor—the name of D. L. Moody. 

It behooves every Christian to examine his own life 
regularly to see if he is ready for the judgment seat of 
Christ. Wanting to give a good account before Christ is 
a worthy motive for Christian service. 


The Love of Christ (5:14-17) 

How can such opposite emotions as fear and love dwell 
in the same heart? Certainly they are found in the 
hearts of children who love their parents and yet 
respect them and their authority. “Serve the Lord with 
fear, and rejoice with trembling” (Ps. 2:11). 

The phrase “the love of Christ” means His love for 
us as seen in His sacrificial death. “We love him, 
because he first loved us” (1 John 4:19). He loved us 
when we were unlovely; in fact, He loved us when we 
were ungodly, sinners, and enemies (see Rom. 5:6-10). 
When He died on the cross, Christ proved His love for 
the world (John 3:16), the church (Eph. 5:25), and 
individual sinners (Gal. 2:20). When you consider the 
reasons why Christ died, you cannot help but love 
Him. 

He died that we might die (v. 14). The tense of the 
verb gives the meaning “then all died.” This truth is 
explained in detail in Romans 6, the believer's identifica- 
tion with Christ. When Christ died, we died in Him and 
with Him. Therefore, the old life should have no hold 
on us today. “I am crucified with Christ” (Gal. 2:20). 
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He died that we might live (vv. 15-17). This is 
the positive aspect of our identification with Christ: we 
not only died with Him, but we also were raised with 
Him that we might “walk in newness of life” (Rom. 
6:4). Because we have died with Christ, we can over- 
come sin; and because we live with Christ, we can bear 
fruit for God’s glory (Rom. 7:4). 

He died that we might live through Him: “God sent 
his only begotten Son into the world, that we might 
live through him” (1 John 4:9). This is our experience 
of salvation, eternal life through faith in Jesus Christ. 
But He also died that we might live for Him, and not 
live unto ourselves (2 Cor. 5:15). This is our experience 
of service. It has well been said, “Christ died our death 
for us that we might live His life for Him.” If a lost sin- 
ner has been to the cross and been saved, how can he 
spend the rest of his life in selfishness? 

In 1858, Frances Ridley Havergal visited Germany 
with her father, who was getting treatment for his 
afflicted eyes. While in a pastor’s home, she saw a pic- 
ture of the crucifixion on the wall, with the words 
under it: “I did this for thee. What hast thou done for 
Me?” Quickly she took a piece of paper and wrote a 
poem based on that motto; but she was not satisfied 
with it, so she threw the paper into the fireplace. The 
paper came out unharmed! Later, her father encour- 
aged her to publish it; and we sing it today to a tune 
composed by Philip P. Bliss. 


I gave My life for thee, 

My precious blood I shed, 

That thou might’st ransomed be, 
And quickened from the dead; 

I gave, I gave My life for thee, 
What hast thou given for Me? 


Christ died that we might live through Him and for 
Him, and that we might live with Him. “Who died for 
us, that, whether we wake or sleep, we should live 
together with him” (1 Thess. 5:10). Because of 
Calvary, believers are going to heaven to live with 
Christ forever! 

He died that we might die, and He died that we 
might live. But He also died that we might share in the 
new creation (2 Cor. 5:16-17). Our new relationship to 
Christ has brought about a new relationship to the 
world and the people around us. We no longer look at 
life the way we used to. To know Christ “after the flesh” 
means to evaluate Him from a human point of view. 
But “the days of his flesh” are ended (Heb. 5:7) because 
He has ascended to heaven and is now glorified at the 
Father's right hand. 

Adam was the head of the old creation, and Christ 
(the Last Adam, 1 Cor. 15:45) is the Head of the new 
creation. The old creation was plunged into sin and 
condemnation because of the disobedience of Adam. 
The new creation means righteousness and salvation 
because of the obedience of Jesus Christ. (See Rom. 
5:12-21 for the explanation of the “two Adams.”) 
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Because we are a part of the new creation, everything 
has become new. 

For one thing, we have a new view of Christ. It is 
unfortunate that too great an emphasis is given in 
music and art on Christ “after the flesh.” The facts 
about the earthly life of Jesus are important, because 
the Christian message is grounded in history. But we 
must interpret the manger by the throne. We do not 
worship a Babe in a manger; we worship a glorified 
Savior on the throne. 

Because “all things are become new,” we also have a 
new view of people around us. We see them as sinners 
for whom Christ died. We no longer see them as 
friends or enemies, customers or coworkers; we see 
them the way Christ sees them, as lost sheep who need 
a shepherd. When you are constrained by the love of 
Christ, you want to share His love with others. 

During an especially controversial presidential elec- 
tion, a church officer came into a Sunday school class 
wearing a large pin that promoted one of the candi- 
dates. The pastor stopped him and advised him to take 
it off until he was out of church. 

“Why take it off?” he argued. “He’s a perfectly good 
candidate!” 

“But suppose the pin is seen by an unsaved man of 
the other party?” the pastor replied. “Will it upset him 
and maybe keep him from hearing the Word and get- 
ting saved?” 

Sullenly, the man removed the pin; and then he 
smiled and said, “I guess I should remember that peo- 
ple arent Republicans or Democrats. They're sinners 
who need a Savior—and that’s more important than 
winning an election.” 

But we should also look at other Christians as a part 
of the new creation, and not evaluate them on the bases 
of education, race, finances, or position in society. 
“There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond 
nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all 
one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). 


The Commission of Christ (5:18-21) 
The key idea in this paragraph is reconciliation. Because 
of his rebellion, man was the enemy of God and out of 
fellowship with Him. Through the work of the cross, 
Jesus Christ has brought man and God together again. 
God has been reconciled and has turned His face in 
love toward the lost world. The basic meaning of the 
word reconcile is “to change thoroughly.” It refers to a 
changed relationship between God and the lost world. 

God does not have to be reconciled to man, because 
that was accomplished by Christ on the cross. It is sin- 
ful man who must be reconciled to God. “Religion” is 
man’s feeble effort to be reconciled to God, efforts that 
are bound to fail. The Person who reconciles us to God 
is Jesus Christ, and the place where He reconciles us is 
His cross. 

Another key idea in this section is imputation. This 
is a word borrowed from banking; it simply means “to 
put to one’s account.” When you deposit money in the 


bank, the computer (or the clerk) puts that amount to 
your account, or to your credit. When Jesus died on 
the cross, all of our sins were imputed to Him—put to 
His account. He was treated by God as though He had 
actually committed those sins. 

The result? All of those sins have been paid for, and 
God no longer holds them against us, because we have 
trusted Christ as our Savior. But even more: God has 
put to our account the very righteousness of Christ! 
“For he hath made him [Christ] to be sin for us, who 
knew no sin; that we might be made the righteousness 
of God in him” (2 Cor. 5:21). 

Reconciliation is based on imputation: because the 
demands of God’s holy law have been fully met on the 
cross, God can be reconciled to sinners. Those who 
believe on Jesus Christ as their Savior will never have 
their sins imputed against them again (Ps. 32:1-2; 
Rom. 4:1-8). As far as their records are concerned, 
they share the righteousness of Jesus Christ! 

There is a lovely illustration of this truth in the lit- 
tle letter Paul wrote to his friend Philemon. Philemon’s 
slave, Onesimus, stole from his master and then fled to 
Rome. Because of his crimes, he could have been cru- 
cified. But in the providence of God, Onesimus met 
Paul and was converted. Paul wrote the Letter to 
Philemon to encourage his friend to forgive Onesimus 
and receive him home. “Receive him as myself,” wrote 
Paul (Philem. 17); “if he ... oweth thee aught, put that 
on mine account” (Philem. 18). Paul was willing to pay 
the bill (imputation) so that Onesimus and Philemon 
could be reconciled. 

How does this wonderful doctrine of reconciliation 
motivate us to serve Christ? We are ambassadors with a 
message. God has committed to us the ministry and 
the word of reconciliation (2 Cor. 5:18-19). 

In the Roman Empire, there were two kinds of 
provinces: senatorial provinces and imperial provinces. 
The senatorial provinces were made up of people who 
were peaceful and not at war with Rome. They had sur- 
rendered and submitted. But the imperial provinces 
were not peaceful; they were dangerous because they 
would rebel against Rome if they could. It was neces- 
sary for Rome to send ambassadors to the imperial 
provinces to make sure that rebellion did not break 
out. 

Since Christians in this world are the ambassadors 
of Christ, this means that the world is in rebellion 
against God. This world is an “imperial province” as far 
as God is concerned. He has sent His ambassadors into 
the world to declare peace, not war. “Be ye reconciled 
to God!” We represent Jesus Christ (John 20:21; 2 Cor. 
4:5). If sinners reject us and our message, it is Jesus 
Christ who is actually rejected. What a great privilege 
it is to be heaven’s ambassadors to the rebellious sinners 
of this world! 

When I was a young pastor, it used to embarrass me 
somewhat to make visits and confront people with the 
claims of Christ. Then it came to me that I was a priv- 
ileged person, an ambassador of the King of Kings! 
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There was nothing to be embarrassed about. In fact, 
the people I visited should have been grateful that one 
of Christ’s ambassadors came to see them. 

God has not declared war on the world; at the cross 
He declared peace. But one day, He will declare war; 
and then it will be too late for those who have rejected 
the Savior (2 Thess. 1:3-10). Satan is seeking to tear 
everything apart in this world, but Christ and His 
church are involved in the ministry of reconciliation, 
bringing things back together again, and back to God. 

Ministry is not easy. If we are to succeed, we must 
be motivated by the fear of the Lord, the love of Christ, 
and the commission that He has given to us. What a 
privilege it is to serve Him! 


CHAPTER SIX 
2 Corinthians 6—7 


HEART TO HEART 


hese two chapters bring to a heartfelt conclusion 
Te explanation of his ministry. He has told his 

readers that, in spite of trials, his was a triumphant 
ministry (2 Cor. 1—2) and a glorious ministry (2 Cor. 
3), and that he could not ever think of quitting. His 
enemies had accused him of using the ministry for per- 
sonal gain, but he had proved his ministry to be sincere 
(2 Cor. 4) and based on faith in God (2 Cor. 5). All 
that remained now was to challenge the hearts of the 
Corinthians and assure them of his love; and this he 
did by presenting them with three loving appeals. 


An Appeal for Appreciation (6:1-10) 

Principles of Psychology by William James has been a 
classic text and certainly was a pioneer work in that 
field. But the author admitted that there was “an 
immense omission” in the book. “The deepest princi- 
ple of human nature is the craving to be appreciated,” 
he wrote; and yet he had not dealt with this principle 
in his book. 

As you read 2 Corinthians, you get the strong 
impression that the church did not really appreciate 
Paul and the work he had done among them. They 
should have been defending Paul and not forcing him 
to defend himself. The Corinthians were boasting 
about the Judaizers who had invaded the church, and 
yet the Judaizers had done nothing for them. So Paul 
reminded them of the ministry God had given him at 
Corinth. 

Paul the evangelist (vv. 1-2). It was Paul who had 
gone to Corinth with the good news of the gospel; and 
through his ministry, the church had been founded. He 
had fulfilled the work of the “ambassador” described in 
2 Corinthians 5:18-21. It was not the Judaizers who 
had won them to Christ; it was Paul. 

But even now, Paul was not certain that everybody 
in the church who professed to be saved was truly a 


child of God (see 2 Cor. 13:5). He quoted Isaiah 49:8 
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as his appeal for them to receive God’s grace. Because 
of the reconciling work of Christ on the cross (2 Cor. 
5:18-19), today is indeed “the day of salvation.” There 
is no guarantee that any sinner will have the opportu- 
nity to be saved tomorrow, “Seek ye the Lord while he 
may be found” (Isa. 55:6). 

A pastor was dealing with a young lady who was 
arguing that she had plenty of time to decide for Jesus 
Christ. He handed her a piece of paper and said, 
“Would you sign a statement that you would be will- 
ing to postpone salvation for a year?” No, she would 
not do that. Six months? No again. One month? She 
hesitated, but said no. Then she began to see the folly 
of her argument because she had assurance of opportu- 
nity only for today; and she trusted Christ without 
delay. 

Paul the example (vv. 3-10). One of the greatest 
obstacles to the progress of the gospel is the bad exam- 
ple of people who profess to be Christians. Unsaved 
people like to use the inconsistencies of the saints— 
especially preachers—as an excuse for rejecting Jesus 
Christ. Paul was careful not to do anything that would 
put a stumbling block in the way of either sinners or 
saints (see Rom. 14). He did not want the ministry to 
be discredited (“blamed”) in any way because of his 
life. 

Paul reminded his readers of the trials he had 
endured for them (2 Cor. 6:4-5). He had been a man of 
endurance (“patience”) and had not quit when things 
were tough. Afflictions are trials under pressure, when 
you are pressed down by circumstances. Necessities are 
the everyday hardships of life, and distresses refer to 
experiences that push us into a corner where there 
seems to be no escape. The Greek word means “a nar- 
row place.” 

But even unsaved people go through those experi- 
ences, so Paul then listed a few of the trials he endured 
because of the opposition of people: stripes, imprison- 
ments, and tumults (riots). These he experienced 
because he was faithfully serving the Lord. He then 
named some of the sacrifices he made voluntarily for 
the sake of the ministry: labors (work resulting in 
weariness), watchings (sleepless nights), fastings (will- 
ingly going without food). Of course, Paul had not 
announced these things publicly. The only reason he 
mentioned them in this letter was to assure the 
Corinthians of his love for them. 

He further reminded them of the tools he had used 
in his ministry (2 Cor. 6:6-7). Pureness means “chastity” 
(see 2 Cor. 11:2). Paul kept himself morally clean. 
Longsuffering refers to patience with difficult people, 
while patience (2 Cor. 6:4) refers to endurance in diffi- 
cult circumstances. Paul depended on the power of the 
Spirit so that he might manifest the fruit of the Spirit, 
such as kindness and sincere love. He used the Word of 
God to convey spiritual knowledge, and he wore the 
armor of God (see Eph. 6:10ff.) to protect him from 
satanic attacks. 

Finally, he reminded them of the testimony that he 
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bore (2 Cor. 6:8-10). Paul listed a series of paradoxes, 
because he knew that not everybody really understood 
him and his ministry. Paul’s enemies gave an evil report 
of him as a man who was a dishonorable deceiver. But 
God gave a good report of Paul as a man who was hon- 
orable and true. Paul was well known and yet, at the 
same time, unknown. 

What a price Paul paid to be faithful in his min- 
istry! And yet how little the Corinthians really 
appreciated all he did for them. They brought sorrow 
to his heart, yet he was “always rejoicing” in Jesus 
Christ. He became poor that they might become rich 
(see 1 Cor. 1:5; 2 Cor. 8:9). The word translated “poor” 
means “the complete destitution of a beggar.” 

Was Paul wrong in appealing for their appreciation? 
I don’t think so. Too many churches are prone to take 
for granted the sacrificial ministry of pastors, mission- 
aries, and faithful church officers. Paul was not begging 
for praise, but he was reminding his friends in Corinth 
that his ministry to them had cost him dearly. 

Of course, in all of this personal testimony, Paul 
was refuting the malicious accusations of the Judaizers. 
How much had ¢hey suffered for the people at Corinth? 
What price did they pay for their ministry? Like most 
“cultists” today, these false teachers stole another man’s 
converts; they did not seek to win the lost themselves. 

It has well been said, “If you want to find gratitude, 
look in the dictionary.” Are we showing gratitude to 
those who have ministered to us? 


An Appeal for Separation (6:11—7:1) 

In spite of all the problems and heartaches the church 
had caused him, Paul still loved the believers at Corinth 
very much. He had spoken honestly and lovingly to 
them; now he tenderly asked them to open their hearts 
to him. He felt like a father whose children were rob- 
bing him of the love that he deserved (see 1 Cor. 4:15). 

Why were they withholding their love? Because 
they had divided hearts. The false teachers had stolen 
their hearts, and now they were cool toward Paul. They 
were like a daughter engaged to be married, but being 
seduced by an unworthy suitor (see 2 Cor. 11:1-3). 
The Corinthians were compromising with the world, 
so Paul appealed to them to separate themselves to 
God, the way a faithful wife is separated to her hus- 
band. 

It is unfortunate that the important doctrine of sep- 
aration has been misunderstood and abused in recent 
years, for it is an essential truth. Some sincerely zealous 
Christians have turned separation into isolation, until 
their fellowship has become so narrow that they cannot 
even get along with themselves. In reaction to this 
extreme position, other believers have torn down all the 
walls and will fellowship with anybody, regardless of 
what he believes or how he lives. While we applaud 
their desire to practice Christian love, we want to 
remind them that even Christian love must exercise 
discernment (Phil. 1:9-11). 

Paul presented three arguments to try to convince 


these believers that they must separate themselves from 
that which is contrary to God’s will. 

The nature of the believer (6:14—16). It is nature 
that determines association. Because a pig has a pig's 
nature, it associates with other pigs in the mud hole. 
Because a sheep has a sheep’s nature, it munches grass 
with the flock in the pasture. The Christian possesses a 
divine nature (2 Peter 1:3—4), and therefore he should 
want to associate himself only with that which pleases 
the Lord. 

The concept of the “unequal yoke” comes from 
Deuteronomy 22:10: “Thou shalt not plow with an ox 
and an ass together.” The ox was a clean animal to the 
Jews, but the ass was not (Deut. 14:1-8); and it would 
be wrong to yoke them together. Furthermore, they 
have two opposite natures and would not even work 
well together. It would be cruel to bind them to each 
other. In the same way, it is wrong for believers to be 
yoked together with unbelievers. 

Note the nouns that Paul used: fellowship, commun- 
ion, concord (harmony), part, agreement. Each of these 
words speaks of having something in common. The 
word concord gives us our English word “symphony,” 
and it speaks of beautiful music that comes when the 
players are reading the same score and obeying the 
same leader. What chaos we would have if each instru- 
mentalist played his own tune in his own way! 

God’s desires for His people are seen in these words. 
He wants us to share with each other (fellowship) and 
have in common (communion) the blessings of the 
Christian life. He wants us to enjoy harmony and agree- 
ment as we live and work together. When we try to 
walk with the world and with the Lord at the same 
time, we break this spiritual fellowship and create dis- 
cord and division. 

Paul saw believers and unbelievers in stark contrast 
to each other: righteousness—unrighteousness, light— 
darkness, Christ—Belial (Satan), belief—infidelity 
(unbelief), God’s temple—idols. How could you possi- 
bly bring these opposites together? The very nature of 
the Christian demands that he be separated from that 
which is unholy. When a saved person marries an 
unsaved partner, it sets up an impossible situation; and 
the same thing applies to business partnerships and 
religious “fellowship.” 

Note that the word ye is plural in 2 Corinthians 
6:16. Paul is here referring to the local church as a 
whole, and not to the individual believer only, as in 1 
Corinthians 6:19-20. The local church is the dwelling 
place of God because believers are the people of God 
(see Ex. 6:7; 25:8; Lev. 26:12; Ezek. 37:26-27). For a 
local church to compromise its testimony is like a holy 
temple being defiled. 

The command of Scripture (6:17). The major 
part of this quotation is from Isaiah 52:11, but there 
are also echoes in it of Ezekiel 20:34, 41. The reference 
in Isaiah is to the captive nation leaving Babylon and 
returning to their own land, but the spiritual applica- 
tion is to the separation of the people of God today. 
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God commands His people to “come out,” which 
implies a definite act on their part. “Be ye separate” 
suggests devotion to God for a special purpose. 
Separation is not just a negative act of departure; it is 
also a positive act of dedication to God. We must sep- 
arate from sin and unto God. “Touch not the unclean 
thing” is a warning against defilement. The Old 
Testament Jew was defiled if he touched a dead body or 
the issue from a festering sore. Of course, Christians 
today do not contract spiritual defilement by touch, 
but the principle is the same: we must not associate 
with that which will compromise our testimony or lead 
us into disobedience. 

God’s command of separation is found throughout 
Scripture. He warned Israel not to mingle with the 
pagan nations in the land of Canaan (Num. 
33:50-56); yet they repeatedly disobeyed His Word 
and were punished because of it. The prophets repeat- 
edly pled with the people to forsake their heathen idols 
and devote themselves wholly to the Lord. Finally, God 
had to send Israel into Assyrian captivity and Judah 
into Babylonian captivity. Our Lord rejected the false 
“separation” of the Pharisees, but He did warn His dis- 
ciples against the leaven (false doctrine) of the Pharisees 
and Sadducees, and He prayed that they would be kept 
from the defilement of the world (Matt. 16:6, 11; John 
17:14-17). 

The apostles in their letters to the churches also 
emphasized doctrinal and personal purity. The believer 
was in the world, but he must be careful not to become 
like the world. The church must also separate itself 
from those who reject the doctrine given by Christ and 
the apostles (Rom. 12:1-2; 16:17-20; Col. 3:1-2; 1 
Tim. 6:10-11; Titus 2:14; 1 Peter 4:3-6; 1 John 4:6). 
Even in the book of Revelation, there is an emphasis on 
God’s people being separated from that which is false 
and contrary to holy living (Rev. 2:14-16, 20-24; 
18:4ff.). 

In our desire for doctrinal and personal purity, we 
must not become so self-centered that we ignore the 
needy world around us. Our Lord was “holy, harmless, 
undefiled, separate from sinners” (Heb. 7:26), and yet 
He was “a friend of publicans and sinners” (Luke 7:34). 
Like a skillful physician, we must practice “contact 
without contamination.” Otherwise, we will isolate 
ourselves from the people who need our ministry the 
most. 

The promise of God’s blessing (6:17—7:1). God 
becomes our Father when we trust Jesus Christ as our 
Savior, but He cannot be to us a Father unless we obey 
Him and fellowship with Him. He longs to receive us 
in love and treat us as His precious sons and daughters. 
Salvation means we share the Father’s life, but separa- 
tion means that we enter fully into the Father’s love. 
Jesus promised this “deeper love” in John 14:21-23. 

God blesses those who separate themselves from sin 
and unto the Lord. Abraham separated himself from 
Ur of the Chaldees and God blessed him. When 
Abraham compromised and went to Egypt, God had to 


521 


2 Corinthians 7 


chasten him (Gen. 11:31—12:20). As long as Israel 
was separated from the sinful nations in Canaan, God 
blessed them; but when they began to mingle with the 
heathen, God had to discipline them. Both Ezra and 
Nehemiah had to teach the people again the meaning 
of separation (Ezra 9—10; Neh. 9:2; 10:28; 13:1-9, 
23-31). 

Because of God’s gracious promises, we have some 
spiritual responsibilities (2 Cor. 7:1). We must cleanse 
ourselves once and for all of anything that defiles us. It 
is not enough to ask God to cleanse us; we must clean 
up our own lives and get rid of those things that make 
it easy for us to sin. No believer can legislate for any 
other believer; each one knows the problems of his own 
heart and life. 

Too often Christians deal with symptoms and not 
causes. We keep confessing the same sins because we 
have not gotten to the root of the trouble and “cleansed 
ourselves.” Perhaps there is “filthiness of the flesh,” 
some pet sin that “feeds” the old nature (Rom. 13:14). 
Or it may be “filthiness of the spirit,” an attitude that 
is sinful. The prodigal son was guilty of sins of the 
flesh, but his “moral” elder brother was guilty of sins of 
the spirit. He could not even get along with his own 
father (see Luke 15:11-21). 

But cleansing ourselves is only half of the responsi- 
bility; we must also be “perfecting holiness in the fear 
of God” (2 Cor. 7:1). This is a constant process as we 
grow in grace and knowledge (2 Peter 3:18). It is 
important to be balanced. The Pharisees were keen on 
putting away sin, but they neglected to perfect holi- 
ness. But it is foolish to try to perfect holiness if there 
is known sin in our lives. 

Paul had appealed for appreciation and for separa- 
tion. He gave one final appeal in his attempt to regain 
the love and devotion of the believers in Corinth. 


An Appeal for Reconciliation (7:2-16) 

“Open wide your hearts to us!” (see 2 Cor. 6:13). 
“Receive us” (2 Cor. 7:2). “Can two walk together, 
except they be agreed?” (Amos 3:3). If the Corinthians 
would only cleanse their lives and their church fellow- 
ship, God would receive them (2 Cor. 6:17) and they 
could again have close fellowship with Paul. 

The emphasis in this section is on the way God 
encouraged Paul after he had experienced such great 
trials in Asia and Troas (see 2 Cor. 1:8—10; 2:12-13). 
There is actually a threefold encouragement recorded 
in these verses. 

Paul encouraged the church (vv. 2-4). The 
church had received Titus; now they should receive 
Paul (2 Cor. 7:13). Paul asked them to trust him, for he 
had never done anything to wrong them. This is cer- 
tainly a reference to the false teachers who had accused 
Paul, especially the use of the word defrauded 
(“exploits,” see 2 Cor. 11:20 nrv). “Paul is taking up 
this missionary offering so he can use the money him- 
self” they were saying. 

Why is it so difficult to assure people of our love? 
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What more could Paul do to convince them? He was 
willing to die for them if necessary, for they were in his 
heart (see 2 Cor. 3:1ff.; 6:11-13). He was boasting of 
them to others (“glorying of you”), but they were crit- 
icizing him. 

But, in spite of these problems, Paul had good rea- 
son to encourage the church, because the visit of Titus 
had been successful; and now there was opportunity to 
“mend the fences” and restore fellowship. This leads to 
the second encouragement. 

Titus encouraged Paul (vv. 5-10). The first 
encouragement Paul received was the coming of Titus 
after they had been separated from each other. It was 
not easy to communicate or to travel in those days, and 
Paul had to depend on the providence of God for his 
plans to work out regarding the visit of Titus to 
Corinth. (Even with our modern means of transporta- 
tion and communication, we still need to depend on 
God’s providence.) 

But Paul was encouraged by the report that Titus 
gave of his reception at Corinth. They had read Paul’s 
“painful letter” and had repented of their sins and dis- 
ciplined the members who had created the problems. It 
is unfortunate that the King James Version translates 
two different Greek words as “repent,” for they have 
different meanings. The word repent in 2 Corinthians 
7:8 means “regret,” and repented in 2 Corinthians 7:10 
means “to be regretted.” 

Paul had written them a stern letter, and then had 
regretted it. But the letter achieved its purpose and the 
Corinthians repented, and this made Paul rejoice. 
Their repentance was not merely a passing “regret”; it 
was a true godly sorrow for sin. “Godly sorrow brings 
repentance that leads to salvation and leaves no regret, 
but worldly sorrow brings death” (2 Cor. 7:10 nrv). 
The difference is seen in Judas and Peter. Judas 
“repented himself” (was full of regret) and went and 
committed suicide, while Peter wept and repented of 
his fall (Matt. 26:75—27:5). 

Do Christians need to repent? Jesus said that we do 
(Luke 17:3-4), and Paul agreed with Him (2 Cor. 
12:21). Four of the seven churches of Asia Minor, 
listed in Revelation 2 and 3, were commanded to 
repent. To repent simply means “to change one’s 
mind,” and disobedient Christians need to repent, not 
in order to be saved, but in order to restore their close 
fellowship with God. 

The Corinthians encouraged Titus (vv. 11-16). 
They went to great lengths to do the will of God. First 
of all, they received Titus and refreshed him by their 
fellowship (2 Cor. 7:13). They rejoiced his heart as they 
proved to be all that Paul boasted that they were. They 
accepted his message from Paul and acted on it. 

In 2 Corinthians 7:11, Paul spelled out their han- 
dling of the matter of discipline. “For behold what 
earnestness this very thing, this godly sorrow, has pro- 
duced in you; what vindication of yourselves, what 
indignation, what fear, what longing, what zeal, what 
avenging of wrong! In everything you demonstrated 


yourselves to be innocent in the matter” (Nass). Paul 
was encouraged when Titus told him of the way they 
repented and showed concern and zeal to do what was 
right. Paul assured them that the purpose of his letter 
was not only to rebuke the offender and help the 
offended, but to prove his love for the church. Paul had 
suffered a great deal because of this situation, but his 
suffering was worth it all now that the problem was 
solved. 

One of the most difficult things to do is to rebuild 
a shattered relationship. This Paul tried to do in 2 
Corinthians, and especially in chapters 6 and 7. 
Unfortunately, there are many shattered relationships 
today—in homes, churches, and ministries—and they 
can be repaired and strengthened only when people 
face problems honestly, deal with them biblically and 
lovingly, and seek to get right with God. 

As you and I examine our own lives, we must deter- 
mine to be a part of the answer and not a part of the 
problem. We must show appreciation, practice separa- 
tion, and encourage reconciliation if God is to use us 
to restore broken relationships. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 
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THE GRACE OF GIVING—PART | 


ne of the major ministries of Paul’s third mission- 
0 ary journey was the taking up of a special “relief 

offering” for the poor Christians in Judea. Once 
before Paul had assisted in this way (Acts 11:27-30), 
and he was happy to do it again. It is significant that it 
was Paul who remembered the “forgotten beatitude” of 
our Lord: “It is more blessed to give than to receive” 
(Acts 20:35). 

But Paul had other blessings in mind besides the 
material assisting of the poor. He wanted this offering 
to strengthen the unity of the church as the Gentile 
churches shared with the Jewish congregations across 
the sea. Paul saw the Gentiles as “debtors” to the Jews 
(Rom. 15:25-28), and the special collection was one 
way to pay that debt. 

This offering was also evidence to the Jewish believ- 
ers (some of whom were still zealous for the law) that 
Paul was not the enemy of the Jews or of Moses (Acts 
20:17ff.). Early in his ministry, Paul had promised to 
remember the poor (Gal. 2:6-10), and he labored to 
keep that promise; but at the same time, he hoped that 
the generosity of the Gentiles would silence the jeal- 
ousy of the Jews. 

Unfortunately, the Corinthians were not doing 
their part. Like many people, they had made promises, 
but they failed to keep them. In fact, an entire year had 
been wasted (2 Cor. 8:10). What was the cause of this 
serious delay? The low spiritual level of the church. 
When a church is not spiritual, it is not generous. 
Another factor was the invasion of the Judaizers, who 
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probably siphoned off as much money as they could (2 
Cor. 11:7—12, 20; 12:14). 

Paul knew that it would be difficult to get the 
Corinthians to participate, so he lifted his appeal to the 
highest spiritual level possible: he taught them that giv- 
ing was an act of grace. Paul used nine different words 
to refer to the offering, but the one he used the most 
was grace. Giving is truly a ministry and fellowship (2 
Cor. 8:4) that helps others, but the motivation must be 
from the grace of God in the heart. Paul knew that this 
collection was a debt owed by the Gentiles (Rom. 
15:27) and fruit from their Christian lives (Rom. 
15:28); but it was even more: it was the working of the 
grace of God in human hearts. 

It is a wonderful thing when Christians enter into 
the grace of giving, when they really believe that giving 
is more blessed than receiving. How can we tell when 
we are practicing “grace giving”? Paul indicated that 
there were a number of evidences that appear when our 
giving is motivated by grace. 


When We Give in Spite of Circumstances (8:1-2) 
The Macedonian churches that Paul was using as an 
example had experienced severe difficulties, and yet 
they had given generously. They had not simply gone 
through “affliction”; they had experienced a “great trial 
of affliction” (2 Cor. 8:2). They were in deep poverty, 
which means “rock-bottom destitution.” The word 
describes a beggar who has absolutely nothing and has 
no hope of getting anything. Their difficult situation 
may have been caused in part by their Christian faith, 
for they may have lost their jobs or been excluded from 
the trade guilds because they refused to have anything 
to do with idolatry. 

But their circumstances did not hinder them from 
giving. In fact, they gave joyfully and liberally! No 
computer could analyze this amazing formula: great 
affliction and deep poverty plus grace equals abundant 
joy and abounding liberality! It reminds us of the par- 
adox in Paul’s ministry: “as poor, yet making many 
rich” (2 Cor. 6:10). It also reminds us of the generous 
offerings that were taken at the building of the taber- 
nacle (Ex. 35:5-6) and the temple (1 Chron. 29:6-9). 

When you have experienced the grace of God in 
your life, you will not use difficult circumstances as 
an excuse for not giving. For that matter, are circum- 
stances ever an encouragement to giving? In my first 
pastorate, we had a great need for a new church 
building; but some of the people opposed a building 
program because of the “economic situation.” 
Apparently the steel mills were planning to go on 
strike, and the refineries were going to shut down, 
and the railroads were having problems ... and it 
seemed like a risky time to build. But there were 
enough people who believed in “grace giving” so 
that the church did erect a new sanctuary—in spite 
of the strikes, shutdowns, layoffs, and other eco- 
nomic problems. Grace giving means giving in spite 
of circumstances. 
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When We Give Enthusiastically (8:3-4) 

It is possible to give generously but not give enthusias- 
tically. “The preacher says I should give until it hurts,” 
said a miserly church member, “but for me, it hurts just 
to think about giving!” The Macedonian churches 
needed no prompting or reminding, as did the church 
at Corinth. They were more than willing to share in the 
collection. In fact, they begged to be included (2 Cor. 
8:4)! How many times have you heard a Christian beg 
for somebody to take an offering? 

Their giving was voluntary and spontaneous. It 
was of grace, not pressure. They gave because they 
wanted to give and because they had experienced the 
grace of God. Grace not only frees us from our sins, 
but it frees us from ourselves. The grace of God will 
open your heart and your hand. Your giving is not 
the result of cold calculation, but of warmhearted 
jubilation! 


When We Give as Jesus Gave (8:5-9) 

Jesus Christ is always the preeminent example for the 
believer to follow, whether in service, suffering, or sac- 
rifice. Like Jesus Christ, the Macedonian Christians 
gave themselves to God and to others (2 Cor. 8:5). If we 
give ourselves to God, we will have little problem giv- 
ing our substance to God. If we give ourselves to God, 
we will also give of ourselves for others. It is impossible 
to love God and ignore the needs of your neighbor. 
Jesus Christ gave Himself for us (Gal. 1:4; 2:20). 
Should we not give ourselves to Him? He died so that 
we might not live for ourselves, but for Him and for 
others (2 Cor. 5:15). 

The Macedonians’ giving was, like Christ’s, moti- 
vated by love (2 Cor. 8:7-8). What a rebuke to the 
Corinthians, who were so enriched with spiritual bless- 
ings (1 Cor. 1:4-5). They were so wrapped up in the 
gifis of the Spirit that they had neglected the graces of 
the Spirit, including the grace of giving. The 
Macedonian churches had an “abundance of deep 
poverty” (2 Cor. 8:2), and yet they abounded in their 
liberality. The Corinthians had an abundance of spiri- 
tual gifts, yet they were lax in keeping their promise 
and sharing in the collection. 

We must never argue that the ministry of our spir- 
itual gifts is a substitute for generous giving. “I teach a 
Sunday school class, so I don’t have to give!” is not an 
explanation—it’s an excuse. The Christian who 
remembers that his gifts are gifts will be motivated to 
give to others and not “hide” behind his ministry for 
the Lord. I have met pastors and missionaries who 
have argued that, since they devote their whole time in 
serving the Lord, they are not obligated to give. Paul 
argued just the opposite: since you are wonderfully 
gifted from God, you ought to want to give even 
more! 

Paul was careful that they understood that he was 
not ordering them to give. Actually, he was contrasting 
the attitude of the Macedonians with that of the 
Corinthians. He was pointing out that the 
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Macedonians were following the example of the Lord: 
they were poor, yet they gave. The Corinthians said 
that they loved Paul; now he asked them to prove that 
love by sharing in the offering. Grace giving is an evi- 
dence of love—love for Christ, love for God’s servants 
who have ministered to us, and love for those who have 
special needs that we are able to help meet. 

Finally, their giving was sacrificial (2 Cor. 8:9). In 
what ways was Jesus rich? Certainly He was rich in His 
person, for He is eternal God. He is rich in His posses- 
sions and in His position as King of Kings and Lord of 
Lords. He is rich in His power, for He can do anything. 
Yet, in spite of the fact that He had all these riches— 
and more—He became poor. 

The tense of the verb indicates that it is His incar- 
nation, His birth at Bethlehem, that is meant here. He 
united Himself to mankind and took on Himself a 
human body. He left the throne to become a servant. 
He laid aside all His possessions so that He did not 
even have a place to lay His head. His ultimate experi- 
ence of poverty was when He was made sin for us on 
the cross. Hell is eternal poverty, and on the cross Jesus 
Christ became the poorest of the poor. 

Why did He do it? That we might become rich! 
This suggests that we were poor before we met Jesus 
Christ, and we were—totally bankrupt. But now that 
we have trusted Him, we share in all of His riches! We 
are now the children of God, “heirs of God, and joint- 
heirs with Jesus Christ” (Rom. 8:17). Since this is true, 
how can we refuse to give to others? He became poor to 
make us rich! Can we not follow His example, as did 
the Macedonian churches, who out of their deep 
poverty abounded in liberality? 


When We Give Willingly (8:10-12) 

There is a great difference between promise and per- 
formance. The Corinthians had boasted to Titus a year 
before that they would share in the special collection (2 
Cor. 8:6), but they did not keep their promise. Note 
that in 2 Corinthians 8:10-12 Paul emphasized will- 
ingness. Grace giving must come from a willing heart; 
it cannot be coerced or forced. 

During my years of ministry, I have endured many 
offering appeals. I have listened to pathetic tales about 
unbelievable needs. I have forced myself to laugh at old 
jokes that were supposed to make it easier for me to 
part with my money. I have been scolded, shamed, and 
almost threatened, and I must confess that none of 
these approaches has ever stirred me to give more than 
I planned to give. In fact, more than once I gave Jess 
because I was so disgusted with the worldly approach. 
(However, I have never gotten like Mark Twain, who 
said that he was so sickened by the long appeal that he 
not only did not give what he planned to give, but he 
took a bill out of the plate!) 

We must be careful here not to confuse willing with 
doing, because the two must go together. If the willing 
is sincere and in the will of God, then there must be “a 
performance also” (2 Cor. 8:11; Phil. 2:12-13). Paul 


did not say that willing was a substitute for doing, 
because it is not. But if our giving is motivated by 
grace, we will give willingly, and not because we have 
been forced to give. 

God sees the “heart gift” and not the “hand gift.” If 
the heart wanted to give more, but was unable to do so, 
God sees it and records it accordingly. But if the hand 
gives more than the heart wants to give, God records 
what is in the heart, no matter how big the offering in 
the hand might be. 

A friend of mine was leaving for a business trip, and 
his wife reminded him before church that she needed 
some extra money for household expenses. Just before 
the offering, he slipped some money into her hand; 
and she, thinking it was their weekly offering, put it all 
in the plate. It was the expense money for the week. 

“Well,” said my friend, “we gave it to the Lord and 
He keeps the records.” 

“How much did you intend to give?” asked their 
pastor, and my friend gave an amount. “Then that’s 
what God recorded,” said the pastor, “because He saw 
the intent of your heart!” 

God sees, not the portion, but the proportion. If we 
could have given more, and did not, God notes it. If we 
wanted to give more, and could not, God also notes 
that. When we give willingly, according to what we 
have, we are practicing grace giving. 


When We Give by Faith (8:13-24) 

Paul did not suggest that the rich become poor so that 
the poor might become rich. It would be unwise for a 
Christian to go into debt in order to relieve somebody 
else’s debt, unless, of course, he was able to handle the 
responsibility of paying the debt back. Paul saw an 
“equality” in the whole procedure: the Gentiles were 
enriched spiritually by the Jews, so the Jews should be 
enriched materially by the Gentiles (see Rom. 
15:25-28). Furthermore, the Gentile churches at that 
time were enjoying some measure of material wealth, 
while the believers in Judea were suffering. That situa- 
tion could one day be reversed. There might come a 
time when the Jewish believers would be assisting the 
Gentiles. 

Who does the equalizing? God does. Paul used the 
miracle of the manna as an illustration of the principle 
(Ex. 16:18). No matter how much manna the Jews 
gathered each day, they always had what they needed. 
Those who tried to hoard the manna discovered that it 
was impossible, because the manna would decay and 
smell (Ex. 16:20). The lesson is clear: gather what you 
need, share what you can, and don’t try to hoard God’s 
blessings. God will see to it that you will not be in need 
if you trust Him and obey His Word. 

Our motive for giving is God’s spiritual blessing in 
our lives, but our measure for giving is God’s material 
blessing. Paul made this clear when he wrote to the 
Corinthians in his first letter, “Let every one of you 
lay by him in store, as God hath prospered him” (1 
Cor. 16:2). Paul did not lay down any mathematical 
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formula, because grace giving is not limited by a tithe 
(10 percent). Grace giving is systematic, but it is not 
legalistic. It is not satisfied with only the minimum, 
whatever that minimum might be. 

Since it is God who does the “balancing of the 
books,” we cannot accuse Paul of teaching some form 
of communism. In fact, 2 Corinthians 8:13 is a 
direct statement against communism. The so-called 
“communism” of the early church (Acts 2:44-47; 
4:32-37) has no relationship to the communistic 
political and economic systems that are promoted 
today. The early Christians (like many Christians 
today) voluntarily shared what they had, but did not 
force people to participate. The entire program was 
temporary; and the fact that Paul had to take up a 
special collection to relieve their needs is proof that 
the program was never meant to be imitated by later 
generations of Christians. 

Grace giving is a matter of faith: we obey God and 
believe that He will meet our needs as we help to meet 
the needs of others. As the Jews gathered the manna 
each day, so we must depend on God to “give us this 
day our daily bread” (Matt. 6:11). We must not waste 
or squander what God gives us, neither must we hoard 
it. In the will of God, it is right to save. (The Jews saved 
Friday's manna to eat on the Sabbath, and the manna 
did not decay [Ex. 16:22—26].) But out of God’s will, 
the wealth that we hoard will harm us rather than help 
us (see James 5:1-6). 

Beginning in 2 Corinthians 8:16, Paul suddenly 
turned from a profound spiritual principle to some 
practical counsel on how the special collection would 
be handled. While it is true that grace giving means 
giving by faith, it is also true that grace giving does not 
mean giving by chance. The Christian who shares with 
others must be sure that what he gives is managed hon- 
estly and faithfully. 

Over the years, I have tried to encourage God’s peo- 
ple to support ministries that could be trusted. On 
more than one occasion, I have warned a church mem- 
ber not to give to an unworthy organization, only to 
discover that he gave anyway. Then he would come to 
me a few months later and say, “I sent a check to that 
outfit, and now I discover that it’s a fake!” 

“I warned you not to give anything,” I would reply 
very gently. 

“Well, the Lord knows my heart,” he would argue. 
“Even though the money was wasted, I got credit for 
the gift in heaven!” 

Grace giving is not foolish giving. Even in a local 
church, the people who handle the funds must possess 
certain qualifications. Paul was very careful how he 
handled money entrusted to him, because he did not 
want to get the reputation of being a “religious thief.” 
The churches that contributed to the collection chose 
certain representatives to travel with Paul, so that 
everything would be done honestly, decently, and in 
order. 

I noted in one of our Sunday school classes in a 
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church I pastored that ove young man was taking up 
the offering, counting it, recording it, and then taking 
it to the Sunday school office. In a nonthreatening 
way, I suggested that he was putting himself in a dan- 
gerous position if anybody accused him of anything, 
because he could not prove that he was handling the 
money honestly. “I trust you,” I said, “but I don’t 
trust the people who may be watching you and look- 
ing for something to criticize.” Instead of following 
my suggestion, he became very angry and left the 
church. 

The men and women in every Christian ministry— 
a local church, a missionary organization, an 
evangelistic meeting—should possess the following 
qualifications if they are to handle God’s money. 

A God-given desire to serve (vv. 16-17). Paul did 
not “draft” Titus; the young man had a desire in his 
heart to assist in the gathering of the special offering. 
Too often in local churches, men and women are put 
on the finance committee who do not have a sincere 
desire to serve God in this way. Above all else, a person 
who handles the Lord’s money must have a heart that 
is right with God. 

A burden for lost souls (v. 18). We do not know 
who this brother was, but we thank God he had a tes- 
timony that he shared the gospel. Perhaps he was an 
evangelist; at least he was known to the churches as a 
man burdened for souls. Local church nominating 
committees put the good “soul-winners” on the evan- 
gelism committee or on the missions committee, which 
is fine; but some of them also ought to be on the 
finance committee or the board of trustees. Why? To 
keep the priorities straight. | have seen committees 
approve large sums for buildings and equipment who 
would not release funds for a soul-winning ministry. 

A discouraged young pastor sought my counsel one 
day. “My finance committee is running scared,” he 
said. “The economic situation has made them so tight- 
fisted, they won't spend any money—and we have a big 
surplus in the bank!” I had never met his committee, 
but I knew one thing about them: they needed a bur- 
den for lost souls. 

A desire to honor God (v. 19). Too often, finan- 
cial reports glorify the church, or a group of special 
donors, and do not glorify God. There is no such thing 
in the church as “secular and sacred,” “business and 
ministry.” All that we do is “sacred business” and min- 
istry for the Lord. When the church constitution says 
that the deacons (or elders) handle the “spiritual 
affairs” of the church, and the trustees handle the 
“material and financial affairs,” it is making an unbib- 
lical distinction. The most spiritual thing a church can 
do is use its money wisely for spiritual ministry. 

We glorify God by using what He gives us the 
way He wants it used. If the people who manage 
church finances are not burdened to glorify God, 
they will soon be using those funds in ways that dis- 
honor God. 

A reputation for honesty (vv. 20-22). Paul made 
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it clear that he welcomed the representatives from the 
cooperating churches. He wanted to avoid any blame. 
It is not enough to say, “Well, the Lord sees what we're 
doing!” We should make certain that men can see what 
we are doing. I like the way J. B. Phillips translated 2 
Corinthians 8:21: “Naturally we want to avoid the 
slightest breath of criticism in the distribution of their 
gjfts, and to be absolutely aboveboard not only in the 
sight of God but in the eyes of men.” 

Personally, I would not support a missionary or 
Christian worker who was not identified in some way 
with a reputable committee or board, or a reputable 
organization. Nor would I give support to any ministry 
that did not have its books audited and the report avail- 
able to the donors. I am not saying that all “freelance” 
Christian workers are irresponsible; but I would have 
more confidence in their ministries if they were 
attached to a board or an organization that supervised 
their financial support. 

Note the emphasis in 2 Corinthians 8:22 on dili- 
gence. If there is one quality that is needed when 
handling finances, it is diligence. I have heard of 
church treasurers who did not keep up-to-date accurate 
records of income and expenditures, and who handed 
in careless annual reports with the excuse that they 
were “too busy to keep up with the books.” Then they 
should not have taken the office! 

A cooperative spirit (vv. 23-24). Titus not only 
had a heart for this ministry (2 Cor. 8:16), but he knew 
how to be a good “team member.” Paul called him his 
“partner” and “fellow helper.” Titus was not like the 
committee member I heard about who said at the first 
meeting, “As long as I am on this committee, there will 
be no unanimous votes!” 

Finance committee members do not own the 
money; it belongs to the Lord. The committee is but a 
steward, managing the money honestly and carefully 
for the service of the Lord. Note too that Paul saw the 
committee as special servants of the churches. The rais- 
ing of this special “relief fund” was a cooperative effort 
of the Gentile churches, and Paul and the representa- 
tives were but “messengers” of the churches. The Greek 
word is opostolos, from which we get “apostle—one sent 
with a special commission.” These dedicated Christians 
felt an obligation to the churches to do their work hon- 
estly and successfully. 

Grace giving is an exciting adventure! When you 
learn to give “by grace, through faith” (just the way you 
were saved, Eph. 2:8-9), you start to experience a won- 
derful liberation from things and from circumstances. 
Instead of things possessing you, you start to control 
them; you develop a new set of values and priorities. 
You no longer measure life or other people on the basis 
of money or possessions. If money is the best test of 
success, then Jesus was a failure, because He was a poor 
Man! 

Grace giving enriches you as you enrich others. 

Grace giving makes you more like Jesus Christ. 

Have you discovered the thrill of grace giving? 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
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THE GRACE OF GIVING—PART II 


ment to give, when God has given so much to us. 

God had enriched the Corinthians in a wonderful 
way, and yet they were hesitant to share what they had 
with others. They were not accustomed to grace giving, 
so Paul had to explain it to them. Having explained 
grace giving to them, Paul then tried to motivate them 
to get involved in the special offering; he did this by 
sharing five encouragements that relate to grace giving. 


| t seems strange that we Christians need encourage- 


Your Giving Will Provoke Others (9:1-5) 

While Christians must not compete with each other in 
their service for Christ, they ought to “consider one 
another to provoke unto love and to good works” 
(Heb. 10:24). When we see what God is doing in and 
through the lives of others, we ought to strive to serve 
Him better ourselves. There is a fine line between 
fleshly imitation and spiritual emulation, and we must 
be careful in this regard. But a zealous Christian can be 
the means of stirring up a church and motivating peo- 
ple to pray, work, witness, and give. 

The interesting thing is this: Paul had used the zeal 
of the Corinthians to challenge the Macedonians; but 
now he was using the Macedonians to challenge the 
Corinthians! A year before, the Corinthians had enthu- 
siastically boasted that they would share in the offering, 
but then they had done nothing. The Macedonians 
had followed through on their promise, and Paul was 
afraid that his boasting would be in vain. 

Paul sent Titus and the other brothers to Corinth to 
stir them up to share in the offering. Far more impor- 
tant than the money itself was the spiritual benefit that 
would come to the church as they shared in response to 
God’s grace in their lives. Paul had written to the 
church before to tell them how to take up the contri- 
butions (1 Cor. 16:1—4), so there was no excuse for 
their delay. Paul wanted the entire contribution to be 
ready when he and his “finance committee” arrived, so 
that there might not be any last-minute collections that 
might appear to be forced on the church. 

What did Paul want to avoid? Embarrassment to 
himself and to the church if the offering was not ready. 
For, after all, there were several representatives from the 
Macedonian churches on the special committee (see 
Acts 20:4). Paul had boasted to the Macedonians about 
Corinth, and now he feared that his boasting might be 
in vain. 

Apparently, Paul did not see anything wrong or 
unspiritual about asking people to promise to give. He 
did not tell them how much they had to promise, but 
he did expect them to keep their promise. When a per- 
son signs up for a telephone, he promises to pay a 
certain amount each month. If it is acceptable to make 
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financial commitments for things like telephones, cars, 
and credit cards, certainly it ought to be acceptable to 
make commitments for the work of the Lord. 

Notice the words that Paul used as he wrote about 
the collection. It was “ministering to the saints,” a serv- 
ice to fellow believers. It was also a “bounty” (2 Cor. 
9:5), which means “a generous gift.” Was Paul perhaps 
hinting that the Corinthians give more than they had 
planned? 

However, Paul was careful not to put on any pres- 
sure. He wanted their gift to be “a matter of bounty 
[generosity], and not as of covetousness [something 
squeezed out of them].” High-pressure offering appeals 
do not belong to grace giving. 

Our greatest encouragement for giving is that it 
pleases the Lord, but there is nothing wrong with prac- 
ticing the kind of giving that provokes others to give. 
This does not mean that we should advertise what we 
do as individuals, because that kind of practice would 
violate one of the basic principles of giving: give 
secretly to the Lord (Matt. 6:1-4). However, Paul was 
writing to churches; and it is not wrong for congrega- 
tions to announce what they have given collectively. If 
our motive is to boast, then we are not practicing grace 
giving. But if our desire is to provoke others to share, 
then God’s grace can work through us to help others. 


Your Giving Will Bless You (9:6-11) 

“Give, and it shall be given unto you,” was our Lord’s 
promise; and it still holds true (Luke 6:38). The “good 
measure” He gives back to us is not always money or 
material goods, but it is always worth far more than we 
gave. Giving is not something we do, but something we 
are. Giving is a way of life for the Christian who under- 
stands the grace of God. The world simply does not 
understand a statement like Proverbs 11:24: “There is 
that scattereth, and yet increaseth; and there is that 
withholdeth more than is meet, but it tendeth to 
poverty.” In grace giving, our motive is not “to get 
something,” but receiving God’s blessing is one of the 
fringe benefits. 

If our giving is to bless us and build us up, we must 
be careful to follow the principles that Paul explained 
in this section. 

The principle of increase: we reap in measure as 
we sow (v. 6). This principle needs little explanation, 
because we see it operating in everyday life. The farmer 
who sows much seed will have a better chance for a big- 
ger harvest. The investor who puts a large sum of money 
in the bank will certainly collect more dividends. The 
more we invest in the work of the Lord, the more “fruit” 
will abound to our account (Phil. 4:10-20). 

Whenever we are tempted to forget this principle, 
we need to remind ourselves that God was unsparing in 
His giving. “He that spared not his own Son, but deliv- 
ered him up for us all, how shall he not with him also 
freely give us all things?” (Rom. 8:32). In both nature 
and grace, God is a generous Giver; and he who would 
be godly must follow the divine example. 
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The principle of intent: we reap as we sow with 
right motives (v. 7). Motive makes absolutely no dif- 
ference to the farmer! If he sows good seed and has 
good weather, he will reap a harvest whether he is 
working for profit, pleasure, or pride. It makes no dif- 
ference how he plans to use the money that he earns; 
the harvest will probably come just the same. 

But not so with the Christian: motive in giving (or 
in any other activity) is vitally important. Our giving 
must come from the heart, and the motive in the heart 
must please God. We must not be “sad givers” who give 
grudgingly, or “mad givers” who give because we have 
to (“of necessity”); but we should be “glad givers” who 
cheerfully share what we have because we have experi- 
enced the grace of God. “He that hath a bountiful eye 
shall be blessed” (Prov. 22:9). 

If we cannot give joyfully (the Greek word gives us 
our English word Azlarious), then we must open our 
hearts to the Lord and ask Him to grant us His grace. 
Certainly God can bless a gift that is given out of a 
sense of duty, but God cannot bless the giver unless his 
heart is right. Grace giving means that God blesses the 
giver as well as the gift, and that the giver is a blessing 
to others. 

The principle of immediacy: we reap even while 
we are sowing (vv. 8-11). The farmer has to wait for his 
harvest, but the believer who practices grace giving 
begins to reap the harvest immediately. To be sure, there 
are long-range benefits from our giving, but there are 
also immediate blessings. 

To begin with, we start to share God’s abundant 
grace (2 Cor. 9:8). The “universals” in this verse are 
staggering: all grace; always; all sufficiency; every good 
work. This does not mean that God makes every 
Christian wealthy in material things; but it does mean 
that the Christian who practices grace giving will 
always have what he needs when he needs it. 
Furthermore, the grace of God enriches him morally 
and spiritually so that he grows in Christian character. 
In his walk and his work, he depends wholly on the 
sufficiency of God. 

It is disturbing to see how many Christians today 
are totally dependent on others for their spiritual 
resources. Preachers cannot get sermons unless they 
borrow them from a book or a other resource. Church 
officers are bewildered about what to do with a prob- 
lem unless they phone two or three well-known 
preachers for advice. Far too many church members 
have to consult with the pastor once a week or they fall 
apart spiritually. 

The word sufficiency means “adequate resources 
within” (see Phil. 4:11). Through Jesus Christ, we can 
have the adequacy to meet the demands of life. As 
Christians, we do need to help and encourage one 
another; but we must not depend on one another. Our 
dependence must be on the Lord. He alone can give us 
that “well of water” in the heart that makes us sufficient 
for life (John 4:14). 


We not only share God’s grace, but we also share 
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His righteousness (2 Cor. 9:9). Paul quoted Psalm 
112:9 to prove his point. That psalm describes the 
righteous man who has no fears because his heart is sin- 
cere and obedient to the Lord. Paul did not suggest 
that we earn righteousness by our giving, because the 
only way to get righteousness is by faith in Jesus Christ. 
However, if our hearts are right, our giving will be used 
by God to make our character righteous. Grace giving 
builds Christian character. 

We reap as we sow, and we share God’s miracle 
multiplication of what we give and do (2 Cor. 9:10). 
The farmer has to decide how much seed he will keep 
for food and how much he will plant. If the harvest has 
been lean, there is less seed available both for eating 
and planting. But the Christian who believes in grace 
giving never has to worry about this decision: God sup- 
plies all that he needs. There is always spiritual and 
material “bread” for the eating and spiritual and mate- 
rial “seed” for the sowing. 

Paul referred here to Isaiah 55:10-11, a passage that 
uses “seed” and “bread” to refer to both the Word of 
God and to the literal harvest in the field. There is no 
such thing as “secular” and “sacred” in the Christian 
life. The giving of money is just as spiritual an act as the 
singing of a hymn or the handing out of a gospel tract. 
Money is seed. If we give it according to the principles 
of grace, it will multiply to the glory of God and meet 
many needs. If we use it in ways other than God 
desires, the harvest will be poor. 

Finally, as we sow, we are enriched and we enrich 
others (2 Cor. 9:11). The farmer reaps immediate 
physical benefits as he works in his field, but he has 
to wait for the harvest. The Christian who is moti- 
vated by grace reaps the blessings of personal 
enrichment in his or her own life and character, and 
this enrichment benefits others. The final result is 
glory to God as others give thanks to Him. Paul was 
careful to point out that grace giving does not bring 
credit to us; it brings thanksgiving to God. We are 
but channels through whom God works to meet the 
needs of others. 

But 2 Corinthians 9:11 teaches another truth: God 
enriches us so that we may give even more bountifully. 
One of the joys of grace giving is the joy of giving 
more and more. Everything we have—not just our 
income—belongs to God, is given to God, and is used 
by God to accomplish His work. We are enriched in 
everything because we share everything with Him and 
with others. 

As a pastor, I have watched young Christians lay 
hold of these principles of grace giving and start to 
grow. It has been a great joy to see them trust God as 
their giving is motivated by grace. At the same time, I 
have seen other believers smile at these principles and 
gradually impoverish themselves. Some of them “pros- 
pered” financially, but their income was their 
downfall: it did not enrich them. They had their 
reward, but they lost their opportunities for spiritual 
enrichment. 


Grace giving means that we really believe that God 
is the great Giver, and we use our material and spiritual 
resources accordingly. You simply cannot outgive God! 


Your Giving Will Meet Needs (9:12) 

Paul introduced a new word for the offering: service. It 
means “priestly service,” so once again, Paul lifted the 
offering to the highest level possible. He saw this col- 
lection as a “spiritual sacrifice” presented to God, the 
way a priest presented a costly sacrifice on the altar. 

Christians no longer bring animals as sacrifices to 
God, because the work of Christ on the cross has ended 
the Levitical system (Heb. 10:1-14). But the material 
gifts we bring to the Lord become “spiritual sacrifices” if 
they are given in the name of Jesus (Phil. 4:10-20; Heb. 
13:15-16; 1 Peter 2:5). 

But the emphasis in 2 Corinthians 9:12 is on the 
fact that their offering would meet the needs of poor 
saints in Judea. “For the administration of this service 
not only supplieth the want of the saints, but is abun- 
dant also by many thanksgivings unto God” (2 Cor. 
9:12). The Gentile believers could have given a num- 
ber of excuses for not giving. “It’s not our fault that 
they had a famine and are poor!” might have been one 
of them. Or, “The churches closer to Judea ought to 
give them help.” Or, “We believe in giving, but we 
think we should first take care of our own.” 

When a Christian starts to think of excuses for not 
giving, he automatically moves out of the sphere of 
grace giving. Grace never looks for a reason; it only looks 
for an opportunity. If there is a need to be met, the 
grace-controlled Christian will do what he can to meet 
it. 

“As we have therefore opportunity, let us do good 
unto all men, especially unto them who are of the 
household of faith” (Gal. 6:10). Paul admonished the 
wealthy Christians “that they do good, that they be rich 
in good works, ready to distribute, willing to commu- 
nicate [share]” (1 Tim. 6:18). Most of us would not 
consider ourselves “wealthy,” but the rest of the world 
does. 

However, we are not the ones who get the glory; it 
is the Lord who is glorified (Matt. 5:16). Many people 
will give thanksgiving to God because of our sharing in 
the meeting of their needs. We may not hear that 
thanksgiving on earth today, but we will hear it in 
heaven when the church is gathered together. 

It might be profitable here to notice Paul’s use of 
the concept of abundance as he wrote this letter. He 
opened the letter with abundant suffering that was 
matched by abundant comfort (2 Cor. 1:5). He also 
mentioned abundant grace (2 Cor. 4:15) and abundant 
joy and liberality (2 Cor. 8:2). Because of God’s abun- 
dant grace, we can abound always in every good work 
(2 Cor. 9:8). The apostle saw the Christian life as one 
of abundance, for Jesus Christ can make us adequate 
for every situation. 

Our giving ought to provide for necessities, not 
subsidize luxuries. There are needs to be met, and our 
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limited resources must not be squandered. It is true 
that the need itself is not the only reason for giving, for 
there are always more needs than any one Christian or 
church can meet; but the need is important. Some 
needs are greater than others, and some needs are more 
strategic than others. We need accurate information as 
well as spiritual illumination as we seek to meet the 
many needs that are pressing on us today. 


Your Giving Will Glorify God (9:13) 

“Let your light so shine before men,” said our Lord, 
“that they may see your good works, and glorify your 
Father which is in heaven” (Matt. 5:16). This is one of 
the beauties of church giving: no individual gets the 
glory that belongs only to God. 

For what would the grateful Jewish believers give 
thanks? Of course, they would praise God for the gen- 
erosity of the Gentile churches in meeting their 
physical and material needs. But they would also 
praise God for the spiritual submission of the 
Gentiles, their obedience to the Spirit of God who 
gave them the desire to give. They would say, “Those 
Gentiles not only preach the gospel, but they also 
practice it!” 

The little phrase and unto all men at the end of this 
verse (2 Cor. 9:13) is significant. The Jewish believers 
would give thanks that others were also being assisted 
by the Gentile churches. Each little congregation that 
received aid would be thankful for that aid and for the 
aid being given to others. Instead of saying, “Why 
didn’t we get more?” they would be praising God that 
others in need were also being helped. That is the way 
grace giving works. 

It might be good for our churches to take inventory 
to see if anybody is giving thanks to God for our obe- 
dience and generosity. No amount of evangelistic zeal 
or worship activity can compensate for lost opportuni- 
ties in serving others and meeting their practical needs. 
It is not a matter of choosing one and ignoring the 
other. There must be a balance of sharing the gospel 
and meeting practical needs, if our light is to shine 
brightly and steadily. It has well been said that it is dif- 
ficult to preach the gospel to a hungry man (see James 
2:15-16). 

I recall reading about a wealthy Christian who 
daily, at family devotions, prayed for the needs of the 
missionaries that his church supported. One morning, 
after he had concluded family prayers, his little boy 
said, “Dad, if I had your checkbook, I could answer 
your prayers!” A discerning lad, indeed! 


Your Giving Will Unite God’s People (9:14-15) 

This, of course, was one of the major purposes that 
Paul had on his heart when he challenged the Gentile 
churches to assist the Jewish believers. The extreme 
legalists in the church had accused Paul of being anti- 
Jewish and even anti-law. The Gentile churches were 
removed from the “mother church” in Jerusalem both 
by distance and culture. Paul wanted to prevent a 
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division in the church, and the “relief offering” was a 
part of that prevention program. 

In what ways would this offering bind the Jewish 
and Gentile congregations more closely? For one thing, 
the offering was an expression of love. The Gentiles 
were not obligated to share (though Paul did see the 
offering as the payment of a “spiritual debt,” Rom. 
15:25-27), but they did so because of the grace of 
God. The Jews, in turn, would feel themselves bound 
to their Gentile brothers and sisters. 

Another spiritual bond would be prayer. “And in 
their prayers for you their hearts will go out to you, 
because of the surpassing grace God has given you” (2 
Cor. 9:14 niv). Were the Gentile churches “buying” 
the prayer support of the Jewish churches? Not in the 
least! Paul envisioned a spontaneous expression of love, 
praise, and prayer as he shared the offering in Judea. 

I have had the experience of visiting several mission 
fields and hearing believers there say, “We are praying 
for you.” I recall chatting with a fine Christian from 
eastern Europe, who said, “We are praying for you in 
the United States, because in some ways, you have a 
more difficult time being spiritual Christians than we 
do.” When I asked him to explain, he smiled and said, 
“You have relatively easy lives, and comfort is an enemy 
of the spiritual life. In eastern Europe, we know who 
our enemies are, and we know who our friends are. 
Where you live, it is easy to be fooled. Yes, we are pray- 
ing for you!” 

Both the Jewish and the Gentile churches would be 
drawn closer to Jesus Christ. “Thanks [grace] be unto 
God for his unspeakable [indescribable] gift” (2 Cor. 
9:15). In Jesus Christ, all human distinctions are 
erased, and we no longer see each other as Jews or 
Gentiles, rich or poor, givers or recipients. “For ye are 
all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). 

It is sad when our giving becomes a substitute for 
our living. A church officer once complained to me, 
“TIl give any amount of money you want for missions. 
Just dont make me listen to a missionary speak!” 
When a Christian practices grace giving, his money is 
not a substitute for either his concern or his service. 
He first gives himself to the Lord (2 Cor. 8:5) and then 
he gives what he has. His gift is a symbol, as it were, 
of the surrender of his heart. You cannot separate the 
gift and the giver when your giving is motivated by 
God’s grace. 

I suggest you read 2 Corinthians 8 and 9 again, and 
that you note the emphasis on the grace of God. If our 
churches and other ministries would get back to grace 
giving, there would be fewer high-pressure offering 
appeals, fewer gimmicks to raise funds, and fewer com- 
plaints from the people of God. Instead, there would be 
plenty of money available for the ministries that truly 
magnify the grace of God. And I think that the unsaved 
people in the world would sit up and take notice! 

You and I are saved because God believed in grace 
giving. 

How much do we believe in grace giving? 
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CHAPTER NINE 
2 Corinthians 10 


MINISTEREAL MISUNDERSTANDINGS 


henever I receive a critical letter from a reader 
W or a radio listener, I usually set it aside in a spe- 

cial file until I feel I am really ready to answer 
it. On a few occasions, I have replied to letters too 
quickly, and I have regretted it. By waiting, I give 
myself time to think and pray, to read between the 
lines, and to prepare a reply that would do the most 
good and the least damage. 

The Spirit led Paul to use a wise approach as he 
wrote to the Corinthians. He was writing to a divided 
church (1 Cor. 1:11ff.), a church that was resisting his 
authority, and a church that was being seduced by false 
teachers. So, first he explained his ministry so that they 
would no longer doubt his sincerity. He then encour- 
aged them to share in the offering, for he knew that 
this challenge would help them grow in their spiritual 
lives. Grace giving and grace living go together. 

Now, in the last section of the letter, Paul chal- 
lenged the rebels in the church—including the false 
teachers—and enforced his apostolic ministry. As you 
read 2 Corinthians 10—13, you will find Paul referring 
directly to his accusers (2 Cor. 10:7, 10-12; 11:4, 
20-23, for example) and answering their false charges. 
He does not hide the fact that the Judaizers in the 
church are ministers of Satan who want to destroy the 
work of God (2 Cor. 11:12-15). 

Paul used one word twenty times in 2 Corinthians 
10—13, the word translated “boast” or “glory.” When 
you first read these chapters, you get the impression 
that Paul was bragging about himself; but such was not 
the case. Paul “gloried in Jesus Christ” and not in him- 
self or his achievements (Rom. 5:11; Gal. 6:14; Phil. 
3:3). He boasted to others about the Corinthians, but 
it seemed that his boasting might be in vain (2 Cor. 
7:4, 14; 8:24). 

Keep in mind that Paul was not defending himself 
personally; he was defending his ministry and his apos- 
tolic authority. He was not involved in a “personality 
contest” with other ministers. His enemies did not hes- 
itate to accuse him falsely, nor did they hesitate to 
promote themselves (2 Cor. 11:12). It was the worldly 
attitude of the Corinthians that forced Paul to defend 
himself by reminding them of his life and ministry. 
Paul never hesitated to talk about Jesus Christ, but he 
did refuse to talk about himself, unless there was good 
reason to do so. 

Finally, when Paul did boast, he limited himself to 
the ministry God had given him (2 Cor. 10:13), and 
then he emphasized his sufferings, not his successes. 
When this letter was read in the Corinthian assembly, 
it must have brought shame to the hearts of those who 
had criticized Paul—and it must have made the 
Judaizers look foolish. 


Paul’s first step in enforcing his ministry was to cor- 
rect the misunderstandings that existed in the minds of 
the people with reference to his work. They did not 
understand three important areas of ministry. 


How to Wage Spiritual Warfare (10:1-6) 

The accusation (vv. 1-2). This is not difficult to find. 
The rebels in the church (led by the Judaizers) said that 
Paul was very courageous when he wrote letters from a 
distance, but very timid and even weak when he was 
present with the Corinthians (see also 2 Cor. 10:9-11). 
The Judaizers, of course, were consistently overbearing 
in their attitudes—and the people loved them (2 Cor. 
11:20). Paul’s “inconsistent” manner of life paralleled 
his “yes and no” approach to making promises (2 Cor. 
1:15-20). 

When Paul founded the church at Corinth, his pur- 
pose was to exalt Christ and not himself (1 Cor. 
2:1-5). Christians usually grow the way they are born. 
If they are born in an atmosphere of dictatorial leader- 
ship, they grow up depending on man’s wisdom and 
strength. If they are born in an atmosphere of humility 
and love, they learn to depend on the Lord. Paul 
wanted his converts to trust the Lord, and not the ser- 
vant; so he deliberately “played down” his own 
authority and ability. 

How ignorant the Corinthians were, even after all 
that Paul had taught them. They failed to realize that 
true spiritual power is in “meekness and gentleness” (2 
Cor. 10:1), not in “throwing weight around.” Paul’s 
very attitude in these opening verses disarmed his 
opponents. (In fact, his use of his own name is signifi- 
cant; for Paul means “little.”) If Paul was a weakling, 
then so was Jesus Christ; for Jesus exhibited meekness 
and gentleness (Matt. 11:29). However, our Lord 
could also be stern and even angry when the occasion 
demanded it (see Matt. 15:1-2; 23:13-33; Mark 
11:15-17; John 2:13-16). Paul was warning them in a 
loving way, “Please don’t force me to come and show 
how bold I can be!” 

The answer (vv. 3-6). This reveals what spiritual 
warfare is all about. Because the Corinthians (led by 
the false teachers) judged Paul’s ministry by the out- 
ward appearance, they completely missed the power 
that was there. They were evaluating things “according 
to the flesh” (2 Cor. 10:2) and not according to the 
Spirit. The Judaizers, like some “great” religious per- 
sonalities today, impressed the people with their 
overpowering abilities, their oratorical powers, and 
their “commendations” from church leaders. 

Paul took a different approach; for, though he was 
as human as anyone else, he did not depend on the 
human but on the divine, the spiritual weapons pro- 
vided by the Lord. His warfare was not according to 
the flesh, because he was not fighting against flesh and 
blood (see Eph. 6:10ff.). You cannot fight spiritual bat- 
tles with carnal weapons. 

The word warfare in 2 Corinthians 10:4 means 
“campaign.” Paul was not simply fighting a little 
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skirmish in Corinth; the attack of the enemy there was 
part of a large satanic campaign. The powers of hell are 
still trying to destroy the work of God (Matt. 16:18), 
and it is important that we not yield any ground to the 
enemy, not even one church! 

There are walls of resistance in the minds of people, 
and these walls (like the walls of Jericho) must be pulled 
down. What are these “mental walls”? Reasonings that 
are opposed to the truth of God’s Word. Pride of intel- 
ligence that exalts itself. Paul was not attacking 
intelligence, but intellectualism, the high-minded atti- 
tude that makes people think they know more than they 
really do (Rom. 12:16). Paul had faced this “wisdom of 
men’ when he founded the church (1 Cor. 1:18ff.), and 
it had surfaced again with the coming of the Judaizers. 

Paul’s attitude of humility was actually one of his 
strongest weapons, for pride plays right into the hands 
of Satan. The meek Son of God had far more power 
than Pilate (see John 19:11), and He proved it. Paul 
used spiritual weapons to tear down the opposition— 
prayer, the Word of God, love, the power of the Spirit 
at work in his life. He did not depend on personality, 
human abilities, or even the authority he had as an 
apostle. However, he was ready to punish the offenders, 
if necessary, once the congregation had submitted to 
the Lord. 

Many believers today do not realize that the church 
is involved in warfare, and those who do understand 
the seriousness of the Christian battle do not always 
know how to fight the battle. They try to use human 
methods to defeat demonic forces, and these methods 
are doomed to fail. When Joshua and his army 
marched around Jericho for a week, the spectators 
thought they were mad. When the Jews trusted God 
and obeyed orders, they brought down the high walls 
and conquered the enemy (Josh. 6:1-20). 

When I was pastoring in Chicago, I met weekly 
with three pastor friends, and together we united in 
“warfare praying.” We claimed God’s promise to cast 
down the wrong thinking that was keeping people 
from surrendering to God; and God did great things in 
the lives of many people for whom we interceded. 
Once the walls in the mind have been torn down, the 
door to the heart can be opened. 


How to Use Spiritual Authority (10:7-11) 

One of the most difficult lessons Christ’s disciples had 
to learn was that, in the kingdom of God, position and 
power were no evidence of authority. Jesus warned His 
followers not to pattern their leadership after that of 
the Gentiles who loved to “lord it over” others and to 
act important (see Mark 10:35-45). The example we 
must follow is that of Jesus Christ, who came as a ser- 
vant and ministered to others. Paul followed that 
example. 

But the Corinthians were not spiritually minded 
enough to discern what Paul was doing. They con- 
trasted his meekness with the “personality power” of 
the Judaizers, and they concluded that Paul had no 
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authority at all. To be sure, he wrote powerful letters; but 
his physical appearance was weak, and his speech “unim- 
pressive.” They were judging by the outward appearance 
and were not exercising spiritual discernment. 

Some friends and I once listened to a man preach 
whose entire sermon was made up of impressive “big” 
words, an occasional quotation from the Bible (usually 
taken out of context), and many references to world 
events and the “signs of the times.” As we left the meet- 
ing, one of my friends said, “First Kings 19:11 
describes that performance perfectly: “The Lord was 
not in the wind.” Yet people around us were saying 
that it was “the most wonderful sermon” they had ever 
heard. I seriously doubt that ten minutes later they 
were able to recall one concrete thing that the preacher 
had said. 

Paul did not deny that he had authority, but he did 
refuse to exercise that authority in an unspiritual man- 
ner. The purpose for his authority was to build them 
up, not tear them down; and it requires much more 
skill to build than to destroy. Furthermore, it takes love 
to build up (1 Cor. 8:1); and the Corinthians inter- 
preted Paul’s love and meekness as a sign of weakness. 

The difference between Paul and the Judaizers was 
this: Paul used his authority to build up the church, 
while the Judaizers used the church to build up their 
authority. 

In my many years of pastoral and itinerant ministry, 
I have never ceased to be amazed at how some local 
churches treat their pastors. If a man shows love and 
true humility, they resist his leadership and break his 
heart. The next pastor will be a “dictator” who “runs 
the church’—and he gets just what he wants. And the 
people love him and brag about him! Our Lord was 
treated the same way, so perhaps we should not be sur- 
prised. 

The opponents in the church were accusing Paul of 
not being a true apostle; for, if he were a true apostle, 
he would show it by using his authority. On the other 
hand, if Paul fad thrown his weight around, they 
would have found fault with that. No matter what 
course Paul took, they were bound to condemn him. 
This is what always happens when church members are 
not spiritually minded, but evaluate ministry from a 
worldly viewpoint. 

But their accusation backfired. If Paul was not an 
apostle, then he was a counterfeit and not even a 
believer. But if that were true, then the church at 
Corinth was not a true church. Paul had already made 
it clear that nobody could separate his ministry and his 
personal life (2 Cor. 1:12-14). If he were a deceiver, 
then the Corinthians were the deceived! 

Paul also pointed out that there was no contradic- 
tion between his preaching and his writing. He was 
bold in his letters because that was what was needed at 
the time. How much more would he have enjoyed 
being able to write with gentleness. But it would not 
have achieved the desired purpose. And, even when he 
wrote “weighty and powerful” letters, he wrote from a 
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heart of love. “You had better prepare for my next 
visit,” he was saying, “because if it is necessary, I will 
show you how powerful I can be.” 

How a Christian uses authority is an evidence of his 
spiritual maturity and character. An immature person 
swells as he uses his authority, but a mature person 
grows in the use of authority, and others grow with 
him. The wise pastor, like the wise parent, knows when 
to wait in loving patience and when to act with deter- 
mined power. It takes more power to wait than to 
strike. A mature person does not use authority to 
demand respect, but to command respect. Mature lead- 
ers suffer while they wait to act, while immature leaders 
act impetuously and make others suffer. 

The false teachers depended on “letters of recom- 
mendation” for their authority, but Paul had a divine 
commission from heaven. The life that he lived and the 
work that he did were “credentials” enough, for it was 
evident that the hand of God was on his life. Paul 
could dare to write, “From henceforth let no man trou- 
ble me; for I bear in my body the marks of the Lord 
Jesus” (Gal. 6:17). 

When my wife and I have ministered in England, 
we have always tried to arrange our schedule so that we 
might visit in London. We especially enjoy shopping in 
Selfridge’s and Harrod’s, London’s two leading depart- 
ment stores. H. Gordon Selfridge, who built the great 
store that bears his name, always claimed that he was a 
success because he was a leader and not a “boss.” The 
leader says, “Let’s go!” while the boss says, “Go!” The 
boss knows how it is done, but the leader shows how it 
is done. The boss inspires fear; the leader inspires 
enthusiasm based on respect and goodwill. The boss 
fixes the blame for the breakdown, while the true leader 
fixes the breakdown. The boss keeps saying, “I,” while 
the leader says, “We.” Mr. Selfridge’s philosophy of 
management would certainly agree with the apostle 


Paul’s philosophy of leadership. 


How to Measure Spiritual Ministry (10:12-18) 

I suppose more problems have been caused by people 
“measuring the ministry” than by any other activity in 
the church. If the work of the church is the work of 
God, and if the work of God is a miracle, how do we 
go about measuring a miracle? In His personal exami- 
nation of the seven churches named in Revelation 2 
and 3, the Lord Jesus measured them far differently 
than they measured themselves. The church that 
thought it was poor, He considered to be rich; and the 
church that boasted of its wealth, He declared to be 
poor (Rev. 2:8—11; 3:14-22). 

Some people measure ministry only by statistics. 
While it is true that the early church did take note of 
numbers (Acts 2:41; 4:4), it is also true that uniting 
with the church at that time was a much more difficult 
(and dangerous) thing (see Acts 5:13). Some years ago, 
one of America’s large denominations had as its theme, 
“A Million More in ’64, and Every One a Tither!” I 
heard one of their leading preachers comment, “If we 


get a million more like the last million, God help us!” 
Quantity is no guarantee of quality. 

False measurement (v. 12). The Judaizers were 
great on measuring their ministry, because a religion of 
external activities is much easier to measure than one of 
internal transformation. The legalist can measure what 
he does and what he does not do, but the Lord is the 
only One who can see spiritual growth in a believer's 
heart. Sometimes those who are growing the most feel 
like they are less than the least. 

In a sense, the Judaizers belonged to a “mutual 
admiration society” that set up its own standards and 
measured everybody by them. Of course, those inside 
the group were successful; those outside were failures. 
Paul was one of the outsiders, so he was considered a 
failure. Unfortunately, they did not measure themselves 
by Jesus Christ (see Eph. 4:12-16). If they had, it 
would have made a difference. 

True measurement (vv. 13-18). Paul suggests 
three questions we may ask ourselves as we seek to 
measure our ministries by the will of God. 

Am I where God wants me to be (vv. 13—14)? God 
“assigned a field” in which Paul was to work: he was the 
apostle to the Gentiles (Acts 9:15; 22:21; Eph. 3). He 
was also to go where no other apostle had ministered; 
he was to be a “pioneer preacher” to the Gentiles. 

Paul used a bit of sanctified sarcasm in his defense. 
“The area God assigned to me included even you 
Corinthians!” (see 2 Cor. 10:13). It was not the 
Judaizers who had come to Corinth with the gospel. 
They, like the cultists today, arrived on the scene only 
after the church had already been established (see Rom. 
15:15-22). 

Churches and ministers are not competing with 
each other; they are competing with themselves. God is 
not going to measure us on the basis of the gifts and 
opportunities that He gave to Charles Spurgeon or 
Billy Sunday. He will measure my work by what He 
assigned to me. God requires faithfulness above every- 
thing else (1 Cor. 4:2). 

There is something intimidating about attending a 
pastors’ conference or a denominational convention, 
because the people on the program are usually the 
“front-runners” with the best records. Young pastors 
and older men in narrow places often go home carry- 
ing feelings of guilt because their faithful work does not 
seem to produce as much fruit. Some of these discour- 
aged men then try all kinds of programs and 
promotions, only to have more disappointment; and 
then they contemplate leaving the ministry. If only 
they would realize that God measures their ministries 
on the basis of where He has put them, and not on the 
basis of what is going on in some other city, it would 
encourage them to stay on the job and keep being 
faithful. 

Is God glorified by my ministry (vv. 15-17)? This is 
another jibe at the Judaizers, who stole other men’s 
converts and claimed them as their own. Paul would 
not boast about another man’s work, nor would he 
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invade another man’s territory. Whatever work he did, 
God did through him, and God alone should receive 
the glory. 

I once listened to a man give a lecture on how to 
build a large Sunday school. Everything in the lecture 
was correct and certainly had worked in some of the 
large ministries in the United States. The only problem 
was, the man had never built a large Sunday school him- 
self! He had visited many of the large ministries, 
interviewed the pastors and staff members, and devel- 
oped his lecture. After he finished his lecture, people 
flocked to his side to ask questions and get autographs. 
I happened to be standing next to a pastor who had 
built one of the finest churches—and one of the 
largest—in America. 

“Those people ought to be talking to you,” I said to 
him. “You’ve done it and you know more about Sunday 
school work than he does!” 

“Let him enjoy himself,” said my friend with a kind 
smile. “Were all doing the same work, and all that 
counts is that God is glorified.” 

Paul added another bit of “holy irony” when he told 
the Corinthians that the only thing that had kept him 
from going to “the regions beyond” them was their 
own lack of faith. Had they been submissive to his 
leadership and obedient to the Word, he could have 
reached other lost souls; but they created so many 
problems for him that he had to take time from mis- 
sionary evangelism to solve the problems in the church. 
“I would have better statistics to report,” he was saying, 
“but you hindered me.” 

Paul quoted Jeremiah 9:24 in 2 Corinthians 10:17, 
a statement he had also quoted in 1 Corinthians 1:31. 
The Corinthians were prone to glory in men, especially 
now that the Judaizers had taken over in the church. 
When the Corinthians heard the “reports” of what 
these teachers had done, and when they saw the “letters 
of recommendation” that they carried, the church was 
quite carried away with them. As a result, Paul and his 
ministry looked small and unsuccessful. 

But the final test is not when the reports are pub- 
lished for the annual meeting. The final test comes at 
the judgment seat of Christ, “and then shall every man 
have praise of God” (1 Cor. 4:5). If men get the glory, 
then God cannot be glorified. “I am the Lord: that is 
my name: and my glory will I not give to another” (Isa. 
42:8). 

This is not to suggest that well-known ministers 
with flourishing works are robbing God of glory. As we 
grow and bear “much fruit,” we bring glory to the 
Father (John 15:1—8). But we must be careful that it is 
“fruit” that comes from spiritual life and not “results” 
that appear when we manipulate people and manufac- 
ture statistics. 

Can the Lord commend my work (v. 18)? We may 
commend ourselves or be commended by others and 
still not deserve the commendation of God. How does 
God approve our work? By testing it. The word 
approved in 2 Corinthians 10:18 means “to approve by 


533 


2 Corinthians 10—11 


testing.” There is a future testing at the judgment seat 
of Christ (1 Cor. 3:10ff.), but there is also a present 
testing of the work that we do. God permits difficulties 
to come to local churches in order that the work might 
be tested and approved. 

Over the years, I have seen ministries tested by 
financial losses, the invasion of false doctrine, the emer- 
gence of proud leaders who want to run the church, and 
the challenge of change. Some of the churches have 
fallen apart and almost died because the work was not 
spiritual. Other ministries have grown because of the 
trials and have become purer and stronger; and, 
through it all, God was glorified. 

Certainly our ministries must keep records and 
issue reports, but we must not fall into the “snare of 
statistics” and think that numbers are the only meas- 
urement of ministry. Each situation is unique, and no 
ministry can honestly be evaluated on the basis of some 
other ministry. The important thing is that we are 
where God wants us to be, doing what He wants us to 
do so that He might be glorified. Motive is as much a 
part of God’s measurement of our work as is growth. If 
we are seeking to glorify and please God alone, and if 
we are not afraid of His evaluation of our hearts and 
lives, then we need not fear the estimates of men or 
their criticisms. 

“But he that glorieth, let him glory in the Lord” (2 
Cor. 10:17). 


CHAPTER TEN 
2 Corinthians 11 


FATHEN KNOWS BEST 


f you were a Christian minister, how would you go 
| about convincing the people in your congregation 
that you really loved them? 

This was the problem Paul faced as he wrote this 
epistle. If he reminded the people of the work he did 
among them, they would only reply, “Paul is bragging!” 
If he said nothing about his ministry at Corinth, the 
Judaizers would say, “See, we told you Paul didn’t 
accomplish anything!” 

So what did Paul do? He was led by the Spirit of 
God to use a beautiful image—a comparison—that 
was certain to reach the hearts of the believers at 
Corinth. He compared himself to a “spiritual father” 
caring for his family. He had used this image before to 
remind the Corinthians that, as a “father” he had 
begotten them through the gospel, and that he could 
discipline them if he felt it was necessary (1 Cor. 
4:14-21). They were his beloved spiritual children, and 
he wanted the very best for them. 

Paul gave them three evidences of his fatherly love 
for them. 


His Jealousy over the Church (11:1-6, 13-15) 


True love is never envious, but it has a right to be 
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jealous over those who are loved. A husband is jealous 
over his wife and rightfully resents and resists any 
rivalry that threatens their love for each other. A true 
patriot has every right to be jealous over his freedom 
and will fight to protect it. Likewise, a father (or a 
mother) is jealous over his or her children and seeks to 
protect them from anything that will harm them. 

The picture here is that of a loving father who has a 
daughter engaged to be married. He feels it is his priv- 
ilege and duty to keep her pure, so that he can present 
her to her husband with joy and not with sorrow. Paul 
saw the local church as a bride, engaged to be married 
to Jesus Christ (see Eph. 5:22ff; Rom. 7:4). That mar- 
riage will not take place until Jesus Christ has come for 
His bride (Rev. 19:1—9). Meanwhile, the church—and 
this means individual Christians—must keep herself 
pure as she prepares to meet her Beloved. 

The peril, then, is that of unfaithfulness to her 
fiancé. The engaged woman owes her love and alle- 
giance to but one—her betrothed. If she shares herself 
with any other man, she is guilty of unfaithfulness. 
The word translated “simplicity” in 2 Corinthians 
11:3 means “sincerity, singleness of devotion.” A 
divided heart leads to a defiled life and a destroyed 
relationship. 

The image of love and marriage, and the need for 
faithfulness, is often used in the Bible. The prophet 
Jeremiah saw the people of Judah losing their love for 
God, and he warned them: “Thus saith the Lord; ‘I 
remember thee, the kindness of thy youth, the love of 
thine espousals” (Jer. 2:2). The nation of Judah had 
lost its “honeymoon love” and was guilty of worship- 
ping idols. Jesus used the same image when He warned 
the church at Ephesus: “Nevertheless I have somewhat 
against thee, because thou hast left thy first love” (Rev. 
2:4). 

The person behind the peril was Satan, pictured here 
as the serpent. The reference is to Genesis 3. It is worth 
noting that Paul had a great deal to say about our 
adversary, the devil, when he wrote this letter to the 
Corinthians. He warned that Satan has several devices 
for attacking believers. He can burden the consciences 
of believers who have sinned (2 Cor. 2:10-11), blind 
the minds of unbelievers (2 Cor. 4:4) or beguile the 
minds of believers (2 Cor. 11:3), and even buffet the 
bodies of God’s ministers (2 Cor. 12:7). 

The focus here is on the mind, for Satan is a liar 
and tries to get us to listen to his lies, ponder them, and 
then believe them. This is what he did with Eve. First, 
he questioned God’s word (“Yea, hath God said?”), then 
he denied God’s word (“Ye shall not surely die”), and 
then he substituted his own lie (“Ye shall be as gods”) 
(see Gen. 3:1, 4-5). 

Satan, of course, is crafty. He knows that believers 
will not immediately accept a lie, so the enemy has to 
“bait the hook” and make it easy for us to accept what 
he has to offer. Basically, Satan is an imitator: he copies 


what God does and then tries to convince us that his 
offer is better than God’s. How does he do this? By 


using counterfeit ministers who pretend to serve God, 
but who are really the servants of Satan. 

Satan has a counterfeit gospel (Gal. 1:6-12) that 
involves a different savior and a different spirit. 
Unfortunately, the Corinthians had “welcomed” this 
“new gospel,” which was a mixture of law and grace 
and not a true gospel at all. There is only one gospel 
and, therefore, there can be only one Savior (1 Cor. 
15:1ff.). When you trust the Savior, you receive the 
Holy Spirit of God within, and there is only one Holy 
Spirit. 

The preachers of this false gospel (and they are with 
us yet today) are described in 2 Corinthians 11:13-15. 
They claimed to have divine authority as God’s ser- 
vants, but their authority was bogus. They claimed that 
the true servants of God were all impostors; in Paul’s 
day, they said this about him. They even claimed to be 
“super-apostles,” on a much higher level than Paul. 
With their clever oratory, they mesmerized the igno- 
rant believers, while at the same time they pointed out 
that Paul was not a very gifted speaker (2 Cor. 11:6; 
10:10). How tragic it is when unstable believers are 
swayed by the “fair speech” of Satan’s ministers, instead 
of standing firm on the basic truths of the gospel 
taught to them by faithful pastors and teachers. 

“They are not ‘super-apostles’ at all!” warned Paul. 
“They are pseudo apostles—false apostles! Their motive 
is not to glorify God, but to get personal gain by cap- 
turing converts. Their methods are deceitful” (2 Cor. 
2:17; 4:2). The basic idea here is that of using bait to 
catch fish. They offer church members a Christian life 
that is “superior” to that described in the New 
Testament, a life that is an unbiblical mixture of law 
and grace. 

Instead of being empowered by the Spirit, these 
ministers are energized by Satan. Three times, Paul 
used the word transform in referring to their work (see 
2 Cor. 11:13-15). This Greek word simply means “to 
disguise, to masquerade.” There is a change on the out- 
side, but there is no change on the inside. Satan’s 
workers, like Satan himself, never appear in their true 
character; they always wear a disguise and hide behind 
a mask. 

As I was writing this book, several of Satan’s “mas- 
querading ministers” appeared at my front door. One 
of them, an attractive young lady, tried to tell me she 
was working for world peace; but when I confronted 
her, she admitted that she belonged to a cult. Two well- 
dressed young men introduced themselves with, “We 
are here representing Jesus Christ!” I quickly informed 
them that I knew what group they represented, and I 
closed the door. I did not even say goodbye. If you 
think I was unkind, read 2 John 5—11—and obey it. 

Paul proved his love for the church by protecting it 
from the attacks of false teachers; and yet the members 
of the church “fell for” the Judaizers and let them come 
in. The Corinthians had “left their first love” and were 
no longer giving single-hearted devotion to Jesus 
Christ. It was not only that they had turned against 
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Paul, but they had turned away from Christ; and that 
was far more serious. 


His Generosity to the Church (11:7-12) 

A loving parent provides for the needs of the family, 
and Paul sacrificed that he might minister to the 
church at Corinth. While Paul was there, he labored 
with his own hands as a tentmaker (Acts 18:1—3) and 
even received gifts from other churches so that he 
might evangelize Corinth. In other words, it had cost 
the Corinthians nothing to benefit from the apostolic 
ministry of this great man of God. 

Did the Corinthians appreciate the sacrifices that 
Paul made for them? No, most of them did not. In fact, 
the Judaizers even used Paul’s financial policy as 
“proof” that he was not a true apostle. After all, if he 
were a true apostle, he would accept financial support. 

Paul had already explained his policy in a previous 
letter (1 Cor. 9). He had pointed out that he was a true 
apostle because he had seen the risen Christ and had 
been commissioned by Him. Paul had the right to ask 
for financial support, just as God’s faithful servants do 
today; but he had deliberately given up that right so 
that nobody could accuse him of using the gospel sim- 
ply as a means of making money. He gave up his 
“financial rights” for the gospel’s sake and for the sake 
of lost sinners who might stumble over anything that 
gave the impression of being “religious business.” 

On the other hand, it was the Judaizers who were 
guilty of “peddling the gospel” for personal profit. Paul 
had preached the gospel to them freely (2 Cor. 11:7, lit- 
erally “without charge, for nothing”), but the false 
teachers were preaching a false gospel—and robbing 
the church (2 Cor. 11:20). Paul used a bit of irony in 2 
Corinthians 11:8: “Yes, I have been a ‘robber.’ I 
‘robbed’ other churches so I would not have to ‘rob’ 
you!” And now the Judaizers were really robbing them. 

A loving father does not lay his burdens on his chil- 
dren. Instead, he sacrifices so that the children might 
have what they need. It is a difficult thing to teach chil- 
dren the difference between “prices” and “values.” 
Children seem to have no idea what it means for par- 
ents to go to work and earn the money that provides 
what the family needs. When one of my nephews was 
very young, he heard his parents discussing the purchase 
of some major appliance, and he could not understand 
why they did not just go out and buy it. “Why don't 
you just write one of those pieces of paper?” he asked, 
pointing to his father’s checkbook. He did not under- 
stand that there has to be money in the bank to back up 
what you write on those “pieces of paper.” 

Paul did not bring up this matter of money in order 
to boast about himself. Rather, he was using every 
means possible to silence the boasting of the Judaizers. 
Paul knew that not a single person could accuse him of 
covetousness or selfishness (see Acts 20:33—35, Paul’s 
testimony to the Ephesian church). His hands were 
clean. He wanted to “cut off? any opportunity for his 
enemies to accuse him. 


535 


2 Corinthians 11 


The word chargeable in 2 Corinthians 11:9 is worth 
considering in a special way (see also 2 Cor. 12:13-14). 
In the Greek, it literally means “to grow numb.” The 
word comes from the image of the electric eel numbing 
its victim with its shock. A numbed part of the body 
would be a burden to the victim. Paul had not used any 
devious tricks to catch the believers by surprise, attack 
them, or rob them. Both in his preaching of the gospel 
and his handling of finances, he was open and honest. 

In my own travels, I have seen situations in local 
churches that have broken my heart. I have seen con- 
gregations show little or no appreciation to faithful 
pastors who were laboring sacrificially to see the church 
grow. Some of these men were underpaid and over- 
worked, yet the churches seemed to have no love for 
them. However, their successors were treated like kings! 
Certainly at the judgment seat of Christ, the books will 
be balanced. 

I once heard Dr. W. A. Criswell tell about the faith- 
ful missionary couple who returned to the United 
States on the same ship that brought Teddy Roosevelt 
home from a safari in Africa. Many reporters and pho- 
tographers were on the dock, waiting to see Roosevelt 
and interview him and take pictures; but nobody was 
on hand to welcome home the veteran missionaries 
who had spent their lives serving Christ in Africa. 

That evening, in their modest hotel room, the cou- 
ple reviewed their arrival in New York City; and the 
husband was somewhat bitter. 

“Tt isn't fair,” he said to his wife. “Mr. Roosevelt 
comes home from a hunting trip, and the whole coun- 
try is out to meet him. We get home after years of 
service, and nobody was there to greet us.” 

But his wife had the right answer, “Honey, we arent 
home yet.” 

Paul has presented two pieces of evidence to prove 
his love for the Corinthians: his jealousy over the 
church—protecting them from “spiritual unfaithful- 
ness,” and his generosity to the church—refusing to 
accept support from them. He shared a third piece of 
evidence. 


His Anxiety for the Church (11:16-33) 

The key to this long section is 2 Corinthians 11:28, 
which could be paraphrased: “Yes, I have been through 
many trials, but the greatest trial of all, the heaviest 
burden of all, is my concern for the churches!” The 
word translated “care” means “pressure, stress, anxiety.” 
The other experiences were external (“without”) and 
occasional, but the burden of the churches was internal 
and constant. 

“We never know the love of our parents for us till 
we have become parents,” said Henry Ward Beecher, 
and he was right. When our older son was a tot, he 
pushed a toy into the electrical outlet and was “zapped” 
across the room. (We didn’t have the word zap in those 
days, but that’s still what happened.) One day recently 
he discovered his own little son playing with the outlet, 
and father’s explosive response nearly frightened the 
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child out of a year’s growth. “Now I know how you and 
Mom felt when I was a kid,” he told me over the 
phone. “Being a parent has its fears as well as its joys.” 

Before listing the various kinds of trials he had 
experienced, Paul was careful to explain why he was 
“boasting” in this way. Paul never had any problem 
boasting about Christ and telling of His sufferings, but 
he was always hesitant to speak of his own painful 
experiences as a servant of God. Paul and John the 
Baptist would have agreed: “He [Christ] must increase, 
but I must decrease” (John 3:30). “But he that glorieth, 
let him glory in the Lord” (2 Cor. 10:17). 

It was the immature and unspiritual attitude of the 
Corinthians that forced Paul to write about himself 
and “glory” (boast) in these experiences. He had begun 
this section (2 Cor. 11:1) by apologizing for his boast- 
ing, and he repeated this sentiment in 2 Corinthians 
11:16. In 2 Corinthians 11:17, Paul was not denying 
the inspiration of his words; rather, he was admitting 
that, by boasting, he was being very unlike the Lord 
(see 2 Cor. 10:1). However, he had to do it to prove his 
love for the Corinthians and protect them from those 
who would lead them astray. 

To begin with, the false teachers were not ashamed 
to boast, and the Corinthians were not afraid to accept 
their boasting. “Since boasting is the ‘in thing’ in your 
fellowship,” Paul seemed to be saying, “then I will 
boast.” Paul may have had the principle of Proverbs 
26:5 in mind: “Answer a fool according to his folly, lest 
he be wise in his own conceit.” 

Furthermore, Paul was boasting so that he might 
help the church, while the false teachers boasted so that 
they might “help themselves” to what they could get 
out of the church. Paul’s motive was pure; theirs was 
selfish. Second Corinthians 11:20 lists the various ways 
the Judaizers had taken advantage of the church: 

Bondage: They taught a doctrine of legalism 
that was contrary to the gospel of 
grace. 

They “ate up” all they could get in 
the church; they took advantage 
of their privilege of receiving 
financial support. 

“Take you in,” fool you. The 
image is that of a bird caught in a 
snare or a fish caught on a hook. 
“They baited you and caught 
you!” 

They exalted themselves, not the 
Lord Jesus Christ; they loved to 
be honored and treated as great 
leaders. 

This probably refers to verbal 
attacks rather than physical vio- 
lence; the Judaizers did not 
hesitate to “slap them in the face” 
and embarrass them in public. 

Paul ended this exposure of the unspiritual attitudes 
and actions of the Judaizers by bringing in some more 


Devour: 


Take of you: 


Exalt: 


Smite you: 


“inspired irony”: “To my shame I admit that we were 
too weak for that!” (2 Cor. 11:21 niv). The 
Corinthians thought that Paul’s meekness was weak- 
ness, when it was really strength. And they thought 
that the Judaizers’ arrogance was power. How ignorant 
the saints can sometimes be. 

When it came to their Jewish heritage, the false 
teachers were equal to Paul; but when it came to min- 
istry for Christ, it was Paul who was the “super-apostle” 
and not the Judaizers. Consider what Paul endured for 
the cause of Christ and the care of the churches. 

Sufferings for Christ (vv. 23-25a). Had Paul not 
been an apostle, he would not have experienced these 
trials. He received “stripes above measure” from both 
the Gentiles and from the Jews. Three times the 
Gentiles beat him with rods, and five times he was 
given thirty-nine lashes by the Jews. Only one beating 
is recorded in the book of Acts (16:22), as well as the 
one stoning (Acts 14:19). 

Paul knew from the outset of his ministry that he 
would suffer for Jesus’ sake (Acts 9:15-16), and God 
reaffirmed this to him as his ministry continued (Acts 
20:23). He who caused others to suffer for their faith, 
himself had to suffer for his faith. 

Natural hardships (vv. 25b—33). Almost any trav- 
eler in that day could have experienced some of these 
hardships; yet we cannot help but believe that they 
were caused by the enemy in an attempt to hinder the 
work of the Lord. Acts 27 records one of the three ship- 
wrecks; we know nothing about the other two. We 
wonder how many of his precious personal possessions 
Paul lost in this way. 

Because he was constantly on the move, Paul was 
exposed to the perils of travel. The Judaizers visited the 
safe places; Paul journeyed to the difficult places. But 
Paul was no ordinary traveler: he was a marked man. 
He had enemies among both the Jews and the Gentiles, 
and some would like to have killed him. 

Second Corinthians 11:27 describes the personal 
consequences of all this difficult travel. In my own lim- 
ited itinerant ministry, I have had the convenience of 
automobiles and planes, and yet I must confess that 
travel wears me out. How much more difficult it was 
for Paul! No wonder he was filled with weariness and 
pain. He often had to go without food, drink, and 
sleep; and sometimes he lacked sufficient clothing to 
keep himself warm. 

While any other traveler could have suffered these 
things, Paul endured them because of his love for 
Christ and the church. His greatest burden was not 
around him, but within him: the care of all the 
churches. Why did he care so much? Because he iden- 
tified with the believers (2 Cor. 11:29). Whatever 
happened to “his children” touched his own heart, and 
he could not abandon them. 

Paul climaxed this narration of his sufferings by 
telling of his humiliating experience at Damascus, 
when he—the great apostle—was smuggled out of the 
city in a basket let over the wall (2 Cor. 11:32-33)! 
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Would any of the Judaizers ever tell a story like that? Of 
course not! Even when Paul did narrate his sufferings, 
he was careful that Christ was glorified, and not Paul. 

We cannot read these verses without admiring the 
courage and devotion of the apostle Paul. Each trial left 
its mark on his life, and yet he kept moving on, serving 
the Lord. “But none of these things move me, neither 
count I my life dear unto myself” (Acts 20:24). 

Paul certainly proved his love for the church. 

Now the church had to prove its love for Paul. 

May we never take for granted the sacrifices that 
others have made so that we might enjoy the blessings 
of the gospel today. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 
2 Corinthians 12:1-10 


A PREACHER IN PARADISE 


his section is the climax of Paul’s defense of his 
TT eesti and his love for the believers at 

Corinth. He was reticent to write about these per- 
sonal experiences, but there was no other way to solve 
the problem. In fact, to avoid exalting himself, Paul 
described his experience in the third person rather than 
the first person. He shared with his readers three expe- 
riences from God. 


Glory: God Honored Him (12:1-6) 

The Judaizers were anxious to receive honors, and they 
boasted about their “letters of recommendation” (2 
Cor. 3:1ff.). But Paul did not look for honor from 
men; he let God honor him, for that alone is the honor 
that really counts. 

First, God honored Paul by giving him visions and 
revelations. Paul saw the glorified Christ on the very 
day he was converted (Acts 9:3; 22:6). He saw a vision 
of Ananias coming to minister to him (Acts 9:12), and 
he also had a vision from God when he was called to 
minister to the Gentiles (Acts 22:17). 

During his ministry, he had visions from God to 
guide him and encourage him. It was by a vision that 
he was called to Macedonia (Acts 16:9). When the 
ministry was difficult in Corinth, God encouraged 
Paul by a vision (Acts 18:9-10). After his arrest in 
Jerusalem, Paul was again encouraged by a vision from 
God (Acts 23:11). An angel appeared to him in the 
midst of the storm and assured him that he and the 
passengers would be saved (Acts 27:23). 

Along with these special visions that related to his 
call and ministry, spiritual revelations of divine truth 
were also communicated to Paul (see Eph. 3:1-6). God 
gave him a profound understanding of the plan of God 
for this present age. Certainly Paul understood the 
mysteries of God. 

God also honored Paul by taking him to heaven 
and then sending him back to the earth again. This 
marvelous experience had taken place fourteen years 
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before the writing of this letter, which would place the 
experience in about the year AD 43. This would be the 
period in Paul’s life between his departure for Tarsus 
(Acts 9:30) and his visit from Barnabas (Acts 
11:25-26). There is no record of the details of this 
event, and it is useless for us to speculate. 

Jewish rabbis were accustomed to speaking about 
themselves in the third person, and Paul adopted that 
approach as he unfolded this experience to his friends 
(and enemies) at Corinth. So wonderful was this expe- 
rience that Paul was not quite sure whether God had 
taken him bodily to heaven, or whether his spirit had 
left his body. (There is quite a contrast between being 
“let down” in a basket and being “caught up” to the 
third heaven!) Paul affirmed here the reality of heaven 
and the ability of God to take people there. The third 
heaven is the same as “paradise,” the heaven of heavens 
where God dwells in glory. Thanks to modern science, 
men today have visited the heaven of the clouds (we fly 
above the clouds) and the heaven of the planets (men 
have walked on the moon), but man cannot get to 
God’s heaven without God’s help. 

The interesting thing is that Paul kept quiet about 
this experience for fourteen years! During those years, 
he was buffeted by his “thorn in the flesh,” and perhaps 
people wondered why he had such a burdensome afflic- 
tion. The Judaizers may have adopted the views of Job’s 
comforters and said, “This affliction is a punishment 
from God.” (Actually, it was a gift from God.) Some of 
Paul’s good friends may have tried to encourage him by 
saying, “Cheer up, Paul. One day you'll be in heaven!” 
Paul could have replied, “That’s why I have this 
thorn—I went to heaven!” 

God honored Paul by granting him visions and rev- 
elations, and by taking him to heaven; but He honored 
him further by permitting him to hear “unspeakable 
words” while he was in heaven. He overheard the 
divine secrets that are shared only in heaven. These 
things could be spoken by God and by beings in 
heaven, but they could not be spoken by men. 

Could the Judaizers relate any experiences that were 
like this one? Even Moses, who was intimate with God, 
met the Lord on the mountaintop; but Paul met the 
Lord in paradise. Paul had exercised great spiritual dis- 
cipline during those fourteen years, for he had told this 
experience to no one. There is no doubt that this vision 
of God’s glory was one of the sustaining powers in 
Paul’s life and ministry. No matter where he was—in 
prison, in the deep, in dangerous travels—he knew that 
God was with him and that all was well. 

You and I are not going to heaven till we die or till 
our Lord returns. But we have a marvelous encourage- 
ment in the fact that we are today seated with Christ in 
the heavenly places (Eph. 2:6). We have a position of 
authority and victory “far above all” (Eph. 2:21-22). 
While we have not seen God’s glory as Paul did, we do 
share God’s glory now (John 17:22), and one day we 
shall enter into heaven and behold the glory of Christ 
John 17:24). 
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Such an honor as this would have made most peo- 
ple very proud. Instead of keeping quiet for fourteen 
years, they would have immediately told the world and 
become famous. But Paul did not become proud. He 
simply told the truth—it was not empty boasting— 
and let the facts speak for themselves. His great 
concern was that nobody rob God of the glory and give 
it to Paul. He wanted others to have an honest estimate 
of him and his work (see Rom. 12:3). 

How could Paul have such a great experience and 
still remain humble? Because of the second experience 


that God brought to his life. 


Goodness: God Humbled Him (12:7-8) 

The Lord knows how to balance our lives. If we have 
only blessings, we may become proud; so He permits 
us to have burdens as well. Paul’s great experience in 
heaven could have ruined his ministry on earth; so 
God, in His goodness, permitted Satan to buffet Paul 
in order to keep him from becoming proud. 

The mystery of human suffering will not be solved 
completely in this life. Sometimes we suffer simply 
because we are human. Our bodies change as we grow 
older, and we are susceptible to the normal problems of 
life. The same body that can bring us pleasures can also 
bring us pains. The same family members and friends 
who delight us can also break our hearts. This is a part 
of the “human comedy,” and the only way to escape it 
is to be less than human. But nobody wants to take 
that route. 

Sometimes we suffer because we are foolish and dis- 
obedient to the Lord. Our own rebellion may afflict us, 
or the Lord may see fit to chasten us in His love (Heb. 
12:3ff.). King David suffered greatly because of his sin; 
the consequences were painful and so was the disci- 
pline of God (see 2 Sam. 12:1-22; Ps. 51). In His 
grace, God forgives our sins; but in His government, 
He must permit us to reap what we sow. 

Suffering also is a tool God uses for building godly 
character (Rom. 5:1-5). Certainly Paul was a man of 
rich Christian character because he permitted God to 
mold and make him in the painful experiences of his 
life. When you walk along the shore of the ocean, you 
notice that the rocks are sharp in the quiet coves, but 
polished in those places where the waves beat against 
them. God can use the “waves and billows” of life to 
polish us, if we will let Him. 

Paul’s thorn in the flesh was given to him to keep 
him from sinning. Exciting spiritual experiences—like 
going to heaven and back—have a way of inflating the 
human ego; and pride leads to a multitude of tempta- 
tions to sin. Had Paul’s heart been filled with pride, 
those next fourteen years would have been filled with 
failure instead of success. 

We do not know what Paul’s thorn in the flesh was. 
The word translated “thorn” means “a sharp stake used 
for torturing or impaling someone.” It was a physical 
affliction of some kind that brought pain and distress 
to Paul. Some Bible students think that Paul had an eye 


affliction (see Gal. 6:11); but we cannot know for sure. 
It is a good thing that we do not know, because no mat- 
ter what our sufferings may be, we are able to apply the 
lessons Paul learned and get encouragement. 

God permitted Satan to afflict Paul, just as He per- 
mitted Satan to afflict Job (see Job 1—2). While we do 
not fully understand the origin of evil in this universe, 
or all the purposes God had in mind when He permit- 
ted evil to come, we do know that God controls evil 
and can use it even for His own glory. Satan cannot 
work against a believer without the permission of God. 
Everything that the enemy did to Job and Paul was per- 
mitted by the will of God. 

Satan was permitted to buffet Paul. The word means 
“to beat, to strike with the fist.” The tense of the verb 
indicates that this pain was either constant or recur- 
ring. When you stop to think that Paul had letters to 
write, trips to take, sermons to preach, churches to 
visit, and dangers to face as he ministered, you can 
understand that this was a serious matter. No wonder 
he prayed three times (as his Lord had done in the 
Garden, Mark 14:32-41) that the affliction might be 
removed from him (2 Cor. 12:8). 

When God permits suffering to come to our lives, 
there are several ways we can deal with it. Some people 
become bitter and blame God for robbing them of 
freedom and pleasure. Others just give up and fail to 
get any blessing out of the experience because they will 
not put any courage into the experience. Still others 
grit their teeth and put on a brave front, determined to 
“endure to the very end.” While this is a courageous 
response, it usually drains them of the strength needed 
for daily living; and after a time, they may collapse. 

Was Paul sinning when he prayed to be delivered 
from Satan’s buffeting? I don’t think so. It is certainly a 
normal thing for a Christian to ask God for deliverance 
from sickness and pain. God has not obligated Himself 
to heal every believer whenever he prays; but He has 
encouraged us to bring our burdens and needs to Him. 
Paul did not know whether this “thorn in the flesh” was 
a temporary testing from God, or a permanent experi- 
ence he would have to learn to live with. 

There are those who want us to believe that an 
afflicted Christian is a disgrace to God. “If you are 
obeying the Lord and claiming all that you have in 
Christ,” they say, “then you will never be sick.” I have 
never found that teaching in the Bible. It is true that 
God promised the Jews special blessing and protection 
under the old covenant (Deut. 7:12ff.), but He never 
promised the New Testament believers freedom from 
sickness or suffering. If Paul had access to “instant heal- 
ing” because of his relationship to Christ, then why 
didn’t he make use of it for himself and for others, such 
as Epaphroditus (Phil. 2:25ff.)? 

What a contrast between Paul’s two experiences! 
Paul went from paradise to pain, from glory to suffer- 
ing. He tasted the blessing of God in heaven and then 
felt the buffeting of Satan on earth. He went from 
ecstasy to agony, and yet the two experiences belong 
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together. His one experience of glory prepared him for 
the constant experience of suffering, for he knew that 
God was able to meet his need. Paul had gone to 
heaven—but then he learned that heaven could come 
to him. 


Grace: God Helped Him (12:9-10) 

Two messages were involved in this painful experience. 
The thorn in the flesh was Satan’s message to Paul, but 
God had another message for him, a message of grace. 
The tense of the verb in 2 Corinthians 12:9 is impor- 
tant: “And He [God] has once-for-all said to me.” God 
gave Paul a message that stayed with him. The words 
Paul heard while in heaven, he was not permitted to 
share with us; but he did share the words God gave him 
on earth—and what an encouragement they are. 

It was a message of grace. What is grace? It is God’s 
provision for our every need when we need it. It has 
well been said that God in His grace gives us what we 
do not deserve, and in His mercy He does not give us 
what we do deserve. Someone has made an acrostic of 
the word grace: God’s Riches Available at Christ’s 
Expense. “And of his [Christ’s] fullness have all we 
received, and grace for grace” (John 1:16). 

It was a message of sufficient grace. There is never a 
shortage of grace. God is sufficient for our spiritual 
ministries (2 Cor. 3:4—6) and our material needs (2 
Cor. 9:8) as well as our physical needs (2 Cor. 12:9). If 
God’s grace is sufficient to save us, surely it is sufficient 
to keep us and strengthen us in our times of suffering. 

It was a message of strengthening grace. God permits 
us to become weak so that we might receive His 
strength. This is a continuous process: “My power is 
[being] made perfect in [your] weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9 
NIV). Strength that knows itself to be strength is actu- 
ally weakness, but weakness that knows itself to be 
weakness is actually strength. 

In the Christian life, we get many of our blessings 
through transformation, not substitution. When Paul 
prayed three times for the removal of his pain, he was 
asking God for a substitution: “Give me health instead 
of sickness, deliverance instead of pain and weakness.” 
Sometimes God does meet the need by substitution; 
but other times He meets the need by transformation. 
He does not remove the affliction, but He gives us His 
grace so that the affliction works for us and not against 
us. 

As Paul prayed about his problem, God gave him a 
deeper insight into what He was doing. Paul learned 
that his thorn in the flesh was a gift from God. What a 
strange gift! There was only one thing for Paul to do: 
accept the gift from God and allow God to accomplish 
His purposes. God wanted to keep Paul from being 
“exalted above measure,” and this was His way of 
accomplishing it. 

When Paul accepted his affliction as the gift of 
God, this made it possible for God’s grace to go to 
work in his life. It was then that God spoke to Paul and 
gave him the assurance of His grace. Whenever you are 
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going through suffering, spend extra time in the Word 
of God; and you can be sure God will speak to you. He 
always has a special message for His children when they 
are afflicted. 

God did not give Paul any explanations; instead, 
He gave him a promise: “My grace is sufficient for 
thee.” We do not live on explanations; we live on prom- 
ises. Our feelings change, but God’s promises never 
change. Promises generate faith, and faith strengthens 
hope. 

Paul claimed God’s promise and drew on the grace 
that was offered to him; this turned seeming tragedy 
into triumph. God did not change the situation by 
removing the affliction; He changed it by adding a new 
ingredient: grace. Our God is “the God of all grace” (1 
Peter 5:10), and His throne is a “throne of grace” (Heb. 
4:16). The Word of God is “the word of his grace” 
(Acts 20:32), and the promise is that “he giveth more 
grace” (James 4:6). No matter how we look at it, God 
is adequate for every need that we have. 

But God does not give us His grace simply that we 
might “endure” our sufferings. Even unconverted peo- 
ple can manifest great endurance. God’s grace should 
enable us to rise above our circumstances and feelings 
and cause our afflictions to work for us in accomplish- 
ing positive good. God wants to build our character so 
that we are more like our Savior. God’s grace enabled 
Paul not only to accept his afflictions, but to glory in 
them. His suffering was not a tyrant that controlled 
him, but a servant that worked for him. 

What benefits did Paul receive because of his suffer- 
ing? For one thing, he experienced the power of Christ 
in his life. God transformed Paul’s weakness into 
strength. The word translated “rest” means “to spread a 
tent over.” Paul saw his body as a frail tent (2 Cor. 
5:1f£), but the glory of God had come into that tent 
and transformed it into a holy tabernacle. 

Something else happened to Paul: he was able to 
glory in his infirmities. This does not mean that he pre- 
ferred pain to health, but rather that he knew how to 
turn his infirmities into assets. What made the differ- 
ence? The grace of God and the glory of God. He “took 
pleasure” in these trials and problems, not because he 
was psychologically unbalanced and enjoyed pain, but 
because he was suffering for the sake of Jesus Christ. 
He was glorifying God by the way he accepted and 
handled the difficult experiences of life. 

“It is a greater thing to pray for pain’s conversion 
than its removal,” wrote P. T. Forsyth, and this is true. 
Paul won the victory, not by substitution, but by trans- 
formation. He discovered the sufficiency of the grace of 
God. 

From Paul’s experience, we may learn several prac- 
tical lessons. 

1. The spiritual is far more important to the dedicated 
believer than the physical. This is not to suggest that we 
ignore the physical, because our bodies are the temples 
of the Spirit of God. But it does mean that we try not 
to make our bodies an end in themselves. They are 
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God’s tools for accomplishing His work in this world. 
What God does in developing our Christian character 
is far more valuable than physical healing without char- 
acter. 

2. God knows how to balance burdens and blessings, 
suffering and glory. Life is something like a prescription: 
the individual ingredients might hurt us, but when 
properly blended, they help us. 

3. Not all sickness is caused by sin. The argument of 
Job’s comforters was that Job had sinned, and that was 
why he was suffering. But their argument was wrong in 
Job’s case, as well as in Paul’s case. There are times when 
God permits Satan to afflict us so that God might 
accomplish a great purpose in our lives. 

4. There is something worse than sickness, and that is 
sin; and the worst sin of all is pride. The healthy person 
who is rebelling against God is in worse shape than the 
suffering person who is submitting to God and enjoy- 
ing God’s grace. It is a paradox—and an evidence of 
the sovereignty of God—that God used Satan, the 
proudest of all beings, to help keep Paul humble. 

5. Physical affliction need not be a barrier to effective 
Christian service. Today’s saints are too prone to pam- 
per themselves and use every little ache or pain as an 
excuse to stay home from church or refuse to accept 
opportunities for service. Paul did not permit his thorn 
in the flesh to become a stumbling block. In fact, he let 
God turn that thorn into a stepping-stone. 

6. We can always rest in Gods Word. He always has a 
message of encouragement for us in times of trial and 
suffering. 

The great French mystic, Madame Guyon, once 
wrote to a suffering friend, “Ah, if you knew what 
power there is in an accepted sorrow!” 

Paul knew about that power, because he trusted the 
will of God and depended on the grace of God. That 


same power can be yours today. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 
2 Corinthians 12:11—13:14 


THREE TO GET READY! 


s Paul brought his letter to a close, his great love 
Ae: the Corinthians constrained him to make one 
last appeal. He did not want his third visit to their 
church to be another painful experience for them and 
for him. He had opened his heart to them, explained 
his ministry, answered their accusations, and urged 
them to submit to the Word of God and obey the Lord. 
What more could he say or do? 
In this closing section of the letter, Paul used three 
approaches in his attempt to motivate the Corinthians 
toward obedience and submission. 


He Shamed Them (12:11-21) 
When we were children, how many times did we hear, 
“Shame on you!” from a parent or a neighbor? It is a 


good thing when people can be ashamed of their bad 
actions or attitudes. It is evidence of a hard heart and a 
calloused conscience when a guilty person no longer 
feels shame. “Were they ashamed when they had com- 
mitted abomination? Nay, they were not at all ashamed, 
neither could they blush” (Jer. 6:15). 

First, Paul shamed the Corinthians for their lack of 
commendation (2 Cor. 12:11-13). They should have 
been boasting about him instead of compelling him to 
boast. Instead, the Corinthians were boasting about the 
“super-apostles,” the Judaizers who had won their 
affection and were now running their church. 

Was Paul inferior to these men? In no way! The 
Corinthians had seen Paul in action; in fact, they owed 
their very souls to him. He had done among them the 
miraculous signs that proved his apostleship (Heb. 
2:1-4). He had persevered in his ministry at Corinth in 
spite of external persecution and internal problems. He 
had cost the church nothing. Paul used his subtle irony 
again when he wrote, “How were you inferior to the 
other churches, except that I was never a burden to you? 
Forgive me this wrong!” (2 Cor. 12:13 rv). 

One of the dangers of the Christian life is that of 
getting accustomed to our blessings. A godly pastor or 
Sunday school teacher can do so much for us that we 
begin to take the ministry for granted. (To be fair, I 
must admit that pastors are sometimes guilty of taking 
their church members for granted.) This attitude led 
Paul to shame them for their lack of appreciation (2 
Cor. 12:14-18). 

In spite of the difficulties involved, Paul had been 
faithful to visit the Corinthians; and now he was about 
to make his third visit (see 2 Cor. 13:1). Instead of 
being grateful, the Corinthians criticized Paul for 
changing his plans. Paul had taken no support from 
the church, but rather had given sacrificially for the 
church; yet they were unwilling to show their appreci- 
ation by sharing with others. It seemed that the more 
Paul loved them, the less they loved Paul! Why? 
Because they did not have a sincere love for Christ (2 
Cor. 11:3). Paul was willing to “spend and expend” in 
order to help the church. 

The Judaizers had used crafty methods in order to 
exploit the church (see 2 Cor. 4:2), but Paul had been 
open and without guile. The only “trick” Paul had 
played on them was his refusal to receive financial sup- 
port. In this, he disarmed them so that they could 
never accuse him of being interested only in money. 
None of the associates that Paul sent to them exploited 
them in any way or took advantage of them. 

It is a tragic thing when children do not appreciate 
what their parents do for them. It is also a tragedy when 
God's children fail to appreciate what their “spiritual 
parents” do for them. What is the cause of this lack of 
appreciation? Paul dealt with it in the next paragraph: 
lack of consecration (2 Cor. 12:19-21). There were terri- 
ble sins in the church, and Paul wanted them judged 
and put away before he came for his visit. Otherwise, 
his visit would just be another painful experience. 
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Some of the church members were probably saying, 
“If Paul visits us again, he will just create more prob- 
lems!” Paul made it clear that his desire was to solve 
problems and strengthen the church. Sins in the 
church must be faced honestly and dealt with coura- 
geously. To sweep them under the rug is to make 
matters worse. Sin in the church is like cancer in the 
human body: it must be cut out. 

Consider the sins that the church was guilty of, sins 
that should have been confessed and put away. They 
were guilty of quarreling (debates) because they envied 
one another. They had sudden explosions of anger 
(wraths). They promoted carnal intrigues and plots in 
the church (strifes), which involved backbitings and 
whisperings. All of this was born out of pride and an 
exaggerated sense of importance (swellings) and 
resulted in disorder in the church (tumults) (2 Cor. 
12:20). If you will compare this list of sins with 1 
Corinthians 13, you will see that there was a lack of 
love in the congregation. 

Along with these “sins of the spirit” (2 Cor. 7:1), 
there were also gross sins of the flesh—fornication and 
lasciviousness (debauchery). Paul had dealt with these 
sins in 1 Corinthians 5 and 6, but some of the offend- 
ers had persisted in their disobedience. They were 
permitting their old life to take over again (1 Cor. 
6:9-11), instead of yielding to the new life. 

Paul did not eagerly anticipate this third visit. He 
feared that he would not find the church as he wanted 
it to be, and that they would not find him as they 
wanted him to be. But Paul promised them that, 
though he would be humbled and grieved (the word 
means “to grieve for the dead”), he would still use his 
authority to straighten things out. His love for them 
was too great for him to ignore these problems and per- 
mit them to continue to weaken the church. 

The Corinthians should have been ashamed, but 
they were not. To assure that he would get his message 
across, Paul used a second approach. 


He Warned Them (13:1-8) 
There are two warnings here. 

“Prepare yourselves!” (vv. 1—4). In dealing with 
sin in a local church, we must have facts and not 
rumors. Paul quoted Deuteronomy 19:15, and we find 
parallels in Numbers 35:30 and Matthew 18:16, as 
well as 1 Timothy 5:19. The presence of witnesses 
would help to guarantee the truth about a matter, espe- 
cially when the church members were at such variance 
with one another. 

Had the church members followed the instructions 
given by Jesus in Matthew 18:15-20, they would have 
solved most of their problems themselves. I have seen 
small disagreements in a church grow into large and 
complicated problems, only because the believers did 
not obey our Lord’s directions. The pastor and congre- 
gation must not get involved in a matter until the 
individuals involved have sincerely sought a solution. 

The Judaizers in the church had accused Paul of 
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being a weak man (see 2 Cor. 10:7-11). Their 
approach to ministry was heavy-handed and dictato- 
rial, while Paul’s was gentle and humble (see 2 Cor. 
1:24). Now Paul assured them that he would show 
them how strong he could be—if that is what it took 
to solve the problems. “I will not spare!” was his warn- 
ing, and he used a word that means “to spare in battle.” 
In short, Paul was declaring war on anybody who 
opposed the authority of God’s Word. 

“Let Paul prove he is a true apostle!” said his oppo- 
nents. Paul’s reply was, “Like Jesus Christ, I am strong 
when it appears I am weak.” On the cross, Jesus Christ 
manifested weakness; but the cross is still “the power of 
God” (1 Cor. 1:18). Paul had already explained his 
method of spiritual warfare (2 Cor. 10:1-6) and had 
cautioned his readers not to look on the surface of 
things, but to look deeper. 

By the standards of the world, both Jesus and Paul 
were weak; but by the standards of the Lord, both were 
strong. It is a wise and mature worker who knows when 
to be “weak” and when to be “strong” as he deals with 
the discipline problems in the local church. 

A pastor friend of mine, now in heaven, had a quiet 
manner of delivery in the pulpit, and a similar 
approach in his personal ministry. After hearing him 
preach, a visitor said, “I kept waiting for him to start 
preaching!” She was accustomed to hearing a loud 
preacher who generated more heat than light. But my 
friend built a strong church because he knew the true 
standards for ministry. He knew how to be “weak in 
Christ” and also how to be “strong.” 

How do people measure the ministry today? By 
powerful oratory or biblical content? By Christian 
character or what the press releases say? Too many 
Christians follow the world’s standards when they eval- 
uate ministries, and they need to pay attention to God’s 
standards. 

“Examine yourselves!” (vv. 5-8). This paragraph 
is an application of the word proof that Paul used in 2 
Corinthians 13:3. “You have been examining me,” 
wrote Paul, “but why don’t you take time to examine 
yourselves?” I have noticed in my ministry that those 
who are quick to examine and condemn others are 
often guilty of worse sins themselves. In fact, one way 
to make yourself look better is to condemn somebody 
else. 

To begin with, Paul told the Corinthians that they 
should examine their hearts to see if they were really 
born again and members of the family of God. Do you 
have the witness of the Holy Spirit in your heart (Rom. 
8:9, 16)? Do you love the brethren (1 John 3:14)? Do 
you practice righteousness (1 John 2:29; 3:9)? Have 
you overcome the world so that you are living a life of 
godly separation (1 John 5:4)? These are just a few of 
the tests we can apply to our own lives to be certain 
that we are the children of God. 

In one of the churches I pastored, we had a teenager 
who was the center of every problem in the youth 
group. He was a gifted musician and a member of the 
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church, but nevertheless he was a problem. One sum- 
mer when he went off to our church youth camp, the 
youth leaders and church officers and I agreed together 
to pray for him daily. At one of the meetings, he got up 
and announced that he had been saved that week! His 
Christian profession up to that time had been counter- 
feit. He experienced a dramatic change in his life, and 
today he is serving the Lord faithfully. 

No doubt many of the problems in the church at 
Corinth were caused by people who professed to be 
saved, but who had never repented and trusted Jesus 
Christ. Our churches are filled with such people today. 
Paul called such people reprobate, which means “coun- 
terfeit, discredited after a test.” Paul used this word 
again in 2 Corinthians 13:6-7, emphasizing the fact 
that it is important for a person to know for sure that 
he is saved and going to heaven (see 1 John 5:11-13). 

In 2 Corinthians 13:7, Paul made it clear that he did 
not want the Corinthians to fail the test just to prove 
that he was right. Nor did he want them to live godly 
lives just so he could boast about them. He did not mind 
being despised and criticized for their sakes, so long as 
they were obeying the Lord. He was not concerned 
about his own reputation, for the Lord knew his heart; 
but he was concerned about their Christian character. 

The important thing is the truth of the gospel and 
the Word of God (2 Cor. 13:8). Paul did not state here 
that it is impossible to attack the truth or hinder the 
truth, for these things were going on at that time in the 
Corinthian church. He was affirming that he and his 
associates wanted the truth to prevail, come what may, 
and that they were determined to further the truth, not 
obstruct it. In the end, God’s truth will prevail, so why 
try to oppose it? “There is no wisdom nor understand- 
ing nor counsel against the Lord” (Prov. 21:30). 


He Encouraged Them (13:9-14) 

To begin with, Paul encouraged the Corinthians by his 
personal prayers on their behalf (2 Cor. 13:9). The 
word translated “wish” in the King James Version car- 
ries the meaning of “pray.” Paul prayed for their 
perfection, which does not mean absolute sinless perfec- 
tion, but “spiritual maturity.” The word is part of a 
word family in the Greek that means “to be fitted out, 
to be equipped.” As a medical term, it means “to set a 
broken bone, to adjust a twisted limb.” It also means 
“to outfit a ship for a voyage” and “to equip an army for 
battle.” In Matthew 4:21, it is translated “mending 
nets.” 

One of the ministries of our risen Lord is that of 
perfecting His people (Heb. 13:20-21). He uses the 
Word of God (2 Tim. 3:16-17) in the fellowship of the 
local church (Eph. 4:11-16) to equip His people for 
life and service. He also uses suffering as a tool to equip 
us (1 Peter 5:10). As Christians pray for one another (1 
Thess. 3:10) and personally assist one another (Gal. 
6:1, where “restore” is this same word perfect), the 
exalted Lord ministers to His church and makes them 
fit for ministry. 


Balanced Christian growth and ministry is impossi- 
ble in isolation. Someone has said that you can no 
more raise one Christian than you can raise one bee. 
Christians belong to each other and need each other. A 
baby must grow up in a loving family if it is to be bal- 
anced and normal. The emphasis today on the 
individual Christian, as apart from his place in a local 
assembly, is wrong and very dangerous. We are sheep, 
and we must flock together. We are members of the 
same body, and we must minister to one another. 

In 2 Corinthians 13:10, Paul gave the Corinthians 
a second encouragement—the Word of God. Paul 
wrote this letter to meet the immediate needs of a local 
congregation, but we today benefit from it because it is 
a part of the inspired Word of God. This letter carries 
the same authority as the presence of the apostle him- 
self. Pauls great desire was that the congregation’s 
obedience to the letter solve their problems, so that he 
would not have to exercise authority when he visited 
them. 

Sometimes the minister of the Word must tear 
down before he can build up (see Jer. 1:7-10). The 
farmer must pull up the weeds before he can plant the 
seeds and get a good crop. Paul had to tear down the 
wrong thinking in the minds of the Corinthians (2 
Cor. 10:4-6) before he could build up the truth in 
their hearts and minds. The negative attitude of the 
Corinthians made it necessary for Paul to destroy, but 
his great desire was to build. 

In my own ministry, I have been through two 
building programs and two remodeling programs and, 
in spite of all their demands, building programs to me 
are much easier. It is much simpler and less expensive 
to build a new structure on unimproved land than to 
tear down walls and try to remodel an old building. 
Likewise, it is much easier to take a new believer and 
teach him the Word than it is to try to change the 
wrong thinking of an older saint. Wrong ideas can hold 
out against the truth for a long time, until the Spirit of 
God demolishes the walls in the mind. 

Paul encouraged the saints to cultivate grace, love, 
and peace (2 Cor. 13:11-12). The word translated 
“farewell” means “grace,” a common form of greeting 
in that day. It can also be translated “rejoice.” The com- 
mand be perfect relates to Paul’s prayer in 2 Corinthians 
13:9 and carries the idea “be mature, be restored and 
fitted for life.” Be of good comfort means “be encour- 
aged.” In spite of all their sins and problems, they had 
every right to be encouraged. 

Live in peace was a needed admonition, for there 
were divisions and dissensions in the church (see 2 Cor. 
12:20). If they practiced love and sought to be of one 
mind, the wars would cease and they would enjoy 
peace in their fellowship. To be of one mind does not 
mean that we all agree on everything, but that we agree 
to disagree over matters that are not essential. 
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Our God is the “God of love and peace” (2 Cor. 
13:11). Can the outside world tell that from the way 
we live and the way we conduct the business of the 
church? “Behold how they love one another!” was what 
the lost world said about the early church, but it has 
been a long time since the church has earned that kind 
of commendation. 

Since ancient times, the kiss has been a form of 
greeting and a gesture of love and fellowship. However, 
it was usually exchanged between members of the same 
sex. The early church used the kiss of peace and kiss of 
love as evidences of their affection and concern for one 
another. It was a “holy kiss,” sanctified because of their 
devotion to Jesus Christ. Members of the early church 
often kissed new believers after their baptism and thus 
welcomed them into the fellowship. 

The everyday fellowship of God’s people is impor- 
tant to the church. We must greet each other in other 
places as well as the fellowship of the assembly, and we 
must show concern for each other. In giving this admo- 
nition in 2 Corinthians 13:12, Paul was certainly 
hitting hard at one of the most serious problems in the 
church: their division and lack of concern for one 
another. 

The closing benediction in 2 Corinthians 13:14 is 
one of the most beloved used in the church. It empha- 
sizes the Trinity (see Matt. 28:19) and the blessings we 
can receive because we belong to God. The grace of our 
Lord Jesus Christ reminds us of His birth, when He 
became poor in order to make us rich (see 2 Cor. 8:9). 
The love of God takes us to Calvary, where God gave 
His Son as the sacrifice for our sins (John 3:16). The 
communion of the Holy Ghost reminds us of Pentecost, 
when the Spirit of God came and formed the church 
(Acts 2). 

The Corinthian believers then, and all believers 
now, desperately needed the blessings of grace, love, 
and communion. The Judaizers then, and the cultists 
today, emphasized law instead of grace, exclusiveness 
instead of love, and independence rather than com- 
munion (fellowship). The competition in the 
Corinthian church, resulting in divisions, would have 
been solved if the people had only lived by God’s grace 
and love. 

The church is a miracle, and it can be sustained 
only by the miracle ministry of God. No amount of 
human skill, talents, or programs can make the church 
what it ought to be. Only God can do that. If each 
believer is depending on the grace of God, walking in 
the love of God, and participating in the fellowship of 
the Spirit, not walking in the flesh, then he will be a 
part of the answer and not a part of the problem. He 
will be Aving this benediction—and being a benedic- 
tion to others! 

Ask God to make you that kind of Christian. 


Be encouraged—and then encourage others. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Galatians 1:1-10 


BAD NEWS ABOUT THE GOOD NEWS 


he lad at my front door was trying to sell me a sub- 
ES to a weekly newspaper, and he was very 

persuasive. “It only costs a quarter a week,” he 
said, “and the best thing about this newspaper is that it 
prints only the good news!” 

In a world filled with trouble, it is becoming more 
and more difficult to find any “good news,” so per- 
haps the newspaper was a bargain after all. To the 
person who has trusted Christ as Savior, the real 
“good news” is the gospel: “Christ died for our sins 
according to the Scriptures ... he was buried, and ... 
he rose again the third day according to the 
Scriptures” (1 Cor. 15:3—4). It is the good news that 
sinners can be forgiven and go to heaven because of 
what Jesus Christ did on the cross. The good news of 
salvation through faith in Christ is the most impor- 
tant message in the world. 

This message had changed Paul’s life and, through 
him, the lives of others. But now this message was 
being attacked, and Paul was out to defend the truth of 
the gospel. Some false teachers had invaded the 
churches of Galatia—churches Paul had founded— 
and were teaching a different message from that which 
Paul had taught. 

As you begin to read Paul’s letter to the Galatian 
Christians, you can tell immediately that something is 
radically wrong, because he does not open his letter 
with his usual praise to God and prayer for the saints. 
He has no time! Paul is about to engage in a battle for 
the truth of the gospel and the liberty of the Christian 
life. False teachers are spreading a false “gospel” which 
is a mixture of law and grace, and Paul is not going to 
stand by and do nothing. 

How does Paul approach the Galatian Christians in 
his attempt to teach them the truth about the gospel? 
In these opening verses, the apostle takes three definite 
steps as he prepares to fight this battle. 


He Explains His Authority (1:1-5) 

Later on in his letter, Paul will deal with the Galatians 
on the basis of affection (Gal. 4:12—20); but at the out- 
set he is careful to let them know the authority he has 
from the Lord. He has three sources of authority. 

His ministry (vv. 1-2). “Paul, an apostle.” In the 
early days of the church, God called special men to do 
special tasks. Among them were the apostles. The 
word means “one who is sent with a commission.” 
While He was ministering on earth, Jesus had many 
disciples (“learners”), and from these He selected 
twelve apostles (Mark 3:13-19). Later, one of the 
requirements for an apostle was that he have wit- 
nessed the resurrection (Acts 1:21—22; 2:32; 3:15). 
Of course, Paul himself was neither a disciple nor an 
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apostle during Christ’s earthly ministry, but he had 
seen the risen Lord and been commissioned by Him 
(Acts 9:1-18; 1 Cor. 9:1). 

Paul’s miraculous conversion and call to apostleship 
created some problems. From the very beginning, he 
was apart from the original apostles. His enemies said 
that he was not a true apostle for this reason. Paul is 
careful to point out that he had been made an apostle 
by Jesus Christ just as much as had the original Twelve. 
His apostleship was not from human selection and 
approval, but by divine appointment. Therefore, he 
had the authority to deal with the problems in the 
Galatian churches. 

But in his ministry, Paul had a second basis for 
authority: he had founded the churches in Galatia. He 
was not writing to them as a stranger, but as the one 
who had brought them the message of life in the begin- 
ning! This letter reveals Paul’s affection for these 
believers (see Gal. 4:12-19). Unfortunately, this affec- 
tion was not being returned to him. 

This matter of the founding of the Galatian 
churches has kept serious Bible students at work for 
many years. The problem stems from the meaning of 
the word Galatia. Several hundred years before the 
birth of Christ, some fierce tribes migrated from Gaul 
(modern France) into Asia Minor, and founded 
Galatia, which simply means “the country of the 
Gauls.” When the Romans reorganized the ancient 
world, they made Galatia a part of a larger province 
that included several other areas, and they called the 
entire province Galatia. So, back in Paul’s day, when a 
person talked about Galatia, you could not be sure 
whether he meant the smaller country of Galatia or the 
larger Roman province. 

Bible students are divided over whether Paul wrote 
to churches in the country of Galatia or in the province 
of Galatia. The former view is called the “north 
Galatian theory” and the latter the “south Galatian the- 
ory.” The matter is not finally settled, but the evidence 
seems to indicate that Paul wrote to churches in the 
southern part of the province of Galatia—Antioch, 
Iconium, Lystra, Derbe—churches he founded on his 
first missionary journey (Acts 13—14). 

Paul always had a loving concern for his converts 
and a deep desire to see the churches he had founded 
glorify Christ (see Acts 15:36; 2 Cor. 11:28). He was 
not content to lead men and women to Christ and 
then abandon them. (For an example of his “after- 
care,” read 1 Thess. 2.) 

When Paul heard that false teachers had begun to 
capture his converts and lead them astray, he was 
greatly concerned—and rightly so. After all, teaching 
new Christians how to live for Christ is as much a part 
of Christ’s commission as winning them (Matt. 
28:19-20). Sad to say, many of the Galatian Christians 
had turned away from Paul, their “spiritual father” in 
the Lord, and were now following legalistic teachers 
who were mixing Old Testament law with the gospel of 
God’s grace. (We call these false teachers “Judaizers” 


because they were trying to entice Christians back into 
the Jewish religious system.) 

So, Paul had a ministry as an apostle, and specifi- 
cally as the founder of the Galatian churches. As such, 
he had the authority to deal with the problems in the 
churches. But there was a second source of authority. 

His message (vv. 3—4). From the very beginning, 
Paul clearly stated the message of the gospel, because it 
was this message that the Judaizers were changing. The 
gospel centers in a Person—Jesus Christ, the Son of 
God. This Person paid a price—He gave Himself to die 
on the cross. (You will discover that the cross is impor- 
tant in the Galatian letter, see 2:19-21; 3:1, 13; 4:5; 
5:11, 24; 6:12-14.) Christ paid the price that He 
might achieve a purpose—delivering sinners from 
bondage. 

“Liberty in Christ” is the dominant theme of 
Galatians. (Check the word bondage in 2:4; 4:3, 9, 
24-25; 5:1.) The Judaizers wanted to lead the 
Christians out of the liberty of grace into the bondage 
of law. Paul knew that bondage was not a part of the 
message of the gospel, for Christ had died to set men 
free. 

Paul’s ministry and message were sources of spiri- 
tual authority. 

His motive (v. 5). “To whom be glory forever and 
ever!” The false teachers were not ministering for the 
glory of Christ, but for their own glory (see Gal. 
6:12-14). Like false teachers today, the Judaizers were 
not busy winning lost people to Christ. Rather, they 
were stealing other men’s converts and bragging about 
their statistics. But Paul’s motive was pure and godly: 
he wanted to glorify Jesus Christ (see 1 Cor. 6:19-20; 
10:31-33). 

Paul has now explained his authority. He is ready 
for a second step as he begins this battle for the liberty 
of the Christian. 


He Expresses His Anxiety (1:6-7) 

“I am amazed that you are so quickly moving away!” 
This was the first reason for Pauls anxiety: the 
Galatians were deserting the grace of God. (The verb 
indicates they were in the process of deserting and had 
not fully turned away.) 

Paul struck while the iron was hot. God had called 
them in His grace and saved them from their sins. Now 
they were moving from grace back into law. They were 
abandoning liberty for legalism! And they were doing it 
so quickly, without consulting Paul, their “spiritual 
father,” or giving time for the Holy Spirit to teach 
them. They had become infatuated with the religion of 
the Judaizers, just the way little children follow a 
stranger because he offers them candy. 

“The grace of God” is a basic theme in this letter 
(Gal. 1:3, 6, 15; 2:9, 21; 5:4; 6:18). Grace is simply 
God’s favor to undeserving sinners. The words grace 
and gift go together, because salvation is the gift of God 
through His grace (Eph. 2:8-10). The Galatian believ- 


ers were not simply “changing religions” or “changing 
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churches” but were actually abandoning the very grace 
of God! To make matters worse, they were deserting 
the very God of grace! God had called them and saved 
them; now they were deserting Him for human leaders 
who would bring them into bondage. 

We must never forget that the Christian life is a liv- 
ing relationship with God through Jesus Christ. A man 
does not become a Christian merely by agreeing to a set 
of doctrines; he becomes a Christian by submitting to 
Christ and trusting Him (Rom. 11:6). You cannot mix 
grace and works, because the one excludes the other. 
Salvation is the gift of God’s grace, purchased for us by 
Jesus Christ on the cross. To turn from grace to law is 
to desert the God who saved us. 

But they were guilty of another sin that gave Paul 
great anxiety: they were perverting the gospel of God. The 
Judaizers claimed to be preaching “the gospel,” but 
there cannot be two gospels, one centered in works and 
the other centered in grace. “They are not preaching 
another gospel,” wrote Paul, “but a different message— 
one so different from the true gospel that it is no gospel 
at all.” Like the cultists today, the Judaizers would say, 
“We believe in Jesus Christ—but we have something 
wonderful to add to what you already believe.” As if 
any man could “add” something better to the grace of 
God! 

The word translated “pervert” in Galatians 1:7 is 
used only three times in the New Testament (Acts 2:20; 
Gal. 1:7; James 4:9). It means “to turn about, to change 
into an opposite character.” The word could be trans- 
lated “to reverse.” In other words, the Judaizers had 
reversed the gospel—they had turned it around and 
taken it back into the law! Later in this letter, Paul 
explains how the law was preparation for the coming of 
Christ, but the Judaizers had a different interpretation. 
To them, the law and the gospel went together. “Except 
ye be circumcised after the manner [law] of Moses, ye 
cannot be saved” (Acts 15:1). 

What was this “deserting and perverting” doing to 
the Galatian Christians? It was troubling them (Gal. 
1:7). This verb “trouble” carries with it the idea of per- 
plexity, confusion, and unrest. You get some idea of the 
force of this word when you see how it is used in other 
places. “Trouble” describes the feelings of the disciples 
in the ship during the storm (Matt. 14:26). It also 
describes the feelings of King Herod when he heard 
that a new King had been born (Matt. 2:3). No won- 
der Paul was anxious for his converts: they were going 
through great agitation because of the false doctrines 
that had been brought to the churches. Grace always 
leads to peace (see Gal. 1:3), but the believers had 
deserted grace and therefore had no peace in their 
hearts. 

Keep in mind that God’s grace involves something 
more than man’s salvation. We not only are saved by 
grace, but we are to live by grace (1 Cor. 15:10). We 
stand in grace; it is the foundation for the Christian life 
(Rom. 5:1-2). Grace gives us the strength we need to 
be victorious soldiers (2 Tim. 2:1—4). Grace enables us 
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to suffer without complaining, and even to use that 
suffering for God’s glory (2 Cor. 12:1-10). When a 
Christian turns away from living by God’s grace, he 
must depend on his own power. This leads to failure 
and disappointment. This is what Paul meant by 
“fallen from grace” (Gal. 5:4)—moving out of the 
sphere of grace into the sphere of law, ceasing to 
depend on God’s resources and depending on our own 
resources. 

No wonder Paul was anxious. His friends in Christ 
were deserting the God of grace, perverting the grace of 
God, and reverting to living by the flesh and their own 
resources. They had begun their Christian lives in the 
Spirit, but now they were going to try to continue in 
the power of the flesh (Gal. 3:3). 

Having explained his authority and expressed his 
anxiety, Paul then took the third step. 


He Exposes His Adversaries (1:8-10) 

“Make love, not war!” may have been a popular slogan, 
but it is not always feasible. Doctors must make war 
against disease and death; sanitary engineers must war 
against filth and pollution; legislators must war against 
injustice and crime. And they all fight because of some- 
thing they love! 

“Ye that love the Lord, hate evil” (Ps. 97:10). 
“Abhor that which is evil; cleave to that which is good” 
(Rom. 12:9). Paul waged war against the false teachers 
because he loved the truth, and because he loved those 
whom he had led to Christ. Like a loving father who 
guards his daughter until she is married, Paul watched 
over his converts lest they be seduced into sin (2 Cor. 
11:1-4). 

The Judaizers were identified by the false gospel that 
they preached. The test of a man’s ministry is not popu- 
larity (Matt. 24:11) or miraculous signs and wonders 
(Matt. 24:23—24), but his faithfulness to the Word of 
God (see Isa. 8:20; 1 Tim. 4; 1 John 4:1-6; and note 
that 2 John 5—11 warns us not to encourage those 
who bring false doctrine). Christ had committed the 
gospel to Paul (1 Cor. 15:1-8), and he, in turn, had 
committed it to other faithful servants (1 Tim. 1:11; 
6:20; 2 Tim. 1:13; 2:2). But the Judaizers had come 
along and substituted their false gospel for the true 
gospel, and for this sin, Paul pronounced them 
accursed. The word he used is anathema, which means 
“dedicated to destruction.” (Read Acts 23:14 for a 
forceful illustration of the meaning of this word.) No 
matter who the preacher may be—an angel from 
heaven or even Paul himself—if he preaches any other 
gospel, he is accursed! 

But there is a second characteristic of Paul’s adver- 
saries: the false motives that they practiced. His enemies 
accused Paul of being a compromiser and “adjusting” 
the gospel to fit the Gentiles. Perhaps they twisted the 
meaning of Paul’s statement, “I am made all things to 
all men, that I might by all means save some” (1 Cor. 
9:22). They said, “When Paul is with the Jews, he lives 
like a Jew; but when he is with the Gentiles, he lives 
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like the Gentiles. He is a man-pleaser, and therefore 
you cannot trust him!” 

But in reality, it was the false teachers who were the 
man-pleasers. “These men are paying you special atten- 
tion, but not sincerely,” Paul wrote (Gal. 4:17). “They 
want to shut you off from me, so that you may keep on 
paying them special attention” (Williams). Later, Paul 
also exposed the false teachers as the compromisers, 
going back to Old Testament practices so that they 
would not be persecuted by the Jewish people (Gal. 
6:12-15). Paul was definitely ot a man-pleaser. His 
ministry did not come from man (Gal. 1:1), nor did his 
message come from man (Gal. 1:12). Why, then, should 
he be afraid of men? Why should he seek to please 
men? His heart’s desire was to please Christ. 

When Verdi produced his first opera in Florence, 
the composer stood by himself in the shadows and kept 
his eye on the face of one man in the audience—the 
great Rossini. It mattered not to Verdi whether the peo- 
ple in the hall were cheering him or jeering him; all he 
wanted was a smile of approval from the master musi- 
cian. So it was with Paul. He knew what it was to suffer 
for the gospel, but the approval or disapproval of men 
did not move him. “Therefore also we have as our 
ambition ... to be pleasing to Him” (2 Cor. 5:9 Nass). 
Paul wanted the approval of Christ. 

The servant of God is constantly tempted to com- 
promise in order to attract and please men. When D. 
L. Moody was preaching in England, a worker came to 
him on the platform and told him that a very impor- 
tant nobleman had come into the hall. “May the 
meeting be a blessing to him!” was Moody’s reply, and 
he preached just as before, without trying to impress 
anybody. 

Paul was not a politician; he was an ambassador. 
His task was not to “play politics” but to proclaim a 
message. These Judaizers, on the other hand, were cow- 
ardly compromisers who mixed law and grace, hoping 
to please both Jews and Gentiles, but never asking 
whether or not they were pleasing God. 

We have noted three steps Paul took toward engag- 
ing these false teachers in battle: He explained his 
authority, expressed his anxiety, and exposed his adver- 
saries. But how is he going to attack his enemies? What 
approach will he use to convince the Galatian believers 
that all they need is faith in God’s grace? A quick sur- 
vey of the entire letter shows that Paul was a master 
defender of the gospel. Take time to read the entire let- 
ter at one sitting, and, as you read, note the three 
approaches that Paul took. 

His first approach was personal (Gal. 1—2). He 
reviewed his own personal experience with Jesus Christ 
and the message of the gospel. He pointed out that he 
had received the gospel independently, from the Lord 
and not from the twelve apostles (Gal. 1:11-24), but 
that they had approved his message and his ministry 
(Gal. 2:1-10). Furthermore, Paul had even defended 
the gospel when Peter, the leading apostle, had com- 
promised his earlier stand (Gal. 2:11-21). The 


autobiographical section of the letter proves that Paul 
was not a “counterfeit apostle,” but that his message 
and ministry were true to the faith. 

Galatians 3 and 4 are doctrinal, and in them Paul 
presented several arguments to establish that sinners 
are saved by faith and grace, not by works and law. First 
he appealed to their own experiences (Gal. 3:1-5). 
Then he went back to the Old Testament law in 
Galatians 3:6—-14 to show that even Abraham and the 
prophets understood salvation as being by grace 
through faith. Having mentioned the law, Paul then 
explained why the law was given originally (Gal. 
3:15—4:18). He then used the story of Sarah and 
Hagar to illustrate the relationship between law and 
grace (Gal. 4:19-31). 

The final two chapters of the letter are practical in 
emphasis, as Paul turned from argument to applica- 
tion. The Judaizers accused Paul of promoting 
lawlessness because he preached the gospel of the grace 
of God; so in this section, Paul explained the relation- 
ship between the grace of God and practical Christian 
living. He showed that living by grace means liberty, 
not bondage (Gal. 5:1-12); depending on the Spirit, 
not the flesh (Gal. 5:13—26); living for others, not for 
self (Gal. 6:1-10); and living for the glory of God, not 
for man’s approval (Gal. 6:11—18). It is either one series 
of actions or the other—law or grace—but it cannot be 


both. 


CHAPTER TWO 
Galatians 1:11-24 


BORN FREE! 


hoso would be a man must be a noncon- 
Weer So wrote Emerson, and many a 
thinker agrees with him. 

The English art critic John Ruskin said, “I fear uni- 
formity. You cannot manufacture great men any more 
than you can manufacture gold.” 

The German philosopher Schopenhauer wrote, 
“We forfeit three-fourths of ourselves in order to be like 
other people.” 

Francis Asbury, first bishop of the Methodist 
Church in the United States, once prayed at a deacon 
ordination, “O Lord, grant that these brethren may 
never want to be like other people.” 

Of course, there is a wrong kind of individualism 
that destroys instead of fulfills; but in a society accus- 
tomed to interchanging parts, it is good to meet a man 
like Paul, who dared to be himself in the will of God. 
But his freedom in Christ was a threat to those who 
found safety in conformity. 

Paul’s enemies pointed to his nonconformity as 
proof that his message and ministry were not really of 
God. “He claims to be an apostle,” they argued, “but 
he does not stand in the apostolic tradition.” It is this 
misrepresentation that Paul answered in this section of 
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Galatians. His nonconformity was divinely deliberate. 
God had chosen to reveal Himself in a different way to 
Paul. 

In Galatians 1:11-12, Paul stated his theme: His 
message and ministry are of divine origin. He did not 
invent the gospel, nor did he receive it from men; but 
he received the gospel from Jesus Christ. Both his mes- 
sage and his apostolic ministry were divinely given. 
Therefore, anybody who added anything to Paul’s 
gospel was in danger of divine judgment, because that 
gospel was given by Jesus Christ from heaven (1 Cor. 
15:1-11). 

The best way for Paul to prove his point was to 
reach into his past and remind the Galatian Christians 
of the way God had dealt with him. Paul stated that his 
past life was already known to his readers (Gal. 1:13), 
but it was obvious that they did not fully understand 
what those experiences meant. So, Paul flashed on the 
screen three pictures from his past as evidence that his 
apostleship and his gospel were truly of God. 


The Persecutor (1:13-14) 

Paul began with his past conduct as an unconverted 
Jewish rabbi. (For a vivid account of these years from 
Paul’s own lips, read Acts 22 and 26, as well as Acts 9.) 
In this historical flashback, Paul pointed out his rela- 
tionship to the church (Gal. 1:13) and to the religion 
of the Jews (Gal. 1:14). He was persecuting the church 
and profiting and progressing in the Jewish religion. 
Everything was going his way, and he was rapidly being 
recognized as a spiritual leader in Israel. 

It is interesting to note the words that are used to 
describe Paul’s activities when he was “Saul of Tarsus” 
persecuting the church. He “consented” to the murder 
of Stephen (see Acts 8:1), and then proceeded to “make 
havoc of the church” (see Acts 8:3) by breaking up fam- 
ilies and putting believers in prison. The very 
atmosphere that he breathed was “threatening and 
slaughter” (Acts 9:1). So bent on destroying the church 
was Paul that he voted to kill the believers (Acts 
22:4-5; 26:9-11). He mentioned these facts in his let- 
ters (1 Cor. 15:9; Phil. 3:6; 1 Tim. 1:13), marveling 
that God could save such a sinner as he. 

Paul actually thought that Jesus was an impostor 
and His message of salvation a lie. He was sure that 
God had spoken through Moses, but how could he be 
sure that God had spoken through Jesus of Nazareth? 
Steeped in Jewish tradition, young Saul of Tarsus 
championed his faith. His reputation as a zealous per- 
secutor of “the sect of the Nazarenes” became known 
far and wide (see Acts 9:13-14). Everybody knew that 
this brilliant student of Rabbi Gamaliel (Acts 22:3) was 
well on his way to becoming an influential leader of the 
Jewish faith. His personal religious life, his scholarship 
(Acts 26:24), and his zeal in opposing alien religious 
faiths all combined to make him the most respected 
young rabbi of his day. 

Then something happened: Saul of Tarsus, the per- 


secutor of the church, became Paul the apostle, the 
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preacher of the gospel. This change was not gradual; it 
happened suddenly and without warning (Acts 9:1-9). 
Saul was on his way to Damascus to persecute the 
Christians; a few days later he was in Damascus preach- 
ing to the Jews that the Christians are right. How could 
the Judaizers explain this sudden transformation? 

Was Saul’s remarkable “about-face” caused by his 
own people, the Jews? Unthinkable! The Jews were 
encouraging Saul in his program of persecution, and 
his conversion was an embarrassment to them. 

Was Saul’s change caused by the Christians he was 
persecuting? Certainly the believers prayed for him, 
and no doubt the death of Stephen—and especially the 
glorious testimony he had given—affected Paul deeply 
(Acts 22:19-20). But the Christians ran from Paul 
(Acts 8:1, 4; 9:10-16), and, as far as we know, they had 
no idea that the young rabbi would ever become a 
Christian. 

But if the amazing change in Paul was not caused 
by the Jews or the church, then who caused it? It had to 
have come from God! 

No matter how you look at it, the conversion of 
Paul was a spiritual miracle. It was humanly impossible 
for Rabbi Saul to become the apostle Paul apart from 
the miracle of God’s grace. And the same God who 
saved Paul also called him to be an apostle, and gave 
him the message of the gospel. For the Judaizers to deny 
Paul’ apostleship and gospel was the same as denying his 
conversion! Certainly Paul was preaching the same mes- 
sage that he himself had believed—the truth that had 
changed him. But no mere human message could effect 
such a change. Paul’s argument was conclusive: His 
past conduct as a persecutor of the church plus the dra- 
matic change that he experienced proved that his 
message and ministry were from God. 


The Believer (1:15-16b, 24) 

Having discussed his past character and conduct, Paul 
went on to explain his conversion; for, after all, this was 
the crucial thing in his life. “What I preach to others, I 
have experienced myself,” he was saying to his accusers. 
“This is the true gospel. Any other gospel is counter- 
feit.” In these verses Paul explained the characteristics 
of his conversion experience. 

God did it (vv. 15a, 16a). “It pleased God ... to 
reveal his Son in me.” Whenever Paul spoke or wrote 
about his conversion, it was always with emphasis on 
the fact that God did the work. “Salvation is of the 
Lord” (Jonah 2:9). 

God did it by grace (v. 15b). Paul’s experience 
reminds us of young Jeremiah (Jer. 1:4—-10) and also of 
John the Baptist (Luke 1:5-17). Salvation is by God’s 
grace, not man’s efforts or character. Grace and called 
(Gal. 1:15b) go together, for whomever God chooses in 
His grace He calls through His Word (1 Thess. 1:4-5). 
The mysteries of God’s sovereign will and man’s 
responsibility to obey are not fully revealed to us. We 
do know that God is “not willing that any should per- 
ish” (2 Peter 3:9), and that those who do trust Christ 
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discover they have been “chosen ... in him before the 
foundation of the world” (Eph. 1:4). 

God did it through Christ (v. 16a). In another let- 
ter Paul makes it clear that he had plenty to boast about 
when he was an unconverted man (Phil. 3). He had 
religion and self-righteousness, as well as reputation 
and recognition; but he did not have Christ! When, on 
the Damascus Road, Paul saw his own self-righteous 
rags contrasted to the righteousness of Christ, he real- 
ized what he was missing. “But what things were gain 
to me, those I counted loss for Christ” (Phil. 3:7). 

God revealed Christ to Paul, in Paul, and through 
Paul. The “Jews religion” (Gal. 1:14) had been an 
experience of outward rituals and practices; but faith in 
Christ brought about an inward experience of reality 
with the Lord. This “inwardness” of Christ was a major 
truth with Paul (Gal. 2:20; 4:19). 

God did it for the sake of others (v. 16b). God 
chose Paul, not only to save him, but also to use him to 
win others. In the Bible, the doctrine of election is 
never taught with a view to producing pride or selfish- 
ness. Election involves responsibility. God chose Paul 
to preach among the Gentiles the same grace that he 
had experienced. This, in itself, was evidence that Paul’s 
conversion was of God; for certainly a prejudiced 
Jewish rabbi would never decide of himself to minister 
to the despised Gentiles! (See Acts 9:15; 15:12; 
22:21-22; Eph. 3:1, 8.) 

God did it for His glory (v. 24). As a fanatical 
rabbi, Paul had all the glory a man could want; but 
what he was doing did not glorify God. Man was cre- 
ated to glorify God (Isa. 43:7), and man is saved to 
glorify God (1 Cor. 6:19-20). Bringing glory to God 
was ever a compelling motive in Paul’s life and ministry 
(Rom. 11:36; 16:27; 1 Cor. 10:31; Eph. 1:6; 3:20-21; 
Phil. 4:20). The Judaizers were interested in their own 
glory (Gal. 6:11-18). That is why they were stealing 
Paul’s converts and leading them astray. If Paul had 
been interested in glorifying himself, he could have 
remained a Jewish rabbi and perhaps become 
Gamaliel’s successor. But it was the glory of God that 
motivated Paul, and this ought to motivate our lives as 
well. 

When Charles Haddon Spurgeon was a young 
preacher, his father, the Rev. John Spurgeon, suggested 
that Charles go to college to gain prominence. It was 
arranged for him to meet Dr. Joseph Angus, the prin- 
cipal of Stepney College, London. They were to meet 
at Mr. Macmillan’s home in Cambridge, and Spurgeon 
was there at the appointed hour. He waited for two 
hours, but the learned doctor never appeared. When 
Spurgeon finally inquired about the man, he discov- 
ered that Dr. Angus had been waiting in another room 
and, because of another appointment, had already 
departed. Disappointed, Spurgeon left for a preaching 
engagement. While he was walking along, he heard a 
voice clearly say to him, “Seekest thou great things for 
thyself? Seek them not!” (see Jer. 45:5). From that 
moment, Spurgeon determined to do the will of God 


for the glory of God; and God blessed him in an excep- 
tional way. 

Paul has pictured himself as a persecutor, and has 
reviewed his character and conduct. He has also pic- 
tured himself as a believer, reviewing his conversion. 
He now presents a third picture. 


The Preacher (1:16c-23) 

What were Paul’s contacts with other believers after he 
was converted? This is a question vital to his defense. 
Paul had no personal contacts with the apostles right 
after his conversion experience on the Damascus Road. 
“Immediately I conferred not with flesh and blood” 
(Gal. 1:16c). The logical thing for Paul to have done 
after his conversion was to introduce himself to the 
church at Jerusalem and profit from the spiritual 
instruction of those who had been “in Christ” before 
him. But this he did not do—and his decision was led 
of the Lord. For if he had gone to Jerusalem, his min- 
istry might have been identified with that of the 
apostles—all Jews—and this could have been a hin- 
drance to his work among the Gentiles. 

At this point we need to remind ourselves that the 
message of the gospel came “to the Jew first” (Acts 
3:26; Rom. 1:16). Our Lord’s ministry was to the 
nation of Israel, and so was the ministry of the apostles 
for the first few years (see Acts 1—7). The death of 
Stephen was a turning point. As the believers were scat- 
tered, they took the good news with them to other 
places (Acts 8:4; 11:19ff.). Philip took the message to 
the Samaritans (Acts 8), and then God directed Peter to 
introduce it to the Gentiles (Acts 10). However, it 
remained for Paul to carry the gospel to the Gentile 
masses (Acts 22:21-22; Eph. 3:1, 8), and for this rea- 
son God kept him separated from the predominantly 
Jewish ministry being conducted by the apostles in 
Jerusalem. 

Paul did not immediately go to Jerusalem. Where 
did he go? He reviewed his contacts and showed that 
there was no opportunity for him to receive either his 
message or his apostolic calling from any of the leaders 
of the church. (Compare this section with Acts 
9:10-31, and keep in mind that even the best biblical 
scholars are not agreed on the chronology of Paul’s life. 
Fortunately, the details of history do not affect the 
understanding of what Paul has written: we can dis- 
agree on chronology and yet agree on theology!) 

He went to Arabia (v. 17b). This was after his ini- 
tial ministry in Damascus (Acts 9:19-20). Instead of 
“conferring with flesh and blood,” Paul gave himself to 
study, prayer, and meditation, and met with the Lord 
alone. He may have spent the greater part of three years 
in Arabia (Gal. 1:18), and no doubt was involved in 
evangelism as well as personal spiritual growth. The 
apostles had received three years of teaching from the 
Lord Jesus, and now Paul was going to have his own 
opportunity to be taught of the Lord. 

He went back to Damascus (v. 17c). It would 
have been logical to visit Jerusalem at this point, but 
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the Lord directed otherwise. Certainly it was a risky 
thing for Paul to go back to the city that knew he had 
become a Christian. The Jewish leaders who had 
looked to him as their champion against Christianity 
would definitely be after his blood. Apparently the 
“basket incident” of Acts 9:23-25 (see 2 Cor. 
11:32-33) took place at this time. The return to 
Damascus and the danger it brought to Paul’s life are 
further proof that the Jewish leaders considered Paul an 
enemy, and therefore that his experience with Christ 
was a valid one. 

He finally visited Jerusalem (vv. 18-20). This 
was three years after his conversion, and his main pur- 
pose was to visit Peter. But Paul had a tough time 
getting into the church fellowship (Acts 9:26-28)! If 
his message and ministry had been from the apostles, 
this would never have happened; but because Paul’s 
experience had been with the Lord Jesus alone, the 
apostles were suspicious of him. He stayed in Jerusalem 
only fifteen days, and he saw only Peter and James (the 
Lord’s brother). Thus he received neither his message 
nor his apostleship from the Jerusalem church. There 
simply was not the time nor the opportunity. He had 
already received them both directly from Christ. 

He returned home to Tarsus (vv. 21-23). Again, 
the record in Acts explains why: His life was in danger 
in Jerusalem, just as it had been in Damascus (Acts 
9:28-30). As Paul went through Syria, he preached the 
Word, and when he arrived in Cilicia, his home 
province (Acts 21:39; 22:3), he began to evangelize (see 
Acts 15:23). Historians have concluded that he 
remained there perhaps seven years, until Barnabas 
recruited him for the work in Antioch (Acts 
11:19-26). A few believers in Jerusalem knew Paul, but 
the believers in the churches of Judea did not know 
him, though they heard that he was now preaching the 
very faith he had once tried to destroy. 

In the light of Paul’s conduct, his conversion, and 
his contacts, how could anybody accuse him of bor- 
rowing or inventing either his message or his ministry? 
Certainly he did receive his gospel by a revelation from 
Jesus Christ. Therefore, we must be careful what we do 
with this gospel, for it is not the invention of men, but 
the very truth of God. 

Some critical scholars have accused Paul of “cor- 
rupting the simple gospel,” but the evidence is against 
this accusation. The same Christ who taught on earth 
also taught through Paul from heaven. Paul did not 
invent his teaching; he “received” it (Rom. 1:5; 1 Cor. 
11:23; 15:3). At the time of Paul’s conversion, God 
said He would appear to him in the future (Acts 
26:16), apparently for the purpose of revealing His 
truths to him. This means that the Christ of the four 
gospels and the Christ of the epistles is the same 
Person; there is no conflict between Christ and Paul. 
When Paul wrote his letters to the churches, he put his 
own teaching on the same level with that of Jesus 
Christ (2 Thess. 3:3-15). The apostle Peter even called 
Paul’s letters “scripture” (2 Peter 3:15-16). 


551 


Galatians 1—2 


Modern-day “Judaizers,” like their ancient counter- 
parts, reject the authority of Paul and try to undermine 
the gospel that he preached. In Paul’s day, their message 
was “the gospel p/us Moses.” In our day it is “the gospel 
plus” any number of religious leaders, religious books, 
or religious organizations. “You cannot be saved unless 

..” is their message (Acts 15:1); and that “unless” usu- 
ally includes joining their group and obeying their 
rules. If you dare to mention the gospel of grace as 
preached by Jesus, Paul, and the other apostles, they 
reply, “But God has given us a new revelation!” 

Paul has the answer for them: “If any man preach 
any other gospel unto you than that ye have received, 
let him be accursed” (Gal. 1:9). When a sinner trusts 
Christ and is born again (John 3:1-18), he is “born 
free.” He has been redeemed—purchased by Christ 
and set free. He is no longer in bondage to sin or Satan, 
nor should he be in bondage to human religious sys- 
tems (Gal. 4:1-11; 5:1). “If the Son therefore shall 
make you free, ye shall be free indeed” (John 8:36). 


CHAPTER THREE 
Galatians 2:1-10 


THE FREEDOM FIGHTER—PART | 


his will remain the land of the free only so long as 
T it is the home of the brave.” So wrote veteran news 

analyst Elmer Davis in his book But We Were Born 
Free, and his convictions would certainly be echoed by 
the apostle Paul. To Paul, his spiritual liberty in Christ 
was worth far more than popularity or even security. 
He was willing to fight for that liberty. 

Paul’s first fight for Christian liberty was at the 
Jerusalem Council (Acts 15:1-35; Gal. 2:1-10); his 
second was at a private meeting with Peter (Gal. 
2:11-21). Had Paul been unwilling to wage this spiri- 
tual warfare, the church in the first century might have 
become only a Jewish sect, preaching a mixture of law 
and grace. But because of Paul’s courage, the gospel was 
kept free from legalism, and it was carried to the 
Gentiles with great blessing. 

Before we look at the three acts in the first drama, 
the Council at Jerusalem, we must get acquainted with 
the participants. Paul, of course, we know as the great 
apostle to the Gentiles. 

Barnabas was one of Paul’s closest friends. In fact, 
when Paul tried to get into the fellowship of the 
Jerusalem church, it was Barnabas who opened the way 
for him (Acts 9:26-28). 

The name Barnabas means “son of encourage- 
ment,” and you will always find Barnabas encouraging 
somebody. When the gospel came to the Gentiles in 
Antioch, it was Barnabas who was sent to encourage 
them in their faith (Acts 11:19-24). 

Thus, from the earliest days, Barnabas was associ- 
ated with the Gentile believers. It was Barnabas who 
enlisted Paul to help minister at the church in Antioch 
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(Acts 11:25-26), and the two of them worked together, 
not only in teaching, but also in helping the poor (Acts 
11:27-30). 

Barnabas accompanied Paul on the first missionary 
trip (Acts 13:1—14:28) and had seen God’s blessings 
on the gospel that they preached. It is worth noting 
that it was Barnabas who encouraged young John Mark 
after he had dropped out of the ministry and incurred 
the displeasure of Paul (Acts 13:13; 15:36-41). In later 
years, Paul was able to commend Mark and benefit 
from his friendship (Col. 4:10; 2 Tim. 4:11). 

Titus was a Gentile believer who worked with Paul 
and apparently was won to Christ through the apostle’s 
ministry (Titus 1:4). He was a product of the apostle’s 
ministry among the Gentiles, and was taken to the 
Jerusalem conference as “exhibit A” from the Gentile 
churches. In later years, Titus assisted Paul by going to 
some of the most difficult churches to help them solve 
their problems (2 Cor. 7; Titus 1:5). 

Three men were the “pillars” of the church in 
Jerusalem: Peter; John; and James, the brother of the 
Lord (who must not be confused with the apostle 
James, who was killed by Herod, Acts 12:1—2). Peter we 
know from his prominent part in the accounts in the 
Gospels as well as in the first half of the book of Acts. 
It was to Peter that Jesus gave “the keys,” so that it was 
he who was involved in opening the door of faith to the 
Jews (Acts 2), the Samaritans (Acts 8), and the Gentiles 
(Acts 10). John we also know from the gospel records as 
one of Christ’s “inner three” apostles, associated with 
Peter in the ministry of the Word (Acts 3:1ff.). 

It is James who perhaps needs more introduction. 
The gospel record indicates that Mary and Joseph had 
children, and James was among them (Matt. 13:55; 
Mark 6:3). (Of course, Jesus was born by the power of 
the Spirit, and not through natural generation, Matt. 
1:18-25; Luke 1:26-38.) Our Lord’s brothers and sisters 
did not believe in Him during His earthly ministry 
(John 7:1-5). Yet we find “his brethren” associated with 
the believers in the early church (Acts 1:13-14). Paul 
informed us that the risen Christ appeared to James, and 
this was the turning point in his life (1 Cor. 15:5-7). 
James was the leader of the early church in Jerusalem 
(Acts 15; see also 21:18). He was also the writer of the 
epistle of James; and that letter, plus Acts 21:18, would 
suggest that he was very Jewish in his thinking. 

Along with these men, and the “apostles and elders” 
(Acts 15:4, 6), were a group of “false brethren” who 
infiltrated the meetings and tried to rob the believers of 
their liberty in Christ (Gal. 2:4). Undoubtedly these 
were some of the Judaizers who had followed Paul in 
church after church and had tried to capture his con- 
verts. The fact that Paul called them “false brethren” 
indicates that they were not true Christians, but were 
only masquerading as such so they could capture the 
conference for themselves. 

This, then, is the cast of characters. Acts 15 should 
be read along with Galatians 2:1-10 to get the full 
story of the event. 


Act 1—The Private Consultation (2:1-2) 

Paul and Barnabas had returned to Antioch from their 
first missionary journey, excited about the way God had 
“opened the door of faith unto the Gentiles” (Acts 
14:27). But the Jewish legalists in Jerusalem were upset 
with their report; so they came to Antioch and taught, 
in effect, that a Gentile had to become a Jew before he 
could become a Christian (Acts 15:1). 

Circumcision, which they demanded of the 
Gentiles, was an important Jewish rite, handed down 
from the days of Abraham (Gen. 17). Submitting to 
circumcision meant accepting and obeying the whole 
Jewish law. Actually, the Jewish people had forgotten 
the inner, spiritual meaning of the rite (Deut. 10:16; 
Jer. 4:1-4; Rom. 2:25-29), just as some churches today 
have lost the spiritual meaning of baptism and have 
turned it into an external ritual. The true Christian has 
experienced an inner circumcision of the heart (Col. 
2:10-11) and does not need to submit to any physical 
operation (Phil. 3:1-3). 

When Paul and Barnabas confronted these men 
with the truth of the gospel, the result was a heated 
argument (Acts 15:2). It was decided that the best place 
to settle the question was before the church leaders in 
Jerusalem. We should not think that this “Jerusalem 
Conference” was a representative meeting from all the 
churches, such as a denominational conference; it was 
not. Paul, Barnabas, Titus, and certain other men from 
Antioch represented the Gentile Christians who had 
been saved totally apart from Jewish law; but there 
were no representatives from the churches Paul had 
established in Gentile territory. 

When the deputation arrived in Jerusalem, they 
met privately with the church leaders. Paul did not go 
to Jerusalem because the church sent him; he “went up 
by revelation’—that is, the Lord sent him (compare 
Gal. 2:1 and 1:12). And the Lord gave him the wisdom 
to meet with the leaders first so that they would be able 
to present a united front at the public meetings. 

“Lest by any means I should run, or had run, in 
vain” (Gal. 2:2) does not mean that Paul was unsure 
either of his message or his ministry. His conduct on 
the way to the conference indicates that he had no 
doubts (Acts 15:3). What he was concerned about was 
the future of the gospel among the Gentiles, because 
this was his specific ministry from Christ. If the “pil- 
lars” sided with the Judaizers, or tried to compromise, 
then Paul’s ministry would be in jeopardy. He wanted 
to get their approval before he faced the whole assem- 
bly; otherwise a three-way division could result. 

What was the result of this private consultation? 
The apostles and elders approved Pauls gospel. They 
added nothing to it (Gal. 2:6b) and thereby declared 
the Judaizers to be wrong. But this private meeting was 
only the beginning. 


Act 2—The Public Convocation (2:3-5) 
The historical account of the Council of Jerusalem is 
recorded by Luke (Acts 15:6-21). Several witnesses 
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presented the case for the gospel of the grace of God, 
beginning with Peter (Acts 15:7-11). It was he who 
had been chosen by God to take the gospel to the 
Gentiles originally (Acts 10); and he reminded the 
assembly that God gave the Holy Spirit to the believ- 
ing Gentiles just as He did to the Jews, so that there 
was “no difference.” 

This had been a difficult lesson for the early 
Christians to learn, because for centuries there had 
been a difference between Jews and Gentiles (Lev. 
11:43-47; 20:22-27). In His death on the cross, Jesus 
had broken down the barriers between Jews and 
Gentiles (Eph. 2:11-22), so that in Christ there are no 
racial differences (Gal. 3:28). In his speech to the con- 
ference, Peter made it clear that there is but one way of 
salvation: faith in Jesus Christ. 

Then Paul and Barnabas told the assembly what 
God had done among the Gentiles (Acts 15:12), and 
what a “missionary report” that must have been! The 
“false brethren” who were there must have debated 
with Paul and Barnabas, but the two soldiers of the 
cross would not yield. Paul wanted the “truth of the 
gospel” to continue among the Gentiles (Gal. 2:5). 

It seems that Titus became a test case at this point. 
He was a Gentile Christian who had never submitted 
to circumcision. Yet it was clear to all that he was gen- 
uinely saved. Now, if the Judaizers were right (“Except 
ye be circumcised after the manner of Moses, ye cannot 
be saved,” Acts 15:1), then Titus was not a saved man. 
But he was a saved man, and gave evidence of having 
the Holy Spirit; therefore, the Judaizers were wrong. 

At this point, it might be helpful if we considered 
another associate of Paul—Timothy (see Acts 16:1-3). 
Was Paul being inconsistent by refusing to circumcise 
Titus, yet agreeing to circumcise Timothy? No, because 
two different issues were involved. In the case of 
Timothy, Paul was not submitting to Jewish law in 
order to win him to Christ. Timothy was part Jew, part 
Gentile, and his lack of circumcision would have hin- 
dered his ministry among the people of Israel. Titus 
was a full Gentile, and for him to have submitted 
would have indicated that he was missing something in 
his Christian experience. To have circumcised Titus 
would have been cowardice and compromise; not to 
have circumcised Timothy would have been to create 
unnecessary problems in his ministry. 

James, the leader of the church, gave the summa- 
tion of the arguments and the conclusion of the matter 
(Acts 15:13—21). As Jewish as he was, he made it clear 
that a Gentile does not have to become a Jew in order 
to become a Christian. God’s program for this day is to 
“take out of the Gentiles a people for his name.” Jews 
and Gentiles are saved the same way: through faith in 
Jesus Christ. James then asked that the assembly coun- 
sel the Gentiles to do nothing that would offend 
unbelieving Jews, lest they hinder them from being 
saved. Paul won the battle. 

His view prevailed in the private meeting when the 
leaders approved his gospel and in the public meeting 
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when the group agreed with Paul and opposed the 
Judaizers. 

Echoes of the Jerusalem Conference are heard 
repeatedly in Paul’s letter to the Galatians. Paul men- 
tioned the “yoke of bondage” (Gal. 5:1), reminding us 
of Peter’s similar warning (Acts 15:10). The themes of 
liberty and bondage are repeated often (Gal. 2:4; 4:3, 
9, 21-31; 5:1), as is the idea of circumcision (Gal. 2:3; 
5:3-4; 6:12-13). 

Centuries later, today’s Christians need to appreci- 
ate afresh the courageous stand Paul and his associates 
took for the liberty of the gospel. Paul’s concern was 
“the truth of the gospel” (Gal. 2:5, 14), not the “peace 
of the church.” The wisdom that God sends from 
above is “first pure, then peaceable” (James 3:17). 
“Peace at any price” was not Paul’s philosophy of min- 
istry, nor should it be ours. 

Ever since Paul’s time, the enemies of grace have 
been trying to add something to the simple gospel of 
the grace of God. They tell us that a man is saved by 
faith in Christ plus something—good works, the Ten 
Commandments, baptism, church membership, reli- 
gious ritual—and Paul made it clear that these teachers 
are wrong. In fact, Paul pronounced a curse on any per- 
son (man or angel) who preaches any other gospel than 
the gospel of the grace of God, centered in Jesus Christ 
(Gal. 1:6-9; see 1 Cor. 15:1-7 for a definition of the 
gospel). It is a serious thing to tamper with the gospel. 


Act 3—The Personal Confirmation (2:6-10) 

The Judaizers had hoped to get the leaders of the 
Jerusalem church to disagree with Paul. By contrast, 
Paul made it clear that he himself was not impressed 
either by the persons or the positions of the church 
leaders. He respected them, of course. Otherwise he 
would not have consulted with them privately. But he 
did not fear them or seek to buy their influence. All he 
wanted them to do was recognize “the grace of God” at 
work in his life and ministry (Gal. 2:9), and this they 
did. 

Not only did the assembly approve Paul’s gospel, 
and oppose Paul’s enemies, but they encouraged Paul’s 
ministry and recognized publicly that God had com- 
mitted the Gentile aspect of His work into Paul’s 
hands. They could add nothing to Paul’s message or 
ministry, and they dared not take anything away. There 
was agreement and unity: One gospel would be 
preached to Jews and to Gentiles. 

However, the leaders recognized that God had 
assigned different areas of ministry to different men. 
Apart from his visit to the household of Cornelius 
(Acts 10) and to the Samaritans (Acts 8), Peter had cen- 
tered his ministry primarily among the Jews. Paul had 
been called as God’s special ambassador to the Gentiles. 
So, it was agreed that each man would minister in the 
sphere assigned to him by God. 

“The gospel of the circumcision” and “the gospel of 
the uncircumcision” are not two different messages; it 
had already been agreed that there is only one gospel. 
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Rather, we have here two different spheres of ministry, 
one to the Jews and the other to the Gentiles. Peter and 
Paul would both preach the same gospel, and the same 
Lord would be at work in and through them (Gal. 2:8), 
but they would minister to different peoples. 

This does not mean that Paul would never seek to 
win the Jews. To the contrary, he had a great burden on 
his heart for his people (Rom. 9:1-3). In fact, when 
Paul came to a city, he would first go to the Jewish syn- 
agogue, if there was one, and start his work among his 
own people. Nor was Peter excluded from ministering 
to the Gentiles. But each man would concentrate his 
work in his own sphere assigned to him by the Holy 
Spirit. James, Peter, and John would go to the Jews; 
Paul would go to the Gentiles (Gal. 2:9b, where the 
word heathen means “Gentile nations”). 

The Jerusalem Conference began with a great pos- 
sibility for division and dissension; yet it ended with 
cooperation and agreement. “Behold, how good and 
how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in 
unity” (Ps. 133:1). Perhaps we need to practice some of 
this same cooperation today. 

We need to recognize the fact that God calls people 
to different ministries in different places; yet we all 
preach the same gospel and are seeking to work 
together to build His church. Among those who know 
and love Christ, there can be no such thing as “compe- 
tition.” Peter was a great man, and perhaps the leading 
apostle; yet he gladly yielded to Paul—a newcomer— 
and permitted him to carry on his ministry as the Lord 
led him. Previously, Paul explained his independence 
from the apostles (Gal. 1); now in Galatians 2 he 
points out his interdependence with the apostles. He 
was free, and yet he was willingly in fellowship with 
them in the ministry of the gospel. 

We move next from the theological to the practi- 
cal—helping the poor (Gal. 2:10). Certainly these 
things go together. Correct doctrine is never a substitute 
for Christian duty (James 2:14-26). Too often our 
church meetings discuss problems, but they fail to result 
in practical help for the needy world. Paul had always 
been interested in helping the poor (Acts 11:27-30), so 
he was glad to follow the leaders’ suggestion. 

Even though the conference ended with Paul and 
the leaders in agreement, it did not permanently solve 
the problem. The Judaizers did not give up, but per- 
sisted in interfering with Paul’s work and invading the 
churches he founded. Paul carried the good news of the 
council’s decision to the churches in Antioch, Syria, 
and Cilicia (Acts 15:23) and in the other areas where 
he had ministered (Acts 16:4). But the Judaizers fol- 
lowed at his heels (like yelping dogs, see Phil. 3:1-3), 
starting at Antioch, where they even swayed Peter to 
their cause (see Gal. 2:11ff.). 

There is little question that the Judaizers went to 
the churches of Galatia to sow their seeds of discord, 
and for this reason Paul had to write the letter we are 
now studying. It may have been written from Antioch 
shortly after the Council of Jerusalem, though some 


scholars date it later and have Paul writing from either 
Ephesus or Corinth. These historical details are impor- 
tant, but they are not vital to an understanding of the 
letter itself. Suffice it to say that this is probably Paul’s 
earliest letter, and in it we find every major doctrine 
that Paul believed, preached, and wrote about in his 
subsequent ministry. 

The curtain falls on this drama, but it will go up to 
reveal another. Once again God’s “freedom fighter” will 
have to defend the truth of the gospel, this time before 
Peter. 


CHAPTER FOUR 
Galatians 2:11-21 


THE FREEDOM FIGHTER—PART II 


ternal vigilance is the price of liberty!” Wendell 
FE Phillips said that at a Massachusetts antislavery 

meeting in 1852, but its sentiment is valid today— 
not only in the realm of the political, but even more so 
in the realm of the spiritual. Paul had risked his life to 
carry the gospel of God’s grace to the regions beyond, 
and he was not willing for the enemy to rob him or his 
churches of their liberty in Christ. It was this “spiritual 
vigilance” that led Paul into another dramatic 
encounter, this time with the apostle Peter, Barnabas, 
and some of the friends of James. Again, the drama is 
in three acts. 


Peter’s Relapse (2:11-13) 

Apparently, sometime after the important conference 
described in Acts 15, Peter came from Jerusalem to 
Antioch. The first thing to note is Peter’ freedom then. 
He enjoyed fellowship with al the believers, Jews and 
Gentiles alike. To “eat with the Gentiles” meant to 
accept them, to put Jews and Gentiles on the same level 
as one family in Christ. 

Raised as an orthodox Jew, Peter had a difficult 
time learning this lesson. Jesus had taught it while He 
was with Peter before the crucifixion (Matt. 15:1—20). 
The Holy Spirit had reemphasized it when He sent 
Peter to the home of Cornelius, the Roman centurion 
(Acts 10). Furthermore, the truth had been accepted 
and approved by the conference of leaders at Jerusalem 
(Acts 15). Peter had been one of the key witnesses at 
that time. 

Before we criticize Peter, perhaps we had better 
examine our own lives to see how many familiar Bible 
doctrines we are actually obeying. As you examine 
church history, you see that, even with a complete 
Bible, believers through the years have been slow to 
believe and practice the truths of the Christian faith. 
When we think of the persecution and discrimination 
that have been practiced in the name of Christ, it 
embarrasses us. It is one thing for us to defend a doc- 
trine in a church meeting, and quite something else to 
put it into practice in everyday life. 


Galatians 2 


Peter’s freedom was threatened by Peter’ fear. While 
he was in Antioch, the church was visited by some of 
the associates of James. (You will remember that James 
was a strict Jew even though he was a Christian 
believer.) Paul did not suggest that James sent these 
men to investigate Peter, or even that they were officials 
of the Jerusalem church. No doubt they belonged to 
the “circumcision party” (Acts 15:1, 5) and wanted to 
lead the Antioch church into religious legalism. 

After his experience with Cornelius, Peter had been 
called on the carpet and had ably defended himself 
(Acts 11). But now, he became afraid. Peter had not 
been afraid to obey the Spirit when He sent him to 
Cornelius, nor was he afraid to give his witness at the 
Jerusalem Conference. But now, with the arrival of 
some members of “the opposition,” Peter lost his 
courage. “The fear of man bringeth a snare” (Prov. 
29:25). 

How do we account for this fear? For one thing, we 
know that Peter was an impulsive man. He could show 
amazing faith and courage one minute and fail com- 
pletely the next. He walked on the waves to go to Jesus, 
but then became frightened and began to sink. He 
boasted in the Upper Room that he would willingly die 
with Jesus, and then denied his Lord three times. Peter 
in the book of Acts is certainly more consistent than in 
the four gospels, but he was not perfect—znor are we! 
Peter’s fear led to Peter’s fall. He ceased to enjoy the 
“love feast” with the Gentile believers and separated 
himself from them. 

There are two tragedies to Peter’s fall. First, it made 
him a hypocrite (which is the meaning of the word dis- 
sembled). Peter pretended that his actions were 
motivated by faithfulness, when they were really moti- 
vated by fear. How easy it is to use “Bible doctrine” to 
cover up our disobedience. 

The second tragedy is that Peter led others astray 
with him. Even Barnabas was involved. Barnabas had 
been one of the spiritual leaders of the church in 
Antioch (Acts 11:19-26), so his disobedience would 
have a tremendous influence on the others in the fel- 
lowship. 

Suppose Peter and Barnabas had won the day and 
led the church into legalism? What might the results 
have been? Would Antioch have continued to be the 
great missionary church that sent out Paul and 
Barnabas (Acts 13)? Would they, instead, have sent out 
the “missionaries” of the circumcision party and either 
captured or divided the churches Paul had already 
founded? You can see that this problem was not a mat- 
ter of personality or party; it was a question of “the 
truth of the gospel.” And Paul was prepared to fight for 
it. 


Paul’s Rebuke (2:14-21) 

Bible students are not sure just where Paul’s conversa- 
tion with Peter ends and where his letter to the 
Galatians continues in the passage. It does not really 
matter, since the entire section deals with the same 


555 


Galatians 2 


topic: our liberty in Jesus Christ. We will assume that 
the entire section represents Paul’s rebuke of Peter. It is 
interesting to note that Paul builds the entire rebuke on 
doctrine. There are five basic Christian doctrines that 
were being denied by Peter because of his separation 
from the Gentiles. 

The unity of the church (v. 14). Peter was a Jew, 
but through his faith in Christ he had become a 
Christian. Because he was a Christian, he was part of 
the church, and in the church there are no racial dis- 
tinctions (Gal. 3:28). We have seen how the Lord 
taught Peter this important lesson, first in the house of 
Cornelius and then at the Jerusalem Conference. 

Paul’s words must have stung Peter: “You are a Jew, 
yet you have been living like a Gentile. Now you want 
the Gentiles to live like Jews. What kind of inconsis- 
tency is that?” 

Peter himself had stated at the Jerusalem 
Conference that God had “put no difference between 
us and them” (Acts 15:9). But now Peter was putting a 
difference. God’s people are one people, even though 
they may be divided into various groups. Any practice 
on our part that violates the Scripture and separates 
brother from brother is a denial of the unity of the 
body of Christ. 

Justification by faith (vv. 15-16). This is the first 
appearance of the important word justification in this 
letter, and probably in Paul’s writings (if as we believe, 
Galatians was the first letter he wrote). “Justification by 
faith” was the watchword of the Reformation, and it is 
important that we understand this doctrine. 

“How should [a] man be just with God?” (Job 9:2) 
was a vital question, because the answer determined 
eternal consequences. “The just shall live by his faith” 
(Hab. 2:4) is God’s answer; and it was this truth that 
liberated Martin Luther from religious bondage and 
fear. So important is this concept that three New 
Testament books explain it to us: Romans (see 1:17), 
Galatians (see 3:11), and Hebrews (see 10:38). Romans 
explains the meaning of “the just”; Galatians explains 
“shall live”; and Hebrews explains “by faith.” 

But what is justification? Justification is the act of 
God whereby He declares the believing sinner righteous in 
Jesus Christ. Every word of this definition is important. 
Justification is an act and not a process. No Christian is 
“more justified” than another Christian. “Having 
therefore been once-and-for-all justified by faith, we 
have peace with God” (Rom. 5:1, literal translation). 
Since we are justified by faith, it is an instant and 
immediate transaction between the believing sinner 
and God. If we were justified by works, then it would 
have to be a gradual process. 

Furthermore, justification is an act of God; it is not 
the result of man’s character or works. “It is God that 
justifieth” (Rom. 8:33). It is not by doing the “works of 
the law” that the sinner gets a right standing before 
God, but by putting his faith in Jesus Christ. As Paul 
will explain later in this letter, the law was given to 
reveal sin and not to redeem from sin (see Rom. 3:20). 
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God in His grace has put our sins on Christ—and 
Christ’s righteousness has been put to our account (see 
2 Cor. 5:21). 

In justification, God declares the believing sinner 
righteous; He does not make him righteous. (Of 
course, real justification leads to a changed life, which 
is what James 2 is all about.) Before the sinner trusts 
Christ, he stands guilty before God; but the moment he 
trusts Christ, he is declared not guilty, and he can never 
be called guilty again! 

Justification is not simply “forgiveness,” because a 
person could be forgiven and then go out and sin and 
become guilty. Once you have been “justified by faith” 
you can never be held guilty before God. 

Justification is also different from “pardon,” 
because a pardoned criminal still has a record. When 
the sinner is justified by faith, fis past sins are remem- 
bered against him no more, and God no longer puts his 
sins on record (see Ps. 32:1-2; Rom. 4:1-8). 

Finally, God justifies sinners, not “good people.” 
Paul declared that God justifies “the ungodly” (Rom. 
4:5). The reason most sinners are not justified is 
because they will not admit they are sinners! And sin- 
ners are the only kind of people Jesus Christ can save 
(Matt. 9:9-13; Luke 18:9-14). 

When Peter separated himself from the Gentiles, he 
was denying the truth of justification by faith, because 
he was saying, “We Jews are different from—and bet- 
ter than—the Gentiles.” Yet both Jews and Gentiles are 
sinners (Rom. 3:22-23) and can be saved only by faith 
in Christ. 

Freedom from the law (vv. 17-18). At the 
Jerusalem Conference, Peter had compared the Mosaic 
law to a burdensome yoke (Acts 15:10; see Gal. 5:1). 
Now he had put himself under that impossible yoke. 

Paul’s argument went like this: “Peter, you and I did 
not find salvation through the law; we found it through 
faith in Christ. But now, after being saved, you go back 
into the law! This means that Christ alone did not save 
you; otherwise you would not have needed the law. So, 
Christ actually made you a sinner! 

“Furthermore, you have preached the gospel of 
God’s grace to Jews and Gentiles, and have told them 
they are saved by faith and not by keeping the law. By 
going back into legal-ism, you are building up what 
you tore down! This means that you sinned by tearing 
it down to begin with!” 

In other words, Paul was arguing from Peter’s own 
experience of the grace of God. To go back to Moses is 
to deny everything that God had done for him and 
through him. 

The very gospel itself (vv. 19-20). If a man is jus- 
tified by the works of the law, then why did Jesus 
Christ die? His death, burial, and resurrection are the 
key truths of the gospel (1 Cor. 15:1-8). We are saved 
by faith in Christ (He died for us), and we /ive by faith 
in Christ (He lives in us). Furthermore, we are so iden- 
tified with Christ by the Spirit that we died with Him 


(see Rom. 6). This means that we are dead to the law. 


To go back to Moses is to return to the graveyard! We 
have been “raised to walk in newness of life” (Rom. 
6:4); and since we live by His resurrection power, we 
do not need the “help” of the law. 

The grace of God (v. 21). The Judaizers wanted to 
mix law and grace, but Paul told us that this is impos- 
sible. To go back to the law means to “set aside” the 
grace of God. 

Peter had experienced God’s grace in his own salva- 
tion, and he had proclaimed God’s grace in his own 
ministry. But when he withdrew from the Gentile 
Christian fellowship, he openly denied the grace of 
God. 

Grace says, “There is no difference! All are sinners, 
and all can be saved through faith in Christ!” 

But Peter’s actions had said, “There és a difference! 
The grace of God is not sufficient; we also need the 
law.” 

Returning to the law nullifies the cross: “If righ- 
teousness came by the law, then Christ is dead in vain” 
(Gal. 2:21). Law says do! Grace says done! “It is fin- 
ished!” was Christ’s victory cry (John 19:30). “For by 
grace are ye saved through faith” (Eph. 2:8). 

We have no record of Peter’s reply to Paul’s rebuke, 
but Scripture would indicate that he admitted his sin 
and was restored to the fellowship once again. 
Certainly when you read his two letters (1 and 2 Peter) 
you detect no deviation from the gospel of the grace of 
God. In fact, the theme of 1 Peter is “the true grace of 
God” (1 Peter 5:12); and the word grace is used in every 
chapter of the letter. Peter is careful to point out that 
he and Paul were in complete agreement, lest anyone 
try to “rob Peter to pay Paul” (2 Peter 3:15-16). 

So end the two acts of this exciting drama. But the 
curtain has not come down yet, for there is a third act, 
which involves you and me. 


The Believer’s Response 
We know what Peter’s response was when he was chal- 
lenged to live up to the truth of the gospel: fear and 
failure. And we know what Paul’s response was when 
he saw the truth of the gospel being diluted: courage 
and defense. But the important question today is, what 
is my response to the “truth of the gospel”? Perhaps this 
is a good place to take inventory of ourselves before we 
proceed into the doctrinal chapters of this letter. Let 
me suggest some questions for each of us to answer. 

Have I been saved by the grace of God? The only 
gospel that saves is the gospel of the grace of God as 
revealed in Jesus Christ. Any other gospel is a false 
gospel and is under a curse (Gal. 1:6-9). Am I trusting 
in myself for salvation—my morality, my good works, 
even my religion? If so, then I am not a Christian, for a 
true Christian is one who has trusted Christ alone. “For 
by grace are ye saved through faith; and that not of 
yourselves: it is the gift of God: not of works, lest any 
man should boast” (Eph. 2:8-9). 

Am I trying to mix law and grace? Law means I 
must do something to please God, while grace means 
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that God has finished the work for me and all I need 
do is believe on Christ. Salvation is not by faith in 
Christ plus something; it is by faith in Christ alone. 
While church membership and religious activities are 
good in their place as expressions of faith in Christ, 
they can never be added to faith in Christ in order to 
secure eternal life. “And if by grace, then is it no more 
of works: otherwise grace is no more grace. But if it be 
of works, then it is no more grace: otherwise work is no 
more work” (Rom. 11:6). 

Am I rejoicing in the fact that I am justified by 
faith in Christ? It has often been said that “justified” 
means “just as if I’'d never sinned,” and this is correct. 
It brings great peace to the heart to know that one has 
a right standing before God (Rom. 5:1). Just think: the 
righteousness of Christ has been put to our account! 
God has not only declared that we are righteous in 
Christ, but He deals with us as though we had never 
sinned at all! We need never fear judgment because our 
sins have already been judged in Christ on the cross 
(Rom. 8:1). 

Am I walking in the liberty of grace? Liberty does 
not mean license; rather, it means the freedom in 
Christ to enjoy Him and to become what He has deter- 
mined for us to become (Eph. 2:10). It is not only 
“freedom to do” but also “freedom not to do.” We are 
no longer in bondage to sin and the law. As Paul will 
explain in the practical section of this letter (Gal. 5— 
6), we obey God because of love and not because of 
law. Christians enjoy a wonderful liberty in Christ. Am 
I enjoying it? 

Am I willing to defend the truth of the gospel? 
This does not mean that we become evangelical detec- 
tives investigating every church and Sunday school 
class in town. But it does mean that we do not fear men 
when they deny the truths that have brought us eternal 
life in Christ. “Do I seek to please men? For if I yet 
pleased men, I should not be the servant of Christ” 
(Gal. 1:10). 

Many people with whom we come in contact actu- 
ally believe that people are saved by faith in Christ plus 
“doing good works keeping the Ten 
Commandments ... obeying the Sermon on the 
Mount,” and any number of other “religious pluses.” 
We may not have the same apostolic authority that 
Paul exercised, but we do have the Word of God to 
proclaim; and it is our obligation to share the truth. 

Am I “walking uprightly according to the truth 
of the gospel”? The best way to defend the truth is to 
live the truth. My verbal defense of the gospel will 
accomplish very little if my life contradicts what I say. 
Paul is going to explain to us how to live in liberty by 
the grace of God, and it is important that we obey what 
he says. 

A new employee was instructed how to measure 
valve parts to make sure they were ready for the final 
assembly. But after a few hours, his foreman was receiv- 
ing complaints that the parts he was approving were 
faulty. “What are you doing?” the foreman asked. “I 
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showed you how to use that micrometer. Youre send- 
ing through parts that are oversize!” 

The employee replied, “Oh, most of the parts I was 
measuring were too large, so I opened up the microm- 
eter a bit.” 

Changing the standards will never make for success, 
either in manufacturing or ministry. Paul maintained 
the standards of “the truth of the gospel’—and so 
should we. 


CHAPTER FIVE 
Galatians 3:1-14 


BEWITCHED AND BOTHERED 


he sixty verses that make up Galatians 3 and 4 are 
To of the strongest writing that Paul ever 

penned. But, after all, he was in a battle! He was 
out to prove that salvation is by grace alone, and not by 
the works of the law. His opponents had used every 
possible means to try to capture the churches of 
Galatia, and Paul was not going to fight them half- 
heartedly. The apostle was no amateur when it came to 
debate, and in these two chapters he certainly proves 
his abilities. His logic is unassailable. 

Paul used six different arguments to prove that God 
saves sinners through faith in Christ and not by the 
works of the law. He began with the personal argument 
(Gal. 3:1—5) in which he asked the Galatians to recall 
their personal experience with Christ when they were 
saved. Then he moved into the scriptural argument 
(Gal. 3:6-14), in which he quoted six Old Testament 
passages to prove his point. In the /ogical argument 
(Gal. 3:15-29) he reasoned with his readers on the 
basis of what a covenant is and how a covenant works. 
He then presented the /istorical argument (Gal. 
4:1-11), explaining the place of law in the history of 
Israel. 

At this point, Paul’s love for his converts came to 
the surface. The result is a sentimental argument (Gal. 
4:12-18) as the apostle appealed to them to remember 
his love and their happy relationship in days past. But 
then Paul went right back to his close reasoning, and 
concluded with the allegorical argument (Gal. 4:19-31) 
based on the life of Abraham and his relationships with 
Sarah and Hagar. Practical application of his doctrinal 
argument follows in the last two chapters. 


The Personal Argument (3:1-5) 

The key to this section is in the word suffered (Gal. 
3:4), which can be translated “experienced.” Paul 
asked, “Have you experienced so many things in 
vain?” The argument from Christian experience was a 
wise one with which to begin, because Paul had been 
with them when they had trusted Christ. Of course, to 
argue from experience can be dangerous, because 
experiences can be counterfeited and they can be mis- 
understood. Subjective experience must be balanced 
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with objective evidence, because experiences can 
change, but truth never changes. Paul balanced the 
subjective experience of the Galatian Christians with 
the objective teaching of the unchanging Word of God 
(Gal. 3:6-14). 

It was obvious that these people had experienced 
something in their lives when Paul had first visited 
them; but the Judaizers had come along and convinced 
them that their experience was not complete. They 
needed something else, and that “something else” was 
obedience to the law of Moses. These false teachers had 
bewitched them and turned them into fools. In calling 
them “fools” Paul was not violating Christ’s words in 
the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5:22), because two 
different words are used and two different ideas are 
expressed. Foolish in Galatians 3:1 means “spiritually 
dull” (see Luke 24:25), while the word Jesus used car- 
ries the idea of “a godless person.” Paul was declaring a 
fact; Jesus was warning against verbal abuse. 

Paul reminded them that they had truly experi- 
enced a meeting with God. 

They saw God the Son (v. 1). It was “Christ and 
him crucified” that Paul had preached in Galatia, and 
with such effectiveness that the people could almost see 
Jesus crucified for them on the cross. The words evi- 
dently set forth translate a Greek word that means 
“publicly portrayed, or announced on a poster.” Just as 
we put important information on a poster and display 
it in a public place, so Paul openly presented Christ to 
the Galatians, with great emphasis on His death for 
sinners on the cross. They heard this truth, believed it, 
and obeyed it; and as a result, were born into the fam- 
ily of God. 

They received God the Holy Spirit (vv. 2-4). The 
Holy Spirit is mentioned eighteen times in this epistle 
and plays an important part in Paul’s defense of the 
gospel of the grace of God. The only real evidence of 
conversion is the presence of the Holy Spirit in the life 
of the believer (see Rom. 8:9). Paul asked an important 
question: Did they receive the Spirit by faith in the 
Word of God, or by doing the works of the law? Of 
course, there could be but one answer: The Spirit came 
into their lives because they trusted Jesus Christ. 

It is important that we understand the work of the 
Spirit in salvation and Christian living. The Holy Spirit 
convicts the lost sinner and reveals Christ to him (John 
16:7-11). The sinner can resist the Spirit (Acts 7:51) or 
yield to the Spirit and trust Jesus Christ. When the sin- 
ner believes in Christ, he is then born of the Spirit John 
3:1-8) and receives new life. He is also baptized by the 
Spirit so that he becomes a part of the spiritual body of 
Christ (1 Cor. 12:12-14). The believer is sealed by the 
Spirit (Eph. 1:13-14) as a guarantee that he will one 
day share in the glory of Christ. 

Since the Holy Spirit does so much for the believer, 
this means that the believer has a responsibility to the 
Holy Spirit, who lives within his body (1 Cor. 
6:19-20). The Christian should walk in the Spirit (Gal. 
5:16, 25) by reading the Word, praying, and obeying 


God’s will. If he disobeys God, then he is grieving the 
Spirit (Eph. 4:30), and if he persists in doing this, he 
may quench the Spirit (1 Thess. 5:19). This does not 
mean that the Holy Spirit will leave him, because Jesus 
has promised that the Spirit abides forever (John 
14:16). But it does mean that the Spirit cannot give 
him the joy and power that he needs for daily Christian 
living. Believers should be filled with the Spirit (Eph. 
5:18-21), which simply means “controlled by the 
Spirit.” This is a continuous experience, like drinking 
water from a fresh stream (John 7:37-39). 

So, in their conversion experience, the believers in 
Galatia had received the Spirit by faith and not by the 
works of the law. This led Paul to another question: “If 
you did not begin with the law, why bring it in anyway? 
If you began with the Spirit, can you go on to maturity 
without the Spirit, depending on the flesh?” The word 
flesh here does not refer to the human body, but rather 
to the believer’s old nature. Whatever the Bible says 
about “flesh” is usually negative (see Gen. 6:1-7; John 
6:63; Rom. 7:18; Phil. 3:3). Since we were saved 
through the Spirit and not the flesh, through faith and 
not law, then it is reasonable that we should continue 
that way. 

The illustration of human birth is appropriate here. 
Two human parents are required for a child to be con- 
ceived and born, and two spiritual parents are required 
for a child to be born into God’s family: the Spirit of 
God and the Word of God (John 3:1-8; 1 Peter 
1:22-25). When a normal child is born, he has all that 
he needs for life; nothing need be added. When the 
child of God is born into God’s family, he has all that 
he needs spiritually; nothing need be added! All that is 
necessary is that the child have food, exercise, and 
cleansing that he might grow into maturity. It would be 
strange if the parents had to take the child to the doc- 
tor at one month to receive ears, at two months to 
receive toes, and so on. 

“You have begun in the Spirit,” wrote Paul. 
“Nothing need be added! Walk in the Spirit and you 
will grow in the Lord.” 

They experienced miracles from God the Father 
(v. 5). The He in this verse refers to the Father as the 
One who ministers the Spirit and “worketh miracles 
among [them].” The same Holy Spirit who came into 
the believer at conversion continues to work in him 
and through him so that the whole body is built up (see 
Eph. 4:16; Col. 2:19). The Father continues to supply 
the Spirit in power and blessing, and this is done by 
faith and not by the works of the law. The phrase 
among you can also be translated “within you.” These 
miracles would therefore include wonderful changes 
within the lives of the Christians, as well as signs and 
wonders within the church fellowship. 

“Do you really believe the miracles in the Bible?” a 
skeptic asked a new Christian who had been a terrible 
drinker. “Of course I do!” the believer replied. The 
skeptic laughed. “Do you mean that you really believe 
that Jesus could turn water into wine?” he asked. “I 
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sure do! In my home He turned wine into food and 
clothing and furniture!” 


The Scriptural Argument (3:6-14) 

Paul turns now from subjective experience to the objec- 
tive evidence of the Word of God. We never judge the 
Scriptures by our experience; we test our experience by 
the Word of God. In the first section, Paul asked six 
questions; in this section he will quote six Old 
Testament statements to prove that salvation is by faith 
in Christ and not by the works of the law. Since the 
Judaizers wanted to take the believers back into the law, 
Paul quoted the law! And, since they magnified the 
place of Abraham in their religion, Paul used Abraham 
as one of his witnesses! 

Abraham was saved by faith (vv. 6-7). Paul began 
by quoting Moses to show that God’s righteousness was 
placed to Abraham's account only because he believed 
God’s promise (Gen. 15:6). The words accounted in 
Galatians 3:6 and counted in Genesis 15:6 mean the 
same as imputed in Romans 4:11, 22-24. The Greek 
word means “to put to one’s account.” When the sin- 
ner trusts Christ, God’s righteousness is put to his 
account. More than this, the believer’s sins are no 
longer put to his account (see Rom. 4:1-8). This 
means that the record is always clean before God, and 
therefore the believer can never be brought into judg- 
ment for his sins. 

The Jewish people were very proud of their rela- 
tionship with Abraham. The trouble was, they thought 
that this relationship guaranteed them eternal salva- 
tion. John the Baptist warned them that their physical 
descent did not guarantee spiritual life (Matt. 3:9). 
Jesus made a clear distinction between “Abraham's 
seed” physically and “Abraham's children” spiritually 
(John 8:33-47). Some people today still imagine that 
salvation is inherited. Because mother and father were 
godly people, the children are automatically saved. But 
this is not true. It has well been said, “God has no 
grandchildren.” 

This salvation is for the Gentiles (vv. 8—9). The 
word heathen (Gal. 3:8), as used here, simply means 
Gentiles. Paul’s quotation of Moses (Gen. 12:3) proves 
that, from the very beginning of Abraham’s relation- 
ship with God, the blessing of salvation was promised 
to all the nations of the world. God preached the “good 
news” to Abraham centuries ago, and Paul brought that 
same good news to the Galatians: Sinners are justified 
through faith and not by keeping the law. The logic 
here is evident: If God promised to save the Gentiles by 
faith, then the Judaizers were wrong in wanting to take 
the Gentile believers back into law. The true “children 
of Abraham” are not the Jews by physical descent, but 
Jews and Gentiles who have believed in Jesus Christ. 
All those who are “of faith” (believers) are blessed with 
“believing Abraham.” 

When you read God’s great covenant with Abraham 
in Genesis 12:1-3, you discover that many different 
blessings were promised—some personal, some 
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national and political, and some universal and spiri- 
tual. Certainly God did make Abrahams name great; 
he is revered not only by Jews, but also by Christians, 
Muslims, and many others. God did multiply his 
descendants, and God did bless those who blessed 
Abraham. He also judged those who cursed his descen- 
dants (Egypt, Babylon, and Rome are cases in point). 
But the greatest blessings that God sent through 
Abraham and the Jewish nation have to do with our 
eternal salvation. Jesus Christ is that promised “Seed,” 
through whom all the nations have been blessed (Gal. 
3:16). 

This salvation is by faith, not law (vv. 10-12). 
Salvation could never come by obedience to law 
because the law brings a curse, not a blessing. Here 
Paul quoted from Deuteronomy 27:26. Law demands 
obedience, and this means obedience in all things. The 
law is not a “religious cafeteria” where people can pick 
and choose (see James 2:10-11). Paul next quoted 
Habakkuk: “The just shall live by his faith” (Hab. 2:4). 
This statement is so important that the Holy Spirit 
inspired three New Testament books to explain it, as 
mentioned before. Romans explains “the just” and tells 
how the sinner can be justified before God (see Rom. 
1:17). Galatians explains how the just “shall live”; and 
Hebrews discusses “by faith” (see Heb. 10:38). Nobody 
could ever live “by law” because the law kills and shows 
the sinner he is guilty before God (Rom. 3:20; 7:7-11). 

But someone might argue that it takes faith even to 
obey the law; so Paul quoted Leviticus to prove that it 
is doing the law, not believing it, that God requires 
(Lev. 18:5). Law says, “Do and live!” but grace says, 
“Believe and live!” Paul’s own experience (Phil. 
3:1-10), as well as the history of Israel (Rom. 
10:1-10), proves that works righteousness can never 
save the sinner; only faith righteousness can do that. 

The Judaizers wanted to seduce the Galatians into a 
religion of legal works, while Paul wanted them to 
enjoy a relationship of love and life by faith in Christ. 
For the Christian to abandon faith and grace for law 
and works is to lose everything exciting that the 
Christian can experience in his daily fellowship with 
the Lord. The law cannot justify the sinner (Gal. 2:16); 
neither can it give him righteousness (Gal. 2:21). The 
law cannot give the gift of the Spirit (Gal. 3:2), nor can 
it guarantee that spiritual inheritance that belongs to 
God’s children (Gal. 3:18). The law cannot give life 
(Gal. 3:21), and the law cannot give liberty (Gal. 
4:8-10). Why, then, go back into the law? 

This salvation comes through Christ (vv. 
13-14). These two verses beautifully summarize all 
that Paul had been saying in this section. Does the law 
put sinners under a curse? Then Christ has redeemed 
us from that curse! Do you want the blessing of 
Abraham? It comes through Christ! Do you want the 
gift of the Spirit, but you are a Gentile? This gift is 
given through Christ to the Gentiles! All that you need 
is in Christ! There is no reason to go back to Moses. 

Paul quoted Deuteronomy again: “He that is 
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hanged is accursed of God” (Deut. 21:33 Nnxyv). The 
Jews did not crucify criminals; they stoned them to 
death. But in cases of shameful violation of the law, the 
body was hung on a tree and exposed for all to see. This 
was a great humiliation, because the Jewish people were 
very careful in their treatment of a dead body. After the 
body had been exposed for a time, it was taken down 
and buried (see Josh. 8:29; 10:26; 2 Sam. 4:12). 

Of course, Paul’s reference to a “tree” relates to the 
cross on which Jesus died (Acts 5:30; 1 Peter 2:24). He 
was not stoned and then His dead body exposed; He 
was nailed alive to a tree and left there to die. But by 
dying on the cross, Jesus Christ bore the curse of the 
law for us; so that now the believer is no longer under 
the law and its awful curse. “The blessing of Abraham” 
(justification by faith and the gift of the Spirit) is now 
ours through faith in Jesus Christ. 

The word redeemed in Galatians 3:13 means to pur- 
chase a slave for the purpose of setting him free. It is 
possible to purchase a slave and keep him as a slave, but 
this is not what Christ did. By shedding His blood on 
the cross, He purchased us that we might be set free. 
The Judaizers wanted to lead the Christians into slav- 
ery, but Christ died to set them free. Salvation is not 
exchanging one form of bondage for another. Salvation 
is being set free from the bondage of sin and the law 
into the liberty of God’s grace through Christ. 

This raises an interesting question: How could 
these Judaizers ever convince the Galatian Christians 
that the way of law was better than the way of grace? 
Why would any believer deliberately want to choose 
bondage instead of liberty? Perhaps part of the answer 
is found in the word bewitched that Paul used in 
Galatians 3:1. The word means “to cast a spell, to fas- 
cinate.” What is there about legalism that can so 
fascinate the Christian that he will turn from grace to 
law? 

For one thing, legalism appeals to the flesh. The 
flesh loves to be “religious”’—to obey laws, to observe 
holy occasions, even to fast (see Gal. 4:10). Certainly 
there is nothing wrong with obedience, fasting, or 
solemn times of spiritual worship, provided that the 
Holy Spirit does the motivating and the empowering. The 
flesh loves to boast about its religious achievements— 
how many prayers were offered, or how many gifts 
were given (see Luke 18:9-14; Phil. 3:1-10). 

Another characteristic of religious legalism that fas- 
cinates people is the appeal to the senses. Instead of 
worshipping God “in spirit and in truth” (John 4:24), 
the legalist invents his own system that satisfies his 
senses. He cannot walk by faith; he has to walk by sight 
and hearing and tasting and smelling and feeling. To be 
sure, true Spirit-led worship does not deny the five 
senses. We see other believers; we sing and hear the 
hymns; we taste and feel the elements of the Lord’s 
Supper. But these external things are but windows 
through which faith perceives the eternal. They are not 
ends in themselves. 

The person who depends on religion can measure 


himself and compare himself with others. This is 
another fascination to legalism. But the true believer 
measures himself with Christ, not other Christians 
(Eph. 4:11ff.). There is no room for pride in the spiri- 
tual walk of the Christian who lives by grace; but the 
legalist constantly boasts about his achievements and 
his converts (Gal. 6:13-14). 

Yes, there is a fascination to the law, but it is only 
bait that leads to a trap; and once the believer takes the 
bait, he finds himself in bondage. Far better to take 
God at His Word and rest on His grace. We were saved 
“by grace, through faith’; and we must live “by grace, 
through faith.” This is the way to blessing. The other 
way is the way to bondage. 


CHAPTER SIX 
Galatians 3:15-29 


THE LOGIC OF LAW 


he Judaizers had Paul in a corner. He had just fin- 
Te proving from the Old Testament that God’s 

plan of salvation left no room for the works of the 
law. But the fact that Paul quoted six times from the 
Old Testament raised a serious problem: If salvation 
does not involve the law, then why was the law given in 
the first place? Paul quoted from the law to prove the 
insignificance of the law. If the law is now set aside, 
then his very arguments are worthless because they are 
taken from the law. 

Our faith is a logical faith and can be defended on 
rational grounds. While there are divine mysteries in 
the faith that no man can fully explain, there are also 
divine reasons that any sincere person can understand. 
Paul was trained as a Jewish rabbi and was fully 
equipped to argue his case. In this section, he makes 
four statements that help us understand the relation- 
ship between promise and law. 


The Law Cannot Change the Promise (3:15-18) 

The word promise is used eight times in these verses, 
referring to God’s promise to Abraham that in him all 
the nations of the earth would be blessed (Gen. 
12:1-3). This promise involved being justified by faith 
and having all the blessings of salvation (Gal. 3:6-9). It 
is obvious that the promise to Abraham (and, through 
Christ, to us today), given about 2000 b.c., preceded 
by centuries the law of Moses (about 1450 b.c.). The 
Judaizers implied that the giving of the law changed 
that original covenant of promise. Paul argued that it 
did not. 

To begin with, once two parties conclude an agree- 
ment, a third party cannot come along years later and 
change that agreement. The only persons who can 
change an original agreement are the persons who 
made it. To add anything to it or take anything from it 
would be illegal. 


If this is true among sinful men, how much more 
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does it apply to the holy God? Note that Abraham did 
not make a covenant with God; God made a covenant 
with Abraham! God did not lay down any conditions 
for Abraham to meet. In fact, when the covenant was 
ratified Abraham was asleep! (see Gen. 15). It was a 
covenant of grace: God made promises to Abraham; 
Abraham did not make promises to God. 

But Paul revealed another wonderful truth: God 
made this promise, not only to Abraham, but also to 
Christ. “And to thy seed, which is Christ” (Gal. 3:16). 

The Bible concept of “the seed” goes back to 
Genesis 3:15, after the fall of man. God states that there 
will be a conflict in the world between Satan’s seed (chil- 
dren of the devil, see John 8:33-44) and the woman’s 
seed (God’s children and, ultimately, God’s Son). The 
Scriptures show this conflict: Cain versus Abel (see 1 
John 3:10-12); Israel versus the nations; John the 
Baptist and Jesus versus the Pharisees (Matt. 3:7-9; 
23:29-33); the true believer versus the counterfeit (see 
the parable of the tares, Matt. 13:24-30, 36-43). 
Satan’s goal in the Old Testament was to keep the Seed 
(Christ) from being born into the world, for Satan 
knew that God’s Son would one day crush his head. 

In the final analysis, God made this covenant of 
promise with Abraham through Christ, so that the only 
two parties who can make any changes are God the 
Father and God the Son. Moses cannot alter this 
covenant! He can add nothing to it; he can take noth- 
ing from it. The Judaizers wanted to add to God’s grace 
(as though anything could be added to grace!) and take 
from God’s promises. They had no right to do this 
since they were not parties in the original covenant. 

The 430 years of Galatians 3:17 has puzzled Bible 
students for many years. From Abraham’s call (Gen. 
12) to Jacob’s arrival in Egypt (Gen. 46) is 215 years. 
(This may be computed as follows: Abraham was 75 
years old when God called him and 100 when Isaac was 
born, Gen. 12:4; 21:5. This gives us 25 years. Isaac was 
60 when Jacob was born, Gen. 25:26; and Jacob was 
130 years old when he arrived in Egypt, Gen. 47:9. 
Thus, 25 + 60 + 130 = 215 years.) But Moses tells us 
that Israel sojourned in Egypt 430 years (Ex. 12:40); so 
the total number of years from Abraham’s call to the 
giving of the law is 645 years, not 430. The length of 
the stay in Egypt is recorded also in Genesis 15:13 and 
Acts 7:6, where the round figure of 400 years is used. 

Several solutions have been offered to this puzzle, 
but perhaps the most satisfying is this: Paul was count- 
ing from the time Jacob went into Egypt, when God 
appeared to him and reaffirmed the covenant (Gen. 
46:1-4). The 430 years is the time from God’s confir- 
mation of His promise to Jacob until the giving of the 
law at Sinai. 

Regardless of what solution to the dating question 
we may choose, the basic argument is clear: a law given 
centuries later cannot change a covenant made by other 
parties. But suppose the later revelation, such as the law 
of Moses, was greater and more glorious than the ear- 
lier? What then? Paul made a second statement. 
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The Law Is Not Greater Than the Promise (3:19-20) 
The account of the giving of the law is impressive (Ex. 
19). There were thunders and lightnings, and the peo- 
ple were trembling with fear. Even Moses was shaking 
in his sandals (Heb. 12:18—21). It was a dramatic event 
in comparison with the giving of the covenant to 
Abraham (Gen. 15), and, of course, the Judaizers were 
impressed with these emotional externals. But Paul 
pointed out that the law is inferior to the covenant of 
promise in two ways. 

The law was temporary (v. 19a). “It was added ... 
until the seed should come.” Now it is obvious that a 
temporary law cannot be greater than a permanent 
covenant. When you read God’s covenant with 
Abraham, you find no “ifs” in His words. Nothing was 
conditional; all was of grace. But the blessings of the law 
were dependent on the meeting of certain conditions. 
Furthermore, the law had a terminus point: “until the 
seed [Christ] should come.” With the death and resur- 
rection of Christ, the law was done away, and now its 
righteous demands are fulfilled in us through the Spirit 
(Rom. 7:4; 8:1-4). 

The law required a mediator (vv. 19b—20). When 
God gave the law to Israel, He did it by means of angels 
and through the mediation of Moses. Israel “received 
the law by the disposition of angels” (Acts 7:53). This 
means that the nation received the law third-hand: 
from God to angels to Moses. But when God made His 
covenant with Abraham, He did it personally, without 
a mediator. God was revealing to Abraham all that He 
would do for him and his descendants. A mediator 
stands between two parties and helps them to agree; 
but there was no need for a mediator in Abraham’s case 
since God was entering into a covenant with him, not 
Abraham with God. “God is one” (Gal. 3:20), there- 
fore there was no need for a go-between. 

The Judaizers were impressed by the incidentals of 
the law—glory, thunder, lightning, angels, and other 
externals. But Paul looked beyond incidentals to the 
essentials. The law was temporary and required a medi- 
ator. The covenant of promise was permanent, and no 
mediator was required. There could be but one conclu- 
sion: The covenant was greater than the law. 


The Law Is Not Contrary to the Promise (3:21-26) 
You can almost hear the Judaizers shouting the ques- 
tion in Galatians 3:21: “Is the law then against the 
promises of God?” Is God contradicting Himself? Does 
His right hand not know what His left hand is doing? 
As he replied to this question, Paul revealed his deep 
insight into the ways and purposes of God. He did not 
say that the law contradicts the promise, but rather that 
it cooperates with the promise in fulfilling the purposes 
of God. While aw and grace seem to be contrary to one 
another, if you go deep enough, you will discover that 
they actually complement one another. Why, then, was 
the law given? 

The law was not given to provide life (v. 21). 
Certainly the law of Moses regulated the lives of the 
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Jewish people, but it did not and could not provide 
spiritual life to the people. (Gal. 3:21 should be 
matched with 2:21.) If life and righteousness could 
have come through the law, then Jesus Christ would 
never have died on the cross. But Jesus did die; there- 
fore, the law could never give the sinner life and 
righteousness. It was “worship of the law” that led 
Israel into a self-righteous religion of works, the result 
of which was the rejection of Christ (Rom. 9:30— 
10:13). 

The law was given to reveal sin (vv. 19a, 22). It is 
here that we see the way that law and grace cooperate 
in bringing the lost sinner to Jesus Christ. law shows 
the sinner his guilt, and grace shows him the forgive- 
ness he can have in Christ. The law is “holy, and just, 
and good” (Rom. 7:12), but we are unholy, unjust, and 
bad. The law does not make us sinners; it reveals to us 
that we already are sinners (see Rom. 3:20). The law is 
a mirror that helps us see our “dirty faces” (James 
1:22-25)—but you do not wash your face with the mir- 
ror! It is grace that provides the cleansing through the 
blood of Jesus Christ (see 1 John 1:7b). 

There is a lawful use of the law, and there is an 
unlawful use (1 Tim. 1:8-11). The lawful use is to 
reveal sin and cause men to see their need of a Savior. 
The unlawful use is to try to achieve salvation by the 
keeping of the law. When people claim they are saved 
by “keeping the Ten Commandments,” they are reveal- 
ing their ignorance of the true meaning of the law. The 
law concludes “all [men] under sin” (Gal. 3:22), Jews 
and Gentiles alike. But since all are under sin, then all 
may be saved by grace! God does not have two ways of 
salvation; He has but one—faith in Jesus Christ. 

The law was given to prepare the way for Christ 
(vv. 23-26). Here Paul uses an illustration that was 
familiar to all his readers—the child guardian. In 
many Roman and Greek households, well-educated 
slaves took the children to and from school and 
watched over them during the day. Sometimes they 
would teach the children, sometimes they would pro- 
tect and prohibit, and sometimes they would even 
discipline. This is what Paul meant by schoolmaster 
(Gal. 3:24); but please do not read into this word our 
modern idea of a schoolteacher. The transliteration of 
the Greek would give us our word pedagogue, which 
literally means “a child conductor.” 

By using this illustration, Paul was saying several 
things about the Jews and their law. First, he was say- 
ing that the Jews were not born through the law, but 
rather were brought up by the law. The slave was not the 
child’s father; he was the child’s guardian and discipli- 
narian. So, the law did not give life to Israel; it regulated 
life. The Judaizers taught that the law was necessary for 
life and righteousness, and Paul’s argument shows their 
error. 

But the second thing Paul said is even more impor- 
tant: the work of the guardian was preparation for the 
child’ maturity, Once the child came of age, he no longer 
needed the guardian. So the law was a preparation for 


the nation of Israel until the coming of the promised 
Seed, Jesus Christ. The ultimate goal in God’s program 
was His coming (Gal. 3:22), but “before this faith 
[Christ] came” (Gal. 3:23 rv), the nation was “impris- 
oned by the law” (literal translation). 

The law separated Israel from the Gentile nations 
(Eph. 2:12-18); it governed every aspect of their lives. 
During the centuries of Jewish history, the law was 
preparing for the coming of Christ. The demands of the 
law reminded the people that they needed a Savior. The 
types and symbols in the law were pictures of the com- 
ing Messiah (see Luke 24:27). 

A good example of this purpose of the law is in the 
account of the rich young ruler (Matt. 19:16ff.). This 
young man had everything anybody could desire, but 
he was not satisfied. He had tried to keep the com- 
mandments all his life, but still something was missing. 
But these commandments brought him to Christ! This is 
one of the purposes of the law, to create in lost sinners 
a sense of guilt and need. The sad thing is that the 
young man was not honest as he looked into the mir- 
ror of the law, for the last commandment (“Thou shalt 
not covet”) escaped him; and he went away without 
eternal life. 

The law has performed its purpose: the Savior has 
come and the “guardian” is no longer needed. It is 
tragic that the nation of Israel did not recognize their 
Messiah when He appeared. God finally had to destroy 
the temple and scatter the nation, so that today it is 
impossible for a devoted Jew to practice the faith of his 
fathers. He has no altar, no priesthood, no sacrifice, no 
temple, no king (Hos. 3:4). All of these have been ful- 
filled in Christ, so that any man—Jew or 
Gentile—who trusts Christ becomes a child of God. 

The law cannot change the promise, and the law is 
not greater than the promise. But the law is not con- 
trary to the promise: they work together to bring 
sinners to the Savior. 


The Law Cannot Do What the Promise Can Do 
(3:27-29) 

With the coming of Jesus Christ, the nation of Israel 
moved out of childhood into adulthood. The long 
period of preparation was over. While there was a cer- 
tain amount of glory to the law, there was a greater 
glory in the gracious salvation of God as found in 
Christ. The law could reveal sin and, to a certain 
extent, control behavior, but the law could not do for 
the sinner what Jesus Christ can do. 

To begin with, the law could never justify the guilty 
sinner. “I will not justify the wicked,” said the Lord 
(Ex. 23:7); yet Paul stated that God “justifies the 
ungodly” (Rom. 4:5). King Solomon, at the dedication 
of the temple, reminded God to condemn the wicked 
and justify the righteous (1 Kings 8:32); and this was a 
proper request in light of the holiness of God. The 
trouble is, nobody was righteous! It is only through 
faith in Jesus Christ that the sinner is justified— 
declared righteous—before God. 
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Furthermore, the law could never give a person a 
oneness with God; it separated man from God. There 
was a fence around the tabernacle and a veil between 
the holy place and the Holy of Holies. 

Faith in Jesus baptizes us “into Christ” (Gal. 3:27). 
This baptism of the Spirit identifies the believer with 
Christ and makes him part of His body (1 Cor. 
12:12-14). Water baptism is an outward picture of this 
inner work of the Holy Spirit (see Acts 10:44—48). 

The phrase put on Christ (Gal. 3:27) refers to a 
change of garments. The believer has laid aside the 
dirty garments of sin (Isa. 64:6) and, by faith, received 
the robes of righteousness in Christ (see Col. 3:8-15). 
But to the Galatians, this idea of “changing clothes” 
would have an additional meaning. When the Roman 
child came of age, he took off the childhood garments 
and put on the toga of the adult citizen. The believer in 
Christ is not just a “child of God”; he is also a “son of 
God” (see Gal. 3:26, where “children” ought to be 
translated “adult sons”). The believer has an adult sta- 
tus before God—so why go back into the childhood of 
the law? 

“All one in Christ Jesus’—what a tremendous 
claim! The law created differences and distinctions, not 
only between individuals and nations, but also between 
various kinds of foods and animals. Jesus Christ came, 
not to divide, but to unite. 

This must have been glorious news for the Galatian 
Christians, for in their society slaves were considered to 
be only pieces of property; women were kept confined 
and disrespected; and Gentiles were constantly sneered 
at by the Jews. 

The Pharisee would pray each morning, “I thank 
Thee, God, that I am a Jew, not a Gentile; a man, not 
a woman; and a freeman, and not a slave.” Yet all these 
distinctions are removed “in Christ.” 

This does not mean that our race, political status, 
or sex is changed at conversion; but it does mean that 
these things are of no value or handicap when it comes 
to our spiritual relationship to God through Christ. 
The law perpetuated these distinctions, but God in His 
grace has declared all men to be on the same level that 
He might have mercy on all men (Rom. 11:25-32). 

Finally, the law could never make us heirs of God 
(Gal. 3:29). God made the promise to “Abraham's 
Seed” (singular, Gal. 3:16), and that Seed is Christ. If 
we are “in Christ” by faith, then we too are “Abraham's 
seed” spiritually speaking. This means we are heirs of 
the spiritual blessings God promised to Abraham. This 
does not mean that the material and national blessings 
promised to Israel are set aside, but that Christians 
today are enriched spiritually because of God’s promise 
to Abraham (see Rom. 11:13ff.). 

This section of Galatians is valuable to us as we 
read the Old Testament Scriptures. It shows us that 
the spiritual lessons of the Old Testament are not for 
the Jews only but have application to Christians today 
(see Rom. 15:4; 1 Cor. 10:11-12). In the Old 
Testament we have preparation for Christ; in the 
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Gospels, the presentation of Christ; and in the Acts 
through Revelation, the appropriation of Christ. 

Your Christian life ought to take on new wonder 
and meaning as you realize all that you have in Christ. 
And all of this is by grace—not by law! You are an adult 
son in God’s family, an heir of God. Are you drawing 
on your inheritance? This will be Paul’s theme in the 
next section. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 
Galatians 4:1-18 


IT’S TIME TO GROW UP! 


ne of the tragedies of legalism is that it gives the 

appearance of spiritual maturity when, in reality, 

it leads the believer back into a “second child- 
hood” of Christian experience. The Galatian 
Christians, like most believers, wanted to grow and go 
forward for Christ; but they were going about it in the 
wrong way. Their experience is not too different from 
that of Christians today who get involved in various 
legalistic movements, hoping to become better 
Christians. Their motives may be right, but their meth- 
ods are wrong. 

This is the truth Paul was trying to get across to his 
beloved converts in Galatia. The Judaizers had 
bewitched them into thinking that the law would make 
them better Christians. Their old nature felt an attrac- 
tion for the law because the law enabled them to do 
things and measure external results. As they measured 
themselves and their achievements, they felt a sense of 
accomplishment, and, no doubt, a little bit of pride. 
They thought they were going forward when actually 
they were regressing. 

Such people are in a situation similar to the airplane 
passengers who heard their pilot announce: “Our nav- 
igator has lost our position, folks, and we have been 
flying rather aimlessly for over an hour. That’s the bad 
news. But the good news is that we are making very 
good time.” 

Paul took three approaches in this section as he 
sought to convince the Galatians that they did not 
need legalism in order to live the Christian life. They 
had all they needed in Jesus Christ. 


He Explains Their Adoption (4:1-7) 

Among the blessings of the Christian experience is 
adoption (Gal. 4:5; Eph. 1:5). We do not enter God’s 
family by adoption, the way a homeless child would 
enter a loving family in our own society. The only way 
to get into God’s family is by regeneration, being “born 
again” (John 3:3). 

The New Testament word for adoption means “to 
place as an adult son.” It has to do with our standing in 
the family of God: we are not little children but adult 
sons with all of the privileges of sonship. 

It is unfortunate that many translations of the New 
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Testament do not make a distinction between children 
of God and sons of God. We are the children of God by 
faith in Christ, born into God’s family. But every child 
of God is automatically placed into the family as a son, 
and as a son he has all the legal rights and privileges of 
a son. When a sinner trusts Christ and is saved, as far 
as his condition is concerned, he is a “spiritual babe” 
who needs to grow (1 Peter 2:2—3); but as far as his 
position is concerned, he is an adult son who can draw 
on the Father’s wealth and who can exercise all the 
wonderful privileges of sonship. 

We enter God’s family by regeneration, but we enjoy 
God’s family by adoption. The Christian does not have 
to wait to begin enjoying the spiritual riches he has in 
Christ. “If a son, then an heir of God through Christ” 
(Gal. 4:7). Now follows Paul’s discussion about adop- 
tion. He reminds his readers of three facts. 

What we were: children in bondage (vv. 1-3). No 
matter how wealthy a father may be, his infant son or 
toddling child cannot really enjoy that wealth. In the 
Roman world, the children of wealthy people were 
cared for by slaves. No matter who his father was, the 
child was still a child, under the supervision of a ser- 
vant. In fact, the child himself was not much different 
from the servant who guarded him. The servant was 
commanded by the master of the house, and the child 
was commanded by the servant. 

This was the spiritual condition of the Jews under 
the age of the law. The law, you recall, was the 
“guardian” that disciplined the nation and prepared the 
people for the coming of Christ (Gal. 3:23-25). So, 
when the Judaizers led the Galatians back into legal- 
ism, they were leading them not only into religious 
bondage, but also into moral and spiritual infancy and 
immaturity. 

Paul states that the Jews were, like little children, in 
bondage to “the elements of the world.” This word ele- 
ments means “the basic principles, the ABCs.” For 
some fifteen centuries, Israel had been in kindergarten 
and grade school, learning their “spiritual ABCs,” so 
that they would be ready when Christ would come. 
Then they would get the full revelation, for Jesus 
Christ is “the Alpha and the Omega” (Rev. 22:13); He 
encompasses all the alphabet of God’s revelation to 
man. He is God’s last Word (Heb. 1:1-3). 

Legalism, then, is not a step toward maturity; it is a 
step back into childhood. The law was not God’s final 
revelation; it was but the preparation for that final rev- 
elation in Christ. It is important that a person know his 
ABCs, because they are the foundation for understand- 
ing all of the language. But the man who sits in a 
library and recites the ABCs, instead of reading the 
great literature that is around him, is showing that he 
is immature and ignorant, not mature and wise. Under 
the law, the Jews were children in bondage, not sons 
enjoying liberty. 

What God did: redeemed us (vv. 4-5). The 
expression the fullness of the time (Gal. 4:4) refers to 


that time when the world was providentially ready for 


the birth of the Savior. Historians tell us that the 
Roman world was in great expectation, waiting for a 
Deliverer, at the time when Jesus was born. The old 
religions were dying; the old philosophies were empty 
and powerless to change men’s lives. Strange new mys- 
tery religions were invading the empire. Religious 
bankruptcy and spiritual hunger were everywhere. God 
was preparing the world for the arrival of His Son. 

From the historical point of view, the Roman 
Empire itself helped prepare the world for the birth of 
the Savior. Roads connected city with city, and all cities 
ultimately with Rome. Roman laws protected the 
rights of citizens, and Roman soldiers guarded the 
peace. Thanks to both the Greek and Roman con- 
quests, Latin and Greek were known across the empire. 
Christ’s birth at Bethlehem was not an accident; it was 
an appointment: Jesus came in “the fullness of the 
time.” (And, it is worth noting, He will come again 
when the time is ready.) 

Paul was careful to point out the dual nature of 
Jesus Christ (Gal. 4:4), that He is both God and man. 
As God, Jesus “came forth” (John 16:28); but as man, 
He was “made of a woman.” The ancient promise said 
that the Redeemer would be of “the woman's seed” 
(Gen. 3:15); and Jesus fulfilled that promise (Isa. 7:14; 
Matt. 1:18-25). 

Paul has told us who came—God’s Son; he has told 
us when He came and how He came. Now he explains 
why He came: “to redeem them that were under the 
law” (Gal. 4:5). Redeem is the same word Paul used ear- 
lier (Gal. 3:13); it means “to set free by paying a price.” 
A man could purchase a slave in any Roman city (there 
were about sixty million slaves in the empire), either to 
keep the slave for himself or to set him free. Jesus came 
to set us free. So, to go back into the law is to undo the 
very work of Christ on the cross. He did not purchase 
us to make us slaves, but sons! Under law, the Jews were 
mere children, but under grace, the believer is a son of 
God with an adult standing in God’s family. 

Perhaps at this point a chart will help us understand 
better the contrast between being a “child of God” and 
a “son of God.” 


The Child The Son 
by regeneration by adoption 
entering the family enjoying the family 
under guardians the liberty of an adult 


cannot inherit an heir of the Father 


What we are: sons and heirs (vv. 6-7). Once 
again, the entire Trinity is involved in our spiritual 
experience: God the Father sent the Son to die for us, 
and God the Son sent His Spirit to live in us. The con- 
trast here is not between immature children and adult 
sons, but between servants and sons. Like the prodigal 
son, the Galatians wanted their Father to accept them 
as servants, when they really were sons (Luke 
15:18-19). The contrasts are easy to see. 

The son has the same nature as the father, but the ser- 
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vant does not. When we trust Christ, the Holy Spirit 
comes to live within us; and this means we are “partak- 
ers of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4). The law could 
never give a person God’s nature within. All it could 
do was reveal to the person his desperate need for 
God’s nature. So, when the believer goes back into law, 
he is denying the very divine nature within, and he is 
giving the old nature (the flesh) opportunity to go to 
work. 

The son has a father, while the servant has a master. 
No servant could ever say “Father” to his master. When 
the sinner trusts Christ, he receives the Holy Spirit 
within, and the Spirit tells him that he is a child of the 
Father (Rom. 8:15-16). It is natural for a baby to cry, 
but not for a baby to talk to his father. When the Spirit 
enters the heart, He says, “Abba, Father” (Gal. 4:6); 
and, in response, the believer cries, “Abba, Father” 
(Rom. 8:15). The word Abba is an Aramaic word that 
is the equivalent of our English word papa. This shows 
the closeness of the child to the Father. No servant has 
this. 

The son obeys out of love, while the servant obeys out 
of fear. The Spirit works in the heart of the believer to 
quicken and increase his love for God. “The fruit of the 
Spirit is love” (Gal. 5:22). “The love of God is shed 
abroad in our hearts by the Holy [Spirit]” (Rom. 5:5). 
The Judaizers told the Galatians that they would 
become better Christians by submitting to the law, but 
the law can never produce obedience. Only love can do 
that. “If ye love me, keep my commandments” (John 
14:15). 

The son is rich, while the servant is poor. We are both 
“sons and heirs.” And since we are adopted—placed as 
adult sons in the family—we may begin drawing on 
our inheritance right now. God has made available to 
us the riches of His grace (Eph. 1:7; 2:7), the riches of 
His glory (Phil. 4:19), the riches of His goodness 
(Rom. 2:4), and the riches of His wisdom (Rom. 
11:33ff.)—and all of the riches of God are found in 
Christ (Col. 1:19; 2:3). 

The son has a future, while the servant does not. 
While many kind masters did provide for their slaves in 
old age, it was not required of them. The father always 
provides for the son (2 Cor. 12:14). 

In one sense, our adoption is not yet final, because 
we are awaiting the return of Christ and the redemp- 
tion of our bodies (Rom. 8:23). Some scholars think 
that this second stage in our adoption corresponds to 
the Roman practice when a man adopted someone out- 
side his family to be his son. First there was a private 
ceremony at which the son was purchased; then there 
was a public ceremony at which the adoption was 
declared openly before the officials. 

Christians have experienced the first stage: we have 
been purchased by Christ and indwelt by the Spirit. We 
are awaiting the second stage: the public declaration at 
the return of Christ when “we shall be like him” (1 
John 3:1-3). We are “sons and heirs,” and the best part 
of our inheritance is yet to come (see 1 Peter 1:1—5). 
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He Laments Their Regression (4:8-11) 

What really happened when the Galatians turned from 
grace to law? To begin with, they abandoned liberty for 
bondage. When they were ignorant sinners, they had 
served their false gods and had experienced the tragedy 
of such pagan slavery. But then they had trusted Christ 
and been delivered from superstition and slavery. Now 
they were abandoning their liberty in Christ and going 
back into bondage. They were dropping out of the 
school of grace and enrolling in the kindergarten of 
law! They were destroying all the good work the Lord 
had done in them through Paul’s ministry. 

The phrase weak and beggarly elements tells us the 
extent of their regression. They were giving up the 
power of the gospel for the weakness of law, and the 
wealth of the gospel for the poverty of law. The law 
never made anybody rich or powerful; on the contrary, 
the law could only reveal man’s weakness and spiritual 
bankruptcy. No wonder Paul weeps over these believ- 
ers, as he sees them abandon liberty for bondage, power 
for weakness, and wealth for poverty. 

How were they doing this? By adopting the Old 
Testament system of religion with its special observa- 
tions of “days, and months, and times, and years” (Gal. 
4:10). 

Does this mean that it is wrong for Christians to set 
aside one day a year to remember the birth of Christ? 
Or that a special observance of the coming of the Spirit 
at Pentecost, or the blessing of the harvest in autumn, 
is a sin? 

Not necessarily. If we observe special days like 
slaves, hoping to gain some spiritual merit, then we are 
sinning. But if in the observance, we express our liberty 
in Christ and let the Spirit enrich us with His grace, 
then the observance can be a spiritual blessing. 

The New Testament makes it clear that Christians 
are not to legislate religious observances for each other 
(Rom. 14:4-13). We are not to praise the man who cel- 
ebrates the day, nor are we to condemn the man who 
does not celebrate. But if a man thinks he is saving his 
soul, or automatically growing in grace, because of a 
religious observance, then he is guilty of legalism. 

Our evangelical churches have many different kinds 
of observances, and it is wrong for us to go beyond the 
Word of God in comparing, criticizing, or condemn- 
ing. But all of us must beware of that legalistic spirit 
that caters to the flesh, leads to pride, and makes the 
outward event a substitute for the inward experience. 


He Seeks Their Affection (4:12-18) 
Paul was a wonderful spiritual father; he knew just how 
to balance rebuke with love. Now he turns from 
“spanking” to “embracing” as he reminds the believers 
of their love for him and his love for them. At one 
point they were willing to sacrifice anything for Paul, 
so great was their love; but now he had become their 
enemy. The Judaizers had come in and stolen their 
affection. 

Bible students wish Paul had been more explicit 
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here, because we are not sure just what events he is talk- 
ing about. When Paul had originally visited them, he 
was suffering from some physical affliction. If, as noted 
in Galatians 1, Paul wrote this letter to the churches of 
south Galatia, then he is referring to his first mission- 
ary journey, recorded in Acts 13—14. Apparently Paul 
had not intended to visit these cities, but was forced to 
do so because of some bodily infirmity. We can only 
speculate as to what this was. Some have suggested 
malaria; others, an affliction of the eyes (see Gal. 4:15). 
Whatever it was, it must have made Paul somewhat 
repulsive in appearance, because he commended the 
Galatians for the way they received him in spite of the 
way he looked. To them, he was an angel of God. It is 
a wonderful thing when people accept God’s servants, 
not because of their outward appearance, but because 
they represent the Lord and bring His message. 

Now Paul asked them, “What has happened to that 
love? What has happened to the blessedness—the hap- 
piness—you experienced when you heard the gospel 
and trusted Christ?” Of course, Paul knew what had 
happened: the Judaizers had come in and stolen their 
hearts. 

One of the marks of a false teacher is that he tries 
to attract other men’s converts to himself, and not sim- 
ply to the truth of the Word or to the person of Jesus 
Christ. It was not the Judaizers who originally came to 
Galatia and led them to Christ; it was Paul. Like the 
cultists today, these false teachers were not winning 
lost sinners to Christ, but were stealing converts from 
those who were truly serving the Lord. Paul had 
proved to be their loving friend. He had “become as 
they were” by identifying himself with them (Gal. 
4:12). Now they were turning away from Paul and fol- 
lowing false shepherds. 

Paul told them the truth, but the Judaizers told 
them lies. Paul sought to glorify Christ, but the 
Judaizers glorified themselves and their converts. 
“Those people are zealous to win you over, but for no 
good. What they want is to alienate you from us, so 
that you may be zealous for them” (Gal. 4:17 Nrv). 

A true servant of God does not “use people” to 
build up himself or his work; he ministers in love to 
help people know Christ better and glorify Him. 
Beware of that religious worker who wants your exclu- 
sive allegiance because he is the only one who is right. 
He will use you as long as he can and then drop you for 
somebody else—and your fall will be a painful one. 
The task of the spiritual leader is to get people to love 
and follow Christ, not to promote himself and his min- 
istry. 

“Faithful are the wounds of a friend; but the kisses 
of an enemy are deceitful” (Prov. 27:6). Paul had 
proved his love to the Galatians by telling them the 
truth; but they would not accept it. They were enjoy- 
ing the “kisses” of the Judaizers, not realizing that these 
kisses were leading them into bondage and sorrow. 
Christ had made them sons and heirs, but they were 
rapidly becoming slaves and beggars. 


They had not lost the experience of salvation—they 
were still Christians; but they were losing the enjoyment 
of their salvation and finding satisfaction in their works 
instead. Sad to say, they did not realize their losses. They 
actually thought they were becoming better Christians 
by substituting law for grace, and the religious deeds of 
the flesh for the fruit of the Spirit. 

Is your Christian life moving forward into liberty or 
backward into bondage? Think carefully before you 
answer. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
Galatians 4:19-31 


MEET YOUR MOTHER 


e parents never seem to outgrow our children. 

“When theyre little, theyre a handful; but 

when theyre grown, theyre a heartful!” I 
remember hearing my mother say, “When they're little, 
they step on your toes; but when they're grown, they 
step on your heart.” 

This is what Paul was experiencing as he tried to 
help the Galatian believers with their confused spiritual 
lives. When he had first come to them with the gospel, 
he had “travailed” spiritually to see them turn to the 
Lord. But, after all, the Lord Jesus had travailed on the 
cross to make possible their salvation (Isa. 53:11), and 
Paul’s travail was nothing in comparison. But now the 
Galatian Christians were falling back into legalism and 
a “second childhood” experience; and Paul had to tra- 
vail over them again. He longed to see Christ formed 
in them, just as we parents long to see our children 
mature in the will of God. 

Since the Judaizers appealed to the law, Paul 
accepted their challenge and used the law to prove that 
Christians are not under the law. He took the familiar 
story of Ishmael and Isaac (Gen. 16—21) and drew 
from it basic truths about the Christian’s relationship 
to the law of Moses. 

The events described actually happened, but Paul 
used them as an allegory, which is a narrative that has 
a deeper meaning behind it. Perhaps the most famous 
allegory in the English language is John Bunyan’s 
Pilgrims Progress, in which Bunyan traces Christian’s 
experiences from the City of Destruction to heaven. In 
an allegory, persons and actions represent hidden 
meanings, so that the narrative can be read on two lev- 
els: the literal and the symbolic. 

Paul’s use of Genesis in this section does not give us 
license to find “hidden meanings” in all the events of 
the Old Testament. If we take that approach to the 
Bible, we can make it mean almost anything we please. 
This is the way many false teachings arise. The Holy 
Spirit inspired Paul to discern the hidden meaning of 
the Genesis story. We must always interpret the Old 
Testament in the light of the New Testament, and 
where the New Testament gives us permission, we may 
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search for hidden meanings. Otherwise, we must 
accept the plain statements of Scripture and not try to 
“spiritualize” everything. 


The Historical Facts (4:19-23) 

Perhaps the easiest way to grasp the historical account 
is to trace briefly Abraham's experiences as recorded in 
Genesis 12—21. Using his age as our guide, we will 
trace the events on which Paul based his argument for 
Christian liberty. 

75—Abraham is called by God to go to Canaan; 
and God promises him many descendants (Gen. 
12:1-9). Both Abraham and his wife, Sarah, wanted 
children, but Sarah was barren. God was waiting until 
both of them were “as good as dead” before He would 
perform the miracle of sending them a son (Rom. 
4:16-25). 

85—The promised son has not yet arrived, and 
Sarah becomes impatient. She suggests that Abraham 
marry Hagar, her maid, and try to have a son by her. 
This act was legal in that society, but it was not in the 
will of God. Abraham followed her suggestion and 
married Hagar (Gen. 16:1-3). 

86—Hagar gets pregnant and Sarah gets jealous! 
Things are so difficult in the home that Sarah throws 
Hagar out. But the Lord intervenes, sends Hagar back, 
and promises to take care of her and her son. When 
Abraham is 86, the son is born, and he calls him 
Ishmael (Gen. 16:4-16). 

99—God speaks to Abraham and promises again 
that he will have a son by Sarah and says to call his 
name Isaac. Later, God appears again and reaffirms the 
promise to Sarah as well (see Gen. 17—18). 

100—The son is born (Gen. 21:1-7). They name 
him Isaac (“laughter”) as commanded by God. But the 
arrival of Isaac creates a new problem in the home: 
Ishmael has a rival. For fourteen years, Ishmael has 
been his father’s only son, very dear to his heart. How 
will Ishmael respond to the presence of a rival? 

103—It was customary for the Jews to wean their 
children at about the age of three, and to make a great 
occasion of it. At the feast, Ishmael starts to mock Isaac 
(Gen. 21:8ff.) and to create trouble in the home. There 
is only one solution to the problem, and a costly one at 
that: Hagar and her son have to go. With a broken 
heart, Abraham sends his son away, because this is what 
the Lord tells him to do (Gen. 21:9-14). 

On the surface, this story appears to be nothing 
more than a tale of a family problem, but beneath the 
surface are meanings that carry tremendous spiritual 
power. Abraham, the two wives, and the two sons rep- 
resent spiritual realities; and their relationships teach us 
important lessons. 


The Spiritual Truths (4:24-29) 
Paul now explained the meanings that lie behind these 
historical events; perhaps they are best classified as 
shown in the chart below. 

Paul began with the two sons, Ishmael and Isaac 
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(Gal. 4:22-23), and explained that they illustrate our 
two births: the physical birth that makes us sinners and 
the spiritual birth that makes us the children of God. 
As you think about this and read Genesis 21:1-12, you 
discover some wonderful spiritual truths about your 
salvation. 


The Old Covenant The New Covenant 


Law Grace 

Hagar the slave Sarah the free woman 

Ishmael, conceived after Isaac, miraculously con- 
the flesh ceived 

Earthly Jerusalem in Heavenly Jerusalem, 
bondage which is free 


Isaac illustrates the believer in several particulars. 

He was born by God’s power. In fact, God delib- 
erately waited twenty-five years before He granted 
Abraham and Sarah their son. Isaac was “born after the 
Spirit” (Gal. 4:29), and, of course, the Christian is 
“born of the Spirit” (John 3:1-7). Isaac came into the 
world through Abraham (who represents faith, Gal. 
3:9) and Sarah (who represents grace); so that he was 
born “by grace ... through faith” as is every true 
Christian (Eph. 2:8-9). 

He brought joy. His name means “laughter,” and 
certainly he brought joy to his aged parents. Salvation 
is an experience of joy, not only to the believer himself, 
but also to those around him. 

He grew and was weaned (Gen. 21:8). Salvation 
is the beginning, not the ending. After we are born, we 
must grow (1 Peter 2:2; 2 Peter 3:18). Along with 
maturity comes weaning: we must lay aside “childish 
things” (1 Cor. 13:11). How easy it is for us to hold the 
“toys” of our earlier Christian days and fail to lay hold 
of the “tools” of the mature believer. The child does not 
enjoy being weaned, but he can never become a man 
until it happens. (Read Ps. 131 at this point.) 

He was persecuted (Gen. 21:9). Ishmael (the 
flesh) caused problems for Isaac, just as our old nature 
causes problems for us. (Paul will discuss this in detail 
in Gal. 5:16ff.) Ishmael created no problems in the 
home until Isaac was born, just as our old nature cre- 
ates no problems for us until the new nature enters 
when we trust Christ. In Abraham’s home we see the 
same basic conflicts that we Christians face today: 


Hagar versus Sarah = law versus grace 
Ishmael versus Isaac = flesh versus Spirit 


It is important to note that you cannot separate these 
four factors. The Judaizers taught that law made the 
believer more spiritual, but Paul made it clear that law 
only releases the opposition of the flesh and a conflict 
within the believer ensues (see Rom. 7:19). There was 
no law strong enough either to change or to control 
Ishmael, but Isaac never needed any law. It has well been 
said, “The old nature knows no law and the new nature 
needs no law.” 
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Having explained the significance of the two sons, 
Paul turned to an explanation of the two wives, Sarah 
and Hagar. He was illustrating the contrasts between 
law and grace and was proving that the believer is not 
under law but is under the loving freedom that comes 
through God’s grace. Notice, then, the facts about 
Hagar that prove that the law no longer has power over 
the Christian. 

Hagar was Abraham's second wife. God did not 
begin with Hagar; He began with Sarah. 

As far as God’s dealings with men are concerned, 
God began with grace. In Eden, God provided for Adam 
and Eve by grace. Even after they sinned, in His grace 
He provided them with coats of skins for a covering 
(Gen. 3:21). He did not give them laws to obey as a 
way of redemption; instead, He gave them a gracious 
promise to believe: the promise of a victorious 
Redeemer (Gen. 3:15). 

In His relationship with Israel also, God first oper- 
ated on the basis of grace, not law. His covenant with 
Abraham (Gen. 15) was all of grace, because Abraham 
was in a deep sleep when the covenant was established. 
When God delivered Israel from Egypt, it was on the 
basis of grace and not law, for the law had not yet been 
given. Like Hagar, Abraham's second wife, the law was 
“added” (Gal. 3:19). Hagar performed a function tem- 
porarily, and then moved off the scene, just as the law 
performed a special function and then was taken away 
(Gal. 3:24-25). 

Hagar was a slave. Five times in this section she is 
called a “bondmaid” or “bondwoman” (Gal. 4:22-23, 
30-31). Sarah was a freewoman, and therefore her 
position was one of liberty; but Hagar, even though 
married to Abraham, was still a servant. Likewise, the 
law was given as a servant. “Wherefore then serveth the 
law?” (Gal. 3:19). It served as a mirror to reveal men’s 
sins (Rom. 3:20) and as a monitor to control men and 
ultimately lead them to Christ (Gal. 3:23-25); but the 
law was never meant to be a mother! 

Hagar was not meant to bear a child. Abraham’s 
marriage to Hagar was out of the will of God; it was the 
result of Sarah’s and Abraham’s unbelief and impa- 
tience. Hagar was trying to do what only Sarah could 
do, and it failed. The law cannot give life (Gal. 3:21) or 
righteousness (Gal. 2:21) or the gift of the Spirit (Gal. 
3:2) or a spiritual inheritance (Gal. 3:18). Isaac was 
born Abraham’s heir (Gen. 21:10), but Ishmael could 
not share in this inheritance. The Judaizers were trying 
to make Hagar a mother again, while Paul was in spir- 
itual travail for his converts that they might become 
more like Christ. No amount of religion or legislation 
can give the dead sinner life. Only Christ can do that 
through the gospel. 

Hagar gave birth to a slave. Ishmael was “a wild 
man” (Gen. 16:12), and even though he was a slave, 
nobody could control him, including his mother. Like 
Ishmael, the old nature (the flesh) is at war with God, 
and the law cannot change or control it. By nature, the 
Spirit and the flesh are “contrary the one to the other” 


(Gal. 5:17), and no amount of religious activity is 
going to change the picture. Whoever chooses Hagar 
(law) for his mother is going to experience bondage 
(Gal. 4:8-11, 22-25, 30-31; 5:1). But whoever 
chooses Sarah (grace) for his mother is going to enjoy 
liberty in Christ. God wants His children to be free 
(Gal. 5:1). 

Hagar was cast out. It was Sarah who gave the 
order: “Cast out this bondwoman and her son” (Gen. 
21:9-10), and God subsequently approved it (Gen. 
21:12). Ishmael had been in the home for at least sev- 
enteen years, but his stay was not to be permanent; 
eventually he had to be cast out. There was not room 
in the household for Hagar and Ishmael with Sarah 
and Isaac; one pair had to go. 

It is impossible for law and grace, the flesh and the 
Spirit, to compromise and stay together. God did not 
ask Hagar and Ishmael to make occasional visits to the 
home; the break was permanent. The Judaizers in 
Paul’s day—and in our own day—were trying to recon- 
cile Sarah and Hagar, and Isaac and Ishmael; such 
reconciliation is contrary to the Word of God. It is 
impossible to mix law and grace, faith and works, 
God’s gift of righteousness and man’s attempts to earn 
righteousness. 

Hagar was not married again. God never gave the 
law to any other nation or people, including His 
church. For the Judaizers to impose the law on the 
Galatian Christians was to oppose the very plan of 
God. In Paul’s day, the nation of Israel was under 
bondage to the law, while the church was enjoying lib- 
erty under the gracious rule of the “Jerusalem which is 
above” (Gal. 4:26). The Judaizers wanted to “wed” 
Mount Sinai and the heavenly Mount Zion (Heb. 
12:22), but to do this would be to deny what Jesus did 
on Mount Calvary (Gal. 2:21). Hagar is not to be mar- 
ried again. 

From the human point of view, it might seem 
cruel that God should command Abraham to send 
away his own son Ishmael, whom he loved very much. 
But it was the only solution to the problem, for the 
“wild man” could never live with the child of prom- 
ise. In a deeper sense, however, think of what it cost 
God when He gave His Son to bear the curse of the 
law to set us free. Abraham’s broken heart meant 
Isaac’s liberty; God’s giving of His Son means our lib- 


erty in Christ. 


The Practical Blessings (4:30-31) 

We Christians, like Isaac, are the children of promise 
by grace. The covenant of grace, pictured by Sarah, is 
our spiritual mother. The law and the old nature 
(Hagar and Ishmael) want to persecute us and bring us 
into bondage. How are we to solve this problem? 

We can try to change them. This must fail, for 
we cannot change either the law or the old nature. 
“That which is born of the flesh is flesh” (John 3:6), 
and, we might add, it always will be flesh. God did not 
try to change Ishmael and Hagar, either by force or by 
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education; neither can you and I change the old nature 
and the law. 

We can try to compromise with them. This did 
not work in Abraham’s home, and neither will it work 
in our lives. The Galatians were trying to effect such a 
compromise, but it was only leading them gradually 
into bondage. False teachers today tell us, “Don’t aban- 
don Christ; simply move into a deeper Christian life by 
practicing the law along with your faith in Christ.” 
Invite Hagar and Ishmael back home again. But this is 
a path back into slavery: “How turn ye again to the 
weak and beggarly elements, whereunto ye desire again 
to be in bondage?” (Gal. 4:9). 

We can cast them out. This is what we are sup- 
posed to do. First, Paul applied this to the nation of 
Israel (Gal. 4:25-27); then he applied it to the individ- 
ual Christian. The nation of Israel had been in bondage 
under the law, but this was a temporary thing, prepar- 
ing them for the coming of Christ. Now that Christ 
had come, law had to go. Jesus Christ, like Isaac, was a 
child of promise, born by the miraculous power of 
God. Once He had come and died for the people, the 
law had to go. Paul quoted Isaiah 54:1, applying his 
words to Sarah, who was barren before the birth of 
Isaac; but also applying it to the church (Gal. 4:27). 
Note the contrasts. 


Israel The Church 
earthly Jerusalem heavenly Jerusalem 
bondage freedom 


barren legalism fruitful grace 

Sarah had been barren, and she tried to become 
fruitful by having Abraham marry Hagar. This failed 
and brought only trouble. The law cannot give life or 
fruitfulness; legalism is barren. For the early church to go 
back into bondage would mean barrenness and disobe- 
dience to the Word of God. Because it held fast to grace, 
the church spread across the world in fruitfulness. 

But individual churches and Christians can make 
the same mistake the Galatians were making: they can 
fail to cast out Hagar and Ishmael. Legalism is one of 
the major problems among Christians today. We must 
keep in mind that /egalism does not mean the setting of 
spiritual standards; it means worshipping these stan- 
dards and thinking that we are spiritual because we 
obey them. It also means judging other believers on the 
basis of these standards. A person can refrain from 
smoking, drinking, and gambling, for example, and 
still not be spiritual. The Pharisees had high standards; 
yet they crucified Jesus. 

The old nature loves legalism because it gives the 
old nature a chance to “look good.” It costs very little 
for Ishmael not to do certain bad things, or to do cer- 
tain religious deeds, just so long as he can remain 
Ishmael. For seventeen years Ishmael caused no trouble 
in the home; and then Isaac came along, and there was 
conflict. Legalism caters to Ishmael. The Christian who 
claims to be spiritual because of what he doesn’t do is 
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only fooling himself. It takes more than negations to 
make a positive, fruitful spiritual life. 

No doubt the Judaizers were attractive people. They 
carried credentials from religious authorities (2 Cor. 
3:1). They had high standards and were careful in what 
they ate and drank. They were effective in making con- 
verts and liked to advertise their accomplishments 
(Gal. 4:17-18; 6:12-14). They had rules and standards 
to cover every area of life, making it easy for their fol- 
lowers to know who was “spiritual” and who was not. 
But the Judaizers were leading the people into bondage 
and defeat, not liberty and victory, and the people did 
not know the difference. 

In the closing chapters of this letter, Paul will point 
out the greatest tragedy of legalism: it gives opportu- 
nity for the flesh to work. The old nature cannot be 
controlled by law; eventually it has to break out—and 
when it does, watch out! This explains why legalistic 
religious groups often have fights and divisions (“ye 
fight and devour one another,” Gal. 5:15), and often 
are plagued with the defiling sins of the flesh (Gal. 
5:19ff.). While every church has its share of these prob- 
lems, it is especially prominent in those groups where 
there is an atmosphere of legalism. When you invite 
Hagar and Ishmael to live with Sarah and Isaac, you are 
inviting trouble. 

Thank God, the Christian is set free from the curse 
of the law and the control of the law. “Cast out the 
bondwoman and her son.” It may pain us deeply, as it 
did Abraham; but it must be done. To attempt to mix 
law and grace is to attempt the impossible. It makes for 
a frustrated, barren Christian life. But to live by grace, 
through faith, gives one a free and fulfilling Christian 
life. 

What is the secret? The Holy Spirit. And it is this 
secret that Paul will share in the closing “practical” 
chapters of the letter. Meanwhile, you and I need to 
beware lest Ishmael and Hagar have crept back into our 
lives. If they have—let us cast them out. 


CHAPTER NINE 
Galatians 5:1-12 


STOP! THIEF! 


Pi: doctrine of grace is dangerous!” cried the 
Judaizers. “It replaces law with license. Why, if we 
do away with our rules and abandon our high 
standards, the churches will fall apart.” 

First-century Judaizers are not the only ones afraid 
to depend on God’s grace. Legalists in our churches 
today warn that we dare not teach people about the 
liberty we have in Christ lest it result in religious 
anarchy. These people misunderstand Paul’s teaching 
about grace, and it is to correct such misunderstand- 
ing that Paul wrote the final section of his letter (Gal. 
5—6). 


Paul turned now from argument to application, 
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from the doctrinal to the practical. The Christian who 
lives by faith is not going to become a rebel. Quite the 
contrary, he is going to experience the inner discipline 
of God that is far better than the outer discipline of 
man-made rules. No man could become a rebel who 
depends on God’s grace, yields to God’s Spirit, lives for 
others, and seeks to glorify God. The /egalist is the one 
who eventually rebels, because he is living in bondage, 
depending on the flesh, living for self, and seeking the 
praise of men and not the glory of God. 

No, Paul’s doctrine of Christian liberty through 
grace is not the dangerous doctrine. It is /egalism that is 
the dangerous doctrine, because /egalism attempts to do 
the impossible: change the old nature and make it obey 
the laws of God. Legalism succeeds for a short time, 
and then the flesh begins to rebel. The surrendered 
Christian who depends on the power of the Spirit is 
not denying the law of God or rebelling against it. 
Rather, that law is being fulfilled in him through the 
Spirit (Rom. 8:1—4). It is easy to see the sequence of 
thought in these closing chapters: 


1. I have been set free by Christ. I am no longer under 
bondage to the law (Gal. 5:1-12). 

2. But I need something—Someone—to control my 
life from within. That Someone is the Holy Spirit 
(Gal. 5:13-26). 

3. Through the Spirit’s love, I have a desire to live for 
others, not for self (Gal. 6:1-10). 

4. This life of liberty is so wonderful, I want to live it 
to the glory of God; for He is the One making it 
possible (Gal. 6:11-18). 


Now, contrast this with the experience of the per- 
son who chooses to live under law, under the discipline 
of some religious leader: 


1. If I obey these rules, I will become a more spiritual 
person. I am a great admirer of this religious leader, 
so I now submit myself to his system. 

2. I believe I have the strength to obey and improve 
myself. I do what I am told and measure up to the 
standards set for me. 

3. ’m making progress. I don’t do some of the things I 
used to do. Other people compliment me on my 
obedience and discipline. I can see that I am better 
than others in my fellowship. How wonderful to 
be so spiritual. 

4. If only others were like me! God is certainly fortu- 
nate that I am His. I have a desire to share this 
with others so they can be as I am. Our group is 
growing and we have a fine reputation. Too bad 
other groups are not as spiritual as we are. 


No matter how you look at it, legalism is an insidi- 
ous, dangerous enemy. When you abandon grace for law, 
you always lose. In this first section (Gal. 5:1-12), Paul 
explained what the believer loses when he turns from 
God’s grace to man-made rules and regulations. 


The Slave—You Lose Your Liberty (5:1) 

Paul has used two comparisons to show his readers 
what the law is really like: a schoolmaster or guardian 
(Gal. 3:24; 4:2), and a bondwoman (Gal. 4:22ff.). 
Now he compared it to a yoke of slavery. You will recall 
that Peter used this same image at the famous confer- 
ence in Jerusalem (see Acts 15:10). 

The image of the yoke is not difficult to under- 
stand. It usually represents slavery, service, and control 
by someone else over your life; it may also represent 
willing service and submission to someone else. When 
God delivered Israel from Egyptian servitude, it was 
the breaking of a yoke (Lev. 26:13). The farmer uses 
the yoke to control and guide his oxen because they 
would not willingly serve if they were free. 

When the believers in Galatia trusted Christ, they 
lost the yoke of servitude to sin and put on the yoke of 
Christ (Matt. 11:28-30). The yoke of religion is hard, 
and the burdens heavy; Christ’s yoke is “easy” and His 
burden is “light.” That word easy in the Greek means 
“kind, gracious.” The yoke of Christ frees us to fulfill 
His will, while the yoke of the law enslaves us. The 
unsaved. person wears a yoke of sin (Lam. 1:14); the 
religious legalist wears the yoke of bondage (Gal. 5:1); 
but the Christian who depends on God’s grace wears 
the liberating yoke of Christ. 

It is Christ who has made us free from the bondage 
of the law. He freed us from the curse of the law by 
dying for us on the tree (Gal. 3:13). The believer is no 
longer under law; he is under grace (Rom. 6:14). This 
does not mean that we are outlaws and rebels. It sim- 
ply means that we no longer need the external force of 
law to keep us in God’s will, because we have the inter- 
nal leading of the Holy Spirit of God (Rom. 8:1-4). 
Christ died to set us free, not to make us slaves. To go 
back to law is to become entangled in a maze of “do's 
and don'ts” and to abandon spiritual adulthood for a 
“second childhood.” 

Sad to say, there are some people who feel very inse- 
cure with liberty. They would rather be under the 
tyranny of some leader than to make their own deci- 
sions freely. There are some believers who are 
frightened by the liberty they have in God’s grace; so 
they seek out a fellowship that is legalistic and dictato- 
rial, where they can let others make their decisions for 
them. This is comparable to an adult climbing back 
into the crib. The way of Christian liberty is the way of 
fulfillment in Christ. No wonder Paul issues that ulti- 
matum: “Do not be entangled again in the yoke of 
bondage. Take your stand for liberty.” 


The Debtor—You Lose Your Wealth (5:2-6) 

Paul used three phrases to describe the losses the 
Christian incurs when he turns from grace to law: 
“Christ shall profit you nothing” (Gal. 5:2); “a debtor 
to do the whole law” (Gal. 5:3); “Christ is become of 
no effect unto you” (Gal. 5:4). This leads to the sad 
conclusion in Galatians 5:4: “Ye are fallen from grace.” 
It is bad enough that legalism robs the believer of his 
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liberty, but it also robs him of his spiritual wealth in 
Christ. The believer living under law becomes a bank- 
rupt slave. 

God’s Word teaches that when we were unsaved, we 
owed God a debt we could not pay. Jesus made this 
clear in His parable of the two debtors (Luke 7:36-50). 
Two men owed money to a creditor, the one owing ten 
times as much as the other. But neither was able to pay, 
so the creditor “graciously forgave them both” (literal 
translation). No matter how much morality a man may 
have, he still comes short of the glory of God. Even if 
his sin debt is one tenth that of others, he stands unable 
to pay, bankrupt at the judgment bar of God. God in 
His grace, because of the work of Christ on the cross, 
is able to forgive sinners, no matter how large their 
debt may be. 

Thus when we trust Christ, we become spiritually 
rich. We now share in the riches of God’s grace (Eph. 
1:7), the riches of His glory (Eph. 1:18; Phil. 4:19), the 
riches of His wisdom (Rom. 11:33), and the “unsearch- 
able riches of Christ” (Eph. 3:8). In Christ we have “all 
the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:3), 
and we are “complete in him” (Col. 2:10). Once a per- 
son is “in Christ,” he has all that he needs to live the 
kind of Christian life God wants him to live. 

The Judaizers, however, want us to believe that we 
are missing something, that we would be more “spiri- 
tual” if we practiced the law with its demands and 
disciplines. But Paul made it clear that the law adds 
nothing—because nothing can be added! Instead, the law 
comes in as a thief and robs the believer of the spiritual 
riches he has in Christ. It puts him back into bank- 
ruptcy, responsible for a debt he is unable to pay. 

To live by grace means to depend on God’s abun- 
dant supply of every need. To live by law means to 
depend on my own strength—the flesh—and be left to 
get by without God’s supply. Paul warned the Galatians 
that to submit to circumcision in these circumstances 
would rob them of all the benefits they have in Christ 
(though circumcision itself is an indifferent matter, 
Gal. 5:6; 6:15). Furthermore, to submit would put 
them under obligation to obey the whole law. 

It is at this point that legalists reveal their hypocrisy, 
for they fail to keep the whole law. They look on the 
Old Testament law the way a customer surveys the 
food in a cafeteria: they choose what they want and 
leave the rest. But this is not honest. To teach that a 
Christian today should, for example, keep the Sabbath 
but not the Passover, is to dismember God’s law. The 
same Lawgiver who gave the one commandment also 
gave the other (James 2:9-11). Earlier, Paul had quoted 
Moses to prove that the curse of the law is on everyone 
who fails to keep all the law (Gal. 3:10; see Deut. 
27:26). 

Imagine a motorist driving down a city street and 
deliberately driving through a red light. He is pulled 
over by a policeman who asks to see his driver's license. 
Immediately the driver begins to defend himself. 
“Officer, I know I ran that red light—but I have never 
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robbed anybody. I’ve never killed anybody. I’ve never 
cheated on my income tax.” 

The policeman smiles as he writes out the ticket, 
because he knows that no amount of obedience can make 
up for one act of disobedience. It is one law, and the same 
law that protects the obedient man punishes the 
offender. To boast about keeping part of the law while 
at the same time breaking another part is to confess 
that I am worthy of punishment. 

Now we can better understand what Paul meant by 
“fallen from grace” (Gal. 5:4). Certainly he was not 
suggesting that the Galatians had “lost their salvation,” 
because throughout this letter he dealt with them as 
believers. At least nine times he called them brethren, 
and he also used the pronoun we (Gal. 4:28, 31). This 
Paul would never do if his readers were lost. He boldly 
stated, “And because ye are sons, God hath sent forth 
the Spirit of his Son into your hearts, crying, ‘Abba, 
Father” (Gal. 4:6). If his readers were unsaved, Paul 
could never write those words. 

No, to be “fallen from grace” does not mean to lose 
salvation. Rather, it means “fallen out of the sphere of 
God’s grace.” You cannot mix grace and law. If you 
decide to live in the sphere of law, then you cannot live 
in the sphere of grace. The believers in Galatia had 
been bewitched by the false teachers (Gal. 3:1) and thus 
were disobeying the truth. They had removed toward 
another gospel (Gal. 1:6-9) and had turned back to the 
elementary things of the old religion (Gal. 4:9). As a 
result, they had become entangled with the yoke of 
bondage, and this led to their present position: “fallen 
from grace.” And the tragedy of this fall is that they 
had robbed themselves of all the good things Jesus 
Christ could do for them. 

Paul next presented the life of the believer in the 
sphere of grace (Gal. 5:5-6). This enables us to contrast 
the two ways of life. When you live by grace, you 
depend on the power of the Spirit; but under law, you 
must depend on yourself and your own efforts. Faith is 
not dead; faith works (see James 2:14-26). But the 
efforts of the flesh can never accomplish what faith can 
accomplish through the Spirit. And faith works 
through love—love for God and love for others. 
Unfortunately, flesh does not manufacture love; too 
often it produces selfishness and rivalry (see Gal. 5:15). 
No wonder Paul pictured the life of legalism as a fall! 

When the believer walks by faith, depending on the 
Spirit of God, he lives in the sphere of God’s grace; and 
all his needs are provided. He experiences the riches of 
God’s grace. And, he always has something to look for- 
ward to (Gal. 5:5): one day Jesus shall return to make 
us like Himself in perfect righteousness. The law gives 
no promise for perfect righteousness in the future. The 
law prepared the way for the first coming of Christ 
(Gal. 3:23—4:7), but it cannot prepare the way for the 
second coming of Christ. 

So, the believer who chooses legalism robs himself 
of spiritual liberty and spiritual wealth. He deliberately 
puts himself into bondage and bankruptcy. 
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The Runner—You Lose Your Direction (5:7-12) 

Paul was fond of athletic illustrations and used them 
often in his letters. His readers were familiar with the 
Olympic Games as well as other Greek athletic contests 
that always included footraces. It is important to note 
that Paul never uses the image of the race to tell people 
how to be saved. He is always talking to Christians 
about how to live the Christian life. A contestant in the 
Greek games had to be a citizen before he could compete. 
We become citizens of heaven through faith in Christ; 
then the Lord puts us on our course, and we run to win 
the prize (see Phil. 3:12-21). We do not run to be 
saved; we run because we are already saved and want to 
fulfill God’s will in our lives (Acts 20:24). 

“You did run well.” When Paul first came to them, 
they received him “as an angel of God” (Gal. 4:14). 
They accepted the Word, trusted the Lord Jesus Christ, 
and received the Holy Spirit. They had a deep joy that 
was evident to all, and were willing to make any sacri- 
fice to accommodate Paul (Gal. 4:15). But now, Paul 
was their enemy. What had happened? 

A literal translation of Galatians 5:7 gives us the 
answer: “You were running well. Who cut in on you so 
that you stopped obeying the truth?” In the races, each 
runner was to stay in his assigned lane, but some run- 
ners would cut in on their competitors to try to get 
them off course. This is what the Judaizers had done to 
the Galatian believers: they cut in on them and forced 
them to change direction and go on a “spiritual detour.” 
It was not God who did this, because He had called 
them to run faithfully in the lane marked “Grace.” 

His explanation changes the figure of speech from 
athletics to cooking, for Paul introduces the idea of 
yeast (leaven). In the Old Testament, leaven is generally 
pictured as a symbol of evil. During Passover, for exam- 
ple, no yeast was allowed in the house (Ex. 12:15-19; 
13:7). Worshippers were not permitted to mingle 
leaven with sacrifices (Ex. 34:25), though there were 
some exceptions to this rule. Jesus used leaven as a pic- 
ture of sin when He warned against the “leaven of the 
Pharisees” (Matt. 16:6—12); and Paul used leaven as a 
symbol of sin in the church at Corinth (1 Cor. 5). 

Yeast is really a good illustration of sin: it is small, 
but if left alone it grows and permeates the whole. The 
false doctrine of the Judaizers was introduced to the 
Galatian churches in a small way, but, before long, the 
“yeast” grew and eventually took over. 

The spirit of legalism does not suddenly overpower 
a church. Like leaven, it is introduced secretly, it grows, 
and before long poisons the whole assembly. In most 
cases, the motives that encourage legalism are good 
(“We want to have a more spiritual church”), but the 
methods are not scriptural. 

It is not wrong to have standards in a church, but 
we should never think that the standards will make 
anybody spiritual, or that the keeping of the standards 
is an evidence of spirituality. How easy it is for the yeast 
to grow. Before long, we become proud of our spiritu- 


ality (“puffed up” is the way Paul put it [1 Cor. 5:2] 


and that is exactly what yeast does: it puffs up), and 
then critical of everybody else’s lack of spirituality. 
This, of course, only feeds the flesh and grieves the 
Spirit, but we go on our way thinking we are glorifying 
God. 

Every Christian has the responsibility to watch for 
the beginnings of legalism, that first bit of yeast that 
infects the fellowship and eventually grows into a seri- 
ous problem. No wonder Paul is so vehement as he 
denounces the false teachers: “I am suffering persecu- 
tion because I preach the cross, but these false teachers 
are popular celebrities because they preach a religion 
that pampers the flesh and feeds the ego. Do they want 
to circumcise you? I wish that they themselves were cut 
off?” (Gal. 5:11-12, literal translation). 

Since the death and resurrection of Christ, there is 
no spiritual value to circumcision; it is only a physical 
operation. Paul wished that the false teachers would 
operate on themselves—‘castrate themselves’—so that 
they could not produce any more “children of slavery.” 

The believer who lives in the sphere of God’s grace 
is free, rich, and running in the lane that leads to 
reward and fulfillment. The believer who abandons 
grace for law is a slave, a pauper, and a runner on a 
detour. In short, he is a loser. And the only way to 
become a winner is to “purge out the leaven,” the false 
doctrine that mixes law and grace, and yield to the 
Spirit of God. 

God’s grace is sufficient for every demand of life. 
We are saved by grace (Eph. 2:8-10), and we serve by 
grace (1 Cor. 15:9-10). Grace enables us to endure suf- 
fering (2 Cor. 12:9). It is grace that strengthens us (2 
Tim. 2:1) so that we can be victorious soldiers. Our 
God is the God of all grace (1 Peter 5:10). We can 
come to the throne of grace and find grace to help in 
every need (Heb. 4:16). As we read the Bible, which is 
“the word of his grace” (Acts 20:32), the Spirit of grace 
(Heb. 10:29) reveals to us how rich we are in Christ. 

“And of his fullness have all we received, and grace 
for grace” (John 1:16). 

How rich we are! 


CHAPTER TEN 
Galations 5:13-26 


THE FIFTH FREEDOM 


t the close of an important speech to Congress on 
ivr 6, 1941, President Franklin D. Roosevelt 

shared his vision of the kind of world he wanted 
to see after the war was over. He envisioned four basic 
freedoms enjoyed by all people: freedom of speech, 
freedom of worship, freedom from want, and freedom 
from fear. To some degree, these freedoms have been 
achieved on a wider scale than in 1941, but our world 
still needs another freedom, a fifth freedom. Man needs 
to be free from himself and the tyranny of his sinful 
nature. 


Galatians 5 


The legalists thought they had the answer to the 
problem in laws and threats, but Paul has explained 
that no amount of legislation can change man’s basic 
sinful nature. It is not law on the outside, but love on 
the inside that makes the difference. We need another 
power within, and that power comes from the Holy 
Spirit of God. 

There are at least fourteen references to the Holy 
Spirit in Galatians. When we believe on Christ, the 
Spirit comes to dwell within us (Gal. 3:2). We are 
“born after the Spirit” as was Isaac (Gal. 4:29). It is the 
Holy Spirit in the heart who gives assurance of salva- 
tion (Gal. 4:6); and it is the Holy Spirit who enables us 
to live for Christ and glorify Him. The Holy Spirit is 
not simply a “divine influence”; He is a divine Person, 
just as are the Father and the Son. What God the 
Father planned for you, and God the Son purchased for 
you on the cross, God the Spirit personalizes for you 
and applies to your life as you yield to Him. 

This paragraph is perhaps the most crucial in the 
entire closing section of Galatians; for in it Paul 
explained three ministries of the Holy Spirit that 
enable the believer to enjoy liberty in Christ. 


The Spirit Enables Us to Fulfill the Law of Love 
(5:13-15) 

We are prone to go to extremes. One believer interprets 
liberty as license and thinks he can do whatever he 
wants to do. Another believer, seeing this error, goes to 
an opposite extreme and imposes law on everybody. 
Somewhere between /icense on the one hand and zegal- 
ism on the other hand is true Christian liberty. 

So, Paul began by explaining our calling: we are 
called to liberty. The Christian is a free man. He is free 
from the guilt of sin because he has experienced God’s 
forgiveness. He is free from the penalty of sin because 
Christ died for him on the cross. And he is, through 
the Spirit, free from the power of sin in his daily life. He 
is also free from the /aw with its demands and threats. 
Christ bore the curse of the law and ended its tyranny 
once and for all. We are “called unto liberty” because 
we are “called into the grace of Christ” (Gal. 1:6). 
Grace and liberty go together. 

Having explained our calling, Paul then issued a 
caution: “Don't allow your liberty to degenerate into 
license!” 

This, of course, is the fear of all people who do not 
understand the true meaning of the grace of God. “If 
you do away with rules and regulations,” they say, “you 
will create chaos and anarchy.” 

Of course, that danger is real, not because God’s 
grace fails, but because men fail of the grace of God 
(Heb. 12:15). If there is a “true grace of God” (1 Peter 
5:12), then there is also a false grace of God; and there 
are false teachers who “change the grace of our God 
into a license for immorality” (Jude 4 Nrv). So, Paul’s 
caution is a valid one. Christian liberty is not a license 
to sin but an opportunity to serve. 

This leads to a commandment: “By love serve one 
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another” (Gal. 5:13). The key word, of course, is love. 
The formula looks something like this: 


liberty + love = service to others 
liberty — love = license (slavery to sin) 


“I have an extra day off this week,” Carl told his 
wife as he walked into the kitchen. “I think I'll use it to 
fix Donna’s bike and then take Larry on that museum 
trip he’s been talking about.” 

“Fixing a bike and visiting a museum hardly sound 
like exciting ways to spend a day off,” his wife replied. 

“It’s exciting if you love your kids!” 

The amazing thing about love is that it takes the 
place of all the laws God ever gave. “Thou shalt love 
thy neighbor as thyself” solves every problem in 
human relations (see Rom. 13:8-14). If you love peo- 
ple (because you love Christ), you will not steal from 
them, lie about them, envy them, or try in any way to 
hurt them. Love in the heart is God’s substitute for 
laws and threats. 

When our children were small, we lived next to a 
busy highway, and the children knew they would be 
spanked if they went near the road. As they grew older, 
they discovered that obedience brought rewards. They 
learned to obey not only to escape pain but to gain 
pleasure. Today they live in different metropolitan areas 
and all of them drive. But we neither threaten nor bribe 
them in order to keep them safe. They have a built-in 
discipline of love that regulates their lives, and they 
would not deliberately hurt themselves, their parents, 
or other people. Love has replaced law. 

On a much higher level, the Holy Spirit within 
gives us the love that we need (Rom. 5:5; Gal. 5:6, 22). 
Apparently the Galatian believers were lacking in this 
kind of love, because they were “biting and devouring 
one another” and were in danger of destroying one 
another (Gal. 5:15). The picture here is of wild animals 
attacking each other. This in itself is proof that law can- 
not force people to get along with each other. No 
matter how many rules or standards a church may 
adopt, they are no guarantee of spirituality. Unless the 
Holy Spirit of God is permitted to fill hearts with His 
love, selfishness and competition will reign. Both 
extremes in the Galatian churches—the legalists and 
the libertines—were actually destroying the fellowship. 

The Holy Spirit does not work in a vacuum. He 
uses the Word of God, prayer, worship, and the fellow- 
ship of believers to build us up in Christ. The believer 
who spends time daily in the Word and prayer, and 
who yields to the Spirit’s working, is going to enjoy lib- 
erty and will help build up the church. Read 2 
Corinthians 3 for Paul’s explanation of the difference 
between a spiritual ministry of grace and a carnal min- 
istry of law. 


The Spirit Enables Us to Overcome the Flesh 


(5:16-21, 24) 
The conflict (vv. 16-17). Just as Isaac and Ishmael 
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were unable to get along, so the Spirit and the flesh (the 
old nature) are at war with each other. By “the flesh,” 
of course, Paul did not mean “the body.” The human 
body is not sinful; it is neutral. If the Holy Spirit con- 
trols the body, then we walk in the Spirit; but if the 
flesh controls the body, then we walk in the lusts 
(desires) of the flesh. The Spirit and the flesh have dif- 
ferent appetites, and this is what creates the conflict. 

These opposite appetites are illustrated in the Bible 
in different ways. For example, the sheep is a clean ani- 
mal and avoids garbage, while the pig is an unclean 
animal and enjoys wallowing in filth (2 Peter 2:19-22). 
After the rain ceased and the ark settled, Noah released 
a raven, which never came back (Gen. 8:6-7). The 
raven is a carrion-eating bird and found plenty to feed 
on. But when Noah released the dove (a clean bird), it 
came back (Gen. 8:8—12). The last time he released the 
dove and it did not return, he knew that it had found 
a clean place to settle down; therefore the waters had 
receded. 

Our old nature is like the pig and the raven, always 
looking for something unclean on which to feed. Our 
new nature is like the sheep and the dove, yearning for 
that which is clean and holy. No wonder a struggle goes 
on within the life of the believer! The unsaved man 
knows nothing of this battle because he does not have 
the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:9). 

Note that the Christian cannot simply will to over- 
come the flesh: “These two are opposed to each other, 
so that you cannot do anything you please” (Gal. 5:17, 
Williams). It is this very problem that Paul discusses in 
Romans: “I do not know what I am doing. For what I 
want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do.... For 
what I do is not the good I want to do; no, the evil I 
do not want to do—this I keep on doing” (Rom. 7:15, 
19 ntv). Paul is not denying that there is victory. He is 
simply pointing out that we cannot win this victory in 
our own strength and by our own will. 

The conquest (v. 18). The solution is not to pit 
our will against the flesh, but to surrender our will to 
the Holy Spirit. This verse literally means “But if you 
are willingly led by the Spirit, then you are not under 
the law.” The Holy Spirit writes God’s law on our 
hearts (Heb. 10:14-17; see 2 Cor. 3) so that we desire 
to obey Him in love. “I delight to do thy will, O my 
God: yea, thy law is within my heart” (Ps. 40:8). Being 
“led of the Spirit” and “walking in the Spirit” are the 
opposites of yielding to the desires of the flesh. 

The crucifixion (vv. 19-21, 24). Paul now lists 
some of the ugly “works of the flesh.” (You will find 
similar lists in Mark 7:20-23; Rom. 1:29-32; 1 Tim. 
1:9-10; 2 Tim. 3:2-5.) The flesh is able to manufac- 
ture sin, but it can never produce the righteousness of 
God. “The heart is deceitful above all things, and des- 
perately wicked” (Jer. 17:9). This list in Galatians can 
be divided into three major categories: 

The sensual sins (vv. 19, 21b). Adultery is illicit sex 
between married people, while fornication generally 
refers to the same sin among unmarried people. 


Uncleanness means just that: a filthiness of heart and 
mind that makes the person defiled. The unclean per- 
son sees dirt in everything (see Titus 1:15). 
Lasciviousness is close to our word debauchery. It speaks 
of a wanton appetite that knows no shame. It goes 
without saying that all of these sins were rampant in 
the Roman Empire. Drunkenness and revellings (orgies) 
need no explanation. 

The superstitious sins (v. 20a). Idolatry, like the sins 
named above, is with us today. Idolatry is simply put- 
ting things ahead of God and people. We are to 
worship God, love people, and use things, but too 
often we use people, love self, and worship things, leav- 
ing God out of the picture completely. Jesus tells us 
that whatever we worship, we serve (Matt. 4:10). The 
Christian who devotes more of himself to his car, 
house, or boat than he does to serving Christ may be in 
danger of idolatry (Col. 3:5). 

The word witchcraft is from the Greek word phar- 
makeia, which means “the use of drugs.” Our English 
word pharmacy is derived from this word. Magicians in 
Paul’s day often used drugs to bring about their evil 
effects. Of course, sorcery is forbidden in the Bible as 
are all activities of the occult (Deut. 18:9-22). 

The social sins (vv. 20b-21a). Hatred means 
“enmity,” the attitude of mind that defies and chal- 
lenges others. This attitude leads to variance, which is 
strife, the outworking of enmity. Emulations means 
jealousies or rivalries. How tragic when Christians 
compete with one another and try to make one another 
look bad in the eyes of others. Wrath means outbursts 
of anger, and strife carries with it the idea of “self-seek- 
ing, selfish ambition,” that creates divisions in the 
church. 

Seditions and heresies are kindred terms. The first 
suggests division, and the second cliques caused by a 
party spirit. Divisions and factions would be a fair trans- 
lation. These are the result of church leaders promoting 
themselves and insisting that the people follow them, 
not the Lord. (The word heresy in the Greek means “to 
make a choice.”) Envyings suggests the carrying of 
grudges, the deep desire for what another has (see Prov. 
14:30). Murders needs no elucidation. 

The person who practices these sins shall not inherit 
the kingdom of God. Paul is not talking about an act 
of sin, but a habit of sin. There is a false assurance of 
salvation that is not based on the Word of God. The 
fact that the believer is not under law, but under grace, 
is no excuse for sin (Rom. 6:15). If anything, it is an 
encouragement to live in obedience to the Lord. 

But how does the believer handle the old nature 
when it is capable of producing such horrible sins? The 
law cannot change or control the old nature. 

The old nature must be crucified (v. 24). Paul 
explains that the believer is identified with Christ in 
His death, burial, and resurrection (Rom. 6). Christ 
not only died for me, but J died with Christ. Christ died 
for me to remove the penalty of my sin, but I died with 
Christ to break sin’s power. 
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Paul has mentioned this already in Galatians (see 
2:19-20), and he will mention it again (6:14). He does 
not tell us to crucify ourselves, because this is impossi- 
ble. (Crucifixion is one death a man cannot inflict on 
himself.) He tells us that the flesh has already been cru- 
cified. It is our responsibility to believe this and act on 
it. (Paul calls this “reckoning” in Rom. 6; you have the 
same truth presented in Col. 3:5ff.) 

You and I are not debtors to the flesh, but to the 
Spirit (Rom. 8:12—14). We must accept what God says 
about the old nature and not try to make it something 
that it is not. We must not make “provision for the 
flesh” (Rom. 13:14) by feeding it the things that it 
enjoys. In the flesh dwells no good thing (Rom. 7:18), 
so we should put no confidence in the flesh (Phil. 3:3). 
The flesh is not subject to God’s law (Rom. 8:7) and it 
cannot please God (Rom. 8:8). Only through the Holy 
Spirit can we “put to death” the deeds that the flesh 
would do through our body (Rom. 8:13). The Holy 
Spirit is not only the Spirit of life (Rom. 8:2; Gal. 
5:25), but He is also the Spirit of death: He helps us to 
reckon ourselves dead to sin. 

We have seen two ministries of the Spirit of God: 
He enables us to fulfill the law, and He enables us to 
overcome the flesh. He has a third ministry as well. 


The Spirit Enables Us to Produce Fruit (5:22-23, 
25-26) 

It is one thing to overcome the flesh and zot do evil 
things, but quite something else to do good things. The 
legalist might be able to boast that he is not guilty of 
adultery or murder (but see Matt. 5:21-32), but can 
anyone see the beautiful graces of the Spirit in his life? 
Negative goodness is not enough in a life; there must 
be positive qualities as well. 

The contrast between works and fruit is important. 
A machine in a factory works and turns out a product, 
but it could never manufacture fruit. Fruit must grow 
out of life, and, in the case of the believer, it is the life 
of the Spirit (Gal. 5:25). When you think of “works” 
you think of effort, labor, strain, and toil; when you 
think of “fruit” you think of beauty, quietness, the 
unfolding of life. The flesh produces “dead works” 
(Heb. 9:14), but the Spirit produces living fruit And 
this fruit has in it the seed for still more fruit (Gen. 
1:11). Love begets more love! Joy helps to produce 
more joy! Jesus is concerned that we produce “fruit ... 
more fruit ... much fruit” (John 15:2, 5), because this 
is the way we glorify Him. The old nature cannot pro- 
duce fruit; only the new nature can do that. 

The New Testament speaks of several different 
kinds of “fruit”: people won to Christ (Rom. 1:13), 
holy living (Rom. 6:22), gifts brought to God (Rom. 
15:26-28), good works (Col. 1:10), and praise (Heb. 
13:15). The “fruit of the Spirit” listed in our passage 
has to do with character (Gal. 5:22-23). It is important 
that we distinguish the gżft of the Spirit, which is salva- 
tion (Acts 2:38; 11:17), and the gifts of the Spirit, 
which have to do with service (1 Cor. 12), from the 
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graces of the Spirit, which relate to Christian character. 
It is unfortunate that an overemphasis on gifts has led 
some Christians to neglect the graces of the Spirit. 
Building Christian character must take precedence over 
displaying special abilities. 

The characteristics that God wants in our lives are 
seen in the ninefold fruit of the Spirit. Paul began with 
love because all of the other fruit is really an outgrowth 
of love. Compare these eight qualities with the charac- 
teristics of love given to the Corinthians (see 1 Cor. 
13:4-8). This word for love is agape, which means 
divine love. (The Greek word eros, meaning “sensual 
love,” is never used in the New Testament.) This divine 
love is God’s gift to us (Rom. 5:5), and we must culti- 
vate it and pray that it will increase (Phil. 1:9). 

When a person lives in the sphere of love, then he 
experiences joy—that inward peace and sufficiency that 
is not affected by outward circumstances. (A case in 
point is Paul’s experience recorded in Phil. 4:10-20.) 
This “holy optimism” keeps him going in spite of dif- 
ficulties. Love and joy together produce peace, “the 
peace of God, which passeth all understanding” (Phil. 
4:7). These first three qualities express the Godward 
aspect of the Christian life. 

The next three express the manward aspect of the 
Christian life: long suffering (courageous endurance 
without quitting), gentleness (kindness), and goodness 
(love in action). The Christian who is long suffering 
will not avenge himself or wish difficulties on those 
who oppose him. He will be kind and gentle, even with 
the most offensive, and will sow goodness where others 
sow evil. Human nature can never do this on its own; 
only the Holy Spirit can. 

The final three qualities are selfward: faith (faithful- 
ness, dependability); meekness (the right use of power 
and authority, power under control); and temperance 
(self-control). Meekness is not weakness. Jesus said, “I 
am meek and lowly in heart” (Matt. 11:29), and Moses 
was “very meek” (Num. 12:3); yet no one could accuse 
either of them of being weak. The meek Christian does 
not throw his weight around or assert himself. Just as 
wisdom is the right use of knowledge, so meekness is 
the right use of authority and power. 

It is possible for the old nature to counterfeit some 
of the fruit of the Spirit, but the flesh can never produce 
the fruit of the Spirit. One difference is this: when the 
Spirit produces fruit, God gets the glory and the 
Christian is not conscious of his spirituality; but when 
the flesh is at work, the person is inwardly proud of 
himself and is pleased when others compliment him. 
The work of the Spirit is to make us more like Christ 
for His glory, not for the praise of men. 

The cultivation of the fruit is important. Paul warns 
that there must be a right atmosphere before the fruit 
will grow (Gal. 5:25-26). Just as fruit cannot grow in 
every climate, so the fruit of the Spirit cannot grow in 
every individual’s life or in every church. 

Fruit grows in a climate blessed with an abundance 


of the Spirit and the Word. “Walk in the Spirit” (Gal. 
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5:25) means “keep in step with the Spirit”—not to run 
ahead and not to lag behind. This involves the Word, 
prayer, worship, praise, and fellowship with God’s peo- 
ple. It also means “pulling out the weeds” so that the 
seed of the Word can take root and bear fruit. The 
Judaizers were anxious for praise and “vainglory,” and 
this led to competition and division. Fruit can never 
grow in that kind of an atmosphere. 

We must remember that this fruit is produced to be 
eaten, not to be admired and put on display. People 
around us are starving for love, joy, peace, and all the 
other graces of the Spirit. When they find them in our 
lives, they know that we have something they lack. We 
do not bear fruit for our own consumption; we bear 
fruit that others might be fed and helped, and that 
Christ might be glorified. The flesh may manufacture 
“results” that bring praise to us, but the flesh cannot 
bear fruit that brings glory to God. It takes patience, an 
atmosphere of the Spirit, walking in the light, the seed 
of the Word of God, and a sincere desire to honor 
Christ. 

In short, the secret is the Holy Spirit. He alone can 
give us that “fifth freedom’—freedom from sin and 
self. He enables us to fulfill the law of love, to overcome 
the flesh, and to bear fruit. 

Will you yield to Him and let Him work? 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 
Galatians 6:1-10 


THE LIBERTY OF LOVE 


he story has often been told about the message the 
T founder of the Salvation Army sent to their inter- 

national convention. General William Booth was 
unable to attend personally because of ill health, so he 
cabled the delegates a message containing one word: 
“OTHERS!” 

In the popular comic strip “Peanuts,” Lucy asks 
Charlie Brown, “Why are we here on earth?” He 
replies, “To make others happy.” She ponders this for a 
moment and then asks, “Then why are the others 
here?” 

“One another” is one of the key phrases in the 
Christian’s vocabulary. “Love one another” is found at 
least a dozen times in the New Testament, along with 
“pray one for another” (James 5:16), “edify one 
another” (1 Thess. 5:11), prefer one another (Rom. 
12:10), “use hospitality one to another” (1 Peter 4:9), 
and many other like admonitions. 

In the section before us, Paul adds another phrase: 
“Bear ye one another’s burdens” (Gal. 6:2). The Spirit- 
led Christian thinks of others and how he can minister 
to them. In this section, Paul described two important 
ministries that we ought to share with one another. 


Bearing Burdens (6:1-5) 


The legalist is not interested in bearing burdens. 


Instead, he adds to the burdens of others (Acts 15:10). 
This was one of the sins of the Pharisees in Jesus’ day: 
“For they bind heavy burdens and grievous to be 
borne, and lay them on men’s shoulders; but they 
themselves will not move them with one of their fin- 
gers” (Matt. 23:4). The legalist is always harder on 
other people than he is on himself, but the Spirit-led 
Christian demands more of himself than he does of 
others that he might be able to help others. 

Paul presented a hypothetical case of a believer who 
is suddenly tripped up and falls into sin. The word 
overtaken carries the idea of being surprised, so it is not 
a case of deliberate disobedience. Why did Paul use this 
illustration? Because nothing reveals the wickedness of 
legalism better than the way the legalists treat those who 
have sinned. Call to mind the Pharisees who dragged a 
woman taken in adultery before Jesus (John 8). Or that 
Jewish mob that almost killed Paul because they 
thought he had defiled the temple by bringing in 
Gentiles (Acts 21:27ff.). (Legalists do not need. facts 
and proof; they need only suspicions and rumors. 
Their self-righteous imaginations will do the rest.) So, 
in this paragraph, Paul was really contrasting the way 
the legalist would deal with the erring brother, and the 
way the spiritual man would deal with him. 

A contrast in aim. The spiritual man would seek to 
restore the brother in love, while the legalist would 
exploit the brother. The word restore means “to mend, 
as a net, or to restore a broken bone.” If you have ever 
had a broken bone, you know how painful it is to have 
it set. The sinning believer is like a broken bone in the 
body, and he needs to be restored. The believer who is 
led by the Spirit and living in the liberty of grace will 
seek to help the erring brother, for “the fruit of the 
Spirit is love” (Gal. 5:22). “By love serve one another” 
(Gal. 5:13). When Jesus sought to be a physician to the 
sinful, He was severely criticized by the Pharisees 
(Mark 2:13-17), and so the spiritual believer today will 
be criticized by the legalists. 

Instead of trying to restore the erring brother, the 
legalist will condemn him and then use the brother to 
make himself look good. This is what the Pharisee did in 
the parable of the Pharisee and the publican (Luke 
18:9-14). “[Love] shall cover the multitude of sins” (1 
Peter 4:8). The legalist rejoices when a brother falls, 
and often gives the matter wide publicity, because then 
he can boast about his own goodness and how much 
better his group is than the group to which the fallen 
brother belongs. 

This is why Paul admonished us, “Let us not be 
desirous of vainglory, provoking one another, envying 
one another” (Gal. 5:26). The word provoke means “to 
challenge to a contest, to compete with.” The believer 
who walks in the Spirit is not competing with other 
Christians or challenging them to become “as good as 
he is.” However, the legalist lives by competition and 
comparison, and tries to make himself look good by 
making the other fellow look bad. 

A contrast in attitude. The Spirit-led believer 
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approaches the matter in a spirit of meekness and love, 
while the legalist has an attitude of pride and condem- 
nation. The legalist does not need to “consider 
himself” because he pretends he could never commit 
such a sin. But the believer living by grace realizes that 
no man is immune from falling. “Let him that thinketh 
he standeth take heed lest he fall” (1 Cor. 10:12). He 
has an attitude of humility because he realizes his own 
weaknesses. 

But there is a second contrast: he knows the love of 
Christ in his own heart. “The law of Christ” is “Love 
one another” (John 13:34; 15:12). Paul has already dis- 
cussed the “law of love” (Gal. 5:13-15), and now he is 
applying it. “Tender loving care” is not a modern 
invention, because Paul is urging it on believers in this 
passage. How much we appreciate it when the doctor 
uses tenderness as he sets a broken bone. And how 
much more should we use “tender loving care” when 
we seek to restore a broken life. 

It takes a great deal of love and courage for us to 
approach an erring brother and seek to help him. Jesus 
compared this to eye surgery (Matt. 7:1-5)—and how 
many of us feel qualified for that? 

Paul probably had in mind here our Lord’s instruc- 
tions on reconciliation (Matt. 18:15-35). If your 
brother sins against you, go talk to him privately, not 
for the purpose of winning an argument, but for the 
purpose of winning your brother. (That word gained is 
the same word Paul used in 1 Cor. 9:19-22 to refer to 
winning the lost to Christ. It is important to win the 
lost, but it is also important to win the saved.) If he 
hears you, then the matter is settled. But if he will not 
agree, then ask one or two spiritual people to go with 
you. If he will still not settle the matter, then the whole 
church must be informed and take steps of discipline. 
But Jesus went on to point out that the church must 
practice prayer (Matt. 18:19-20) and forgiveness 
(Matt. 18:21-35), or discipline will not be effective. 

The legalist, of course, has no time for this kind of 
spiritual “soul-winning.” When he hears that his 
brother has sinned, instead of going to the brother, he 
shares the sad news with others (“so you can pray more 
intelligently about it”) and then condemns the brother 
for not being more spiritual. 

Remember, the legalist makes himself look better 
by making his brother look worse. Thus Paul’s warn- 
ings here (Gal. 6:3-4). The Judaizers were guilty of 
boasting about themselves, their achievements, and 
their converts (Gal. 6:12-14). They usually did this by 
comparing themselves with others (see 2 Cor. 10:11). 
But such comparisons are sinful and deceptive. It is 
easy to find somebody worse off than we are, so that 
our comparison makes us look better than we really 
are. Christian love would lead us not to expose a 
brother's failures or weaknesses, no matter how much 
better it would make us look. 

A man should “prove his own work” (Gal. 6:4) in 
the light of God’s will and not in the shadows of some- 
body else’s achievements. “Each man should test his 
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own actions. Then he can take pride in himself, with- 
out comparing himself to somebody else, for each man 
should carry his own load” (Gal. 6:4-5 nv). There is 
no place for competition in the work of God, unless we 
are competing against sin and Satan. When we see 
words like “best, fastest-growing, biggest, finest” 
applied to Christian ministries, we wonder who is get- 
ting the glory. 

This does not mean that it is wrong to keep records. 
Charles Haddon Spurgeon used to say, “Those who 
criticize statistics usually have none to report.” But we 
must be careful that we are not making others look bad 
just to make ourselves look good. And we should be 
able to rejoice at the achievements and blessings of oth- 
ers just as if they were our own (Rom. 12:10). After all, 
if one member of the body is blessed, it blesses the 
whole body. 

There is no contradiction between Galatians 6:2 
and 5, because two different Greek words for burden 
are used. In Galatians 6:2 it is a word meaning “a heavy 
burden,” while in Galatians 6:5 it describes “a soldier's 
pack.” We should help each other bear the heavy bur- 
dens of life, but there are personal responsibilities that 
each man must bear for himself. “Each soldier must 
bear his own pack.” If my car breaks down, my neigh- 
bor can help drive my children to school, but he 
cannot assume the responsibilities that only belong to 
me as their father. That is the difference. It is wrong for 
me to expect somebody else to be the father in our fam- 
ily; that is a burden (and a privilege) that I alone can 
bear. 


Sharing Blessings (6:6-10) 

Just as one another is a key phrase in the Christian 
vocabulary, so is the word fellowship (translated “com- 
municate” in Gal. 6:6). From the very beginning of the 
church, sharing was one of the marks of Christian expe- 
rience (Acts 2:41-47). The Greek word has now 
worked its way into our English vocabulary, and we see 
the word koinonia here and there in religious publica- 
tions. It simply means “to have in common,” and refers 
to our common fellowship in Christ (Gal. 2:9), our 
common faith (Jude 3), and even our sharing in the 
sufferings of Christ (Phil. 3:10). But often in the New 
Testament, koinonia refers to the sharing of material 
blessings with one another (Acts 2:42; 2 Cor. 8:4; Heb. 
13:16 [Greek text]). It is this that Paul had in mind in 
these verses. 

He began with a precept (Gal. 6:6), urging us to 
share with one another. The teacher of the Word shares 
spiritual treasures, and those who are taught ought to 
share material treasures. (Paul used a similar approach 
when he explained why the Gentile churches ought to 
give an offering to the Jewish believers, Rom. 15:27.) 
We must remember that what we do with material 
things is an evidence of how we value spiritual things. 
“For where your treasure is, there will your heart be 
also” (Matt. 6:21). 

Because the apostle Paul did not want money to 
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become a stumbling block to the unsaved, he earned 
his own living (see 1 Cor. 9), but he repeatedly taught 
that the spiritual leader in the church was to be sup- 
ported by the gifts of the people. Jesus said, “The 
laborer is worthy of his hire” (Luke 10:7), and Paul 
echoed this statement (1 Cor. 9:11, 14). 

But we must realize the spiritual principle that lies 
behind this precept. God does not command believers 
to give simply that pastors and teachers (and mission- 
aries, Phil. 4:10-19) might have their material needs 
met, but that the givers might get a greater blessing (Gal. 
6:7-8). The basic principle of sowing and reaping is 
found throughout the entire Bible. God has ordained 
that we reap what we sow. Were it not for this law, the 
whole principle of cause and effect would fail. The 
farmer who sows wheat can expect to reap wheat. If it 
were otherwise, there would be chaos in our world. 

But God has also told us to be careful where we sow, 
and it is this principle that Paul dealt with here. He 
looked on our material possessions as seed, and he sees 
two possible kinds of soil: the flesh and the Spirit. We 
can use our material goods to promote the flesh, or to 
promote the things of the Spirit. But once we have fin- 
ished sowing, we cannot change the harvest. 

Money sown to the flesh will bring a harvest of cor- 
ruption (see Gal. 5:19-21). That money is gone and 
can never be reclaimed. Money sown to the Spirit (such 
as sharing with those who teach the Word) will pro- 
duce life, and in that harvest will be seeds that can be 
planted again for another harvest, and on and on into 
eternity. If every believer only looked on his material 
wealth as seed, and planted it properly, there would be 
no lack in the work of the Lord. Sad to say, much seed 
is wasted on carnal things and can never bring glory to 
God. 

Of course, there is a much wider application of the 
principle to our lives; because all that we do is either an 
investment in the flesh or the Spirit. We shall reap 
whatever we have sown, and we shall reap in proportion 
as we have sown. “He which soweth sparingly shall reap 
also sparingly; and he which soweth bountifully shall 
reap also bountifully” (2 Cor. 9:6). The believer who 
walks in the Spirit and “sows” in the Spirit is going to 
reap a spiritual harvest. If his sowing has been gener- 
ous, the harvest will be bountiful, if not in this life, 
certainly in the life to come. 

Paul’s enemies, the Judaizers, did not have this spir- 
itual attitude toward giving and receiving. Paul 
sacrificed and labored that he might not be a burden to 
the churches, but the false teachers used the churches 
to promote their own schemes and fill their own cof- 
fers. This is also what happened in the Corinthian 
church, and Paul had to write them: “In fact, you even 
put up with anyone who enslaves you or exploits you 
or takes advantage of you or pushes himself forward or 
slaps you in the face” (2 Cor. 11:20 nrv). 

How many times we have seen the sacrificing godly 
pastor persecuted and driven out, while the arrogant 
promoter is honored and gets everything he wants. The 


carnal believer thrives under the “spiritual dictatorship” 
of a legalistic promoter-pastor, because it makes him 
feel secure, successful, and spiritual. The carnal believer 
will sacrifice what he has to make the work more suc- 
cessful, only to discover that he is sowing to the flesh 
and not to the Spirit. 

Having given us the precept (Gal. 6:6) and the 
principle behind the precept (Gal. 6:7-8), Paul now 
gave us a promise (Gal. 6:9): “In due season we shall 
reap if we faint not.” Behind this promise is a peril: get- 
ting weary in the work of the Lord, and then eventually 
fainting, and stopping our ministry. 

Sometimes spiritual fainting is caused by a lack of 
devotion to the Lord. It is interesting to contrast two 
churches that are commended for “work, labor, and 
patience” (1 Thess. 1:3; Rev. 2:2). The church at 
Ephesus had actually left its first love and was backslid- 
den (Rev. 2:4-5). Why? The answer is seen in the 
commendation to the Thessalonian church: “Work of 
faith, labor of love, patience of hope.” Not just work, 
labor, and patience, but the proper motivation: “faith, 
love, and hope.” How easy it is for us to work for the 
Lord, but permit the spiritual motivation to die. Like 
the priests of Israel that Malachi addressed, we serve 
the Lord but complain, “Behold, what a weariness is it” 
(Mal. 1:13). 

Sometimes we faint because of lack of prayer. “Men 
ought always to pray, and not to faint” (Luke 18:1). 
Prayer is to the spiritual life what breathing is to the 
physical life, and if you stop breathing, you will faint. 
It is also possible to faint because of lack of nourish- 
ment. “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every 
word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God” (Matt. 
4:4). If we try to keep going without proper food and 
rest, we will faint. How important it is to “wait upon 
the Lord” to get the strength we need for each day (Isa. 
40:28-31). 

But the promise Paul gave us will help to keep us 
going: “In due season we shall reap.” The seed that is 
planted does not bear fruit immediately. There are sea- 
sons to the soul just as there are seasons to nature, and 
we must give the seed time to take root and bear fruit. 
How wonderful it is when the plowman overtakes the 
reaper (Amos 9:13). Each day we ought to sow the seed 
so that one day we will be able to reap (Ps. 126:5-6). 
But we must remember that the Lord of the harvest is 
in charge, and not the laborers. 

Sharing blessings involves much more than teach- 
ing the Word and giving of our material substance. It 
also involves doing good “unto all men” (Gal. 6:10). 
There are those in this world who do evil (Ps. 34:16); 
in fact, there are those who return evil for good (Ps. 
35:12). Most of the people in the world return good 
for good and evil for evil (see Luke 6:32-35; 1 Thess. 
5:15). But the Christian is supposed to return good for 
evil (Rom. 12:18-21) and to do this in a spirit of 
Christian love. Actually, the Christian’s good works are 
a spiritual sacrifice that he gives to the Lord (Heb. 
13:16). 


Galatians 6 


We are to “do good unto all men.” This is how we 
let our light shine and glorify our Father in heaven 
(Matt. 5:16). It is not only by words that we witness to 
the lost, but also by our works. In fact, our works pave 
the way for our verbal witness; they win us the right to 
be heard. It is not a question of asking, “Does this per- 
son deserve my good works?” Did we deserve what 
God did for us in Christ? Nor should we be like the 
defensive lawyer who tried to argue, “Who is my 
neighbor?” (Luke 10:25-37). Jesus made it very clear 
that the question is not “Who is my neighbor?” but 
“To whom can I be a neighbor?” 

As we “do good unto all men,” we must give prior- 
ity to “the household of faith,” the fellowship of 
believers. This does not mean that the local church 
should become an exclusive clique with the members 
isolated from the world around them and doing noth- 
ing to help the lost. Rather, it is a matter of balance. 
Certainly the believers in Paul’s day would have greater 
needs than would the outsiders, since many of the 
believers suffered for their faith (see Heb. 10:32-34). 
Furthermore, a man always cares for his own family 
before he cares for the neighborhood (1 Tim. 5:8). 

We must remember, however, that we share with 
other Christians so that all of us might be able to share 
with a needy world. The Christian in the household of 
faith is a receiver that he might become a transmitter. 
As we abound in love for one another, we overflow in 
love for all men (1 Thess. 3:12). 

This is how it was meant to be. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 
Galatians 6:11-18 


THE MARKS OF FREEDOM 


t was Paul’s custom, after dictating a letter, to take 
Í the pen and write his own farewell. His standard sig- 

nature was “The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be 
with you” (1 Thess. 5:28; see 2 Thess. 3:17—18). But so 
concerned was Paul that the Galatians get the message 
of this letter that he took the pen and wrote an entire 
concluding paragraph with his own hand. “Look at the 
large letters I write with my own hand!” 

Why did Paul write this paragraph, and why did he 
use such large letters? The Holy Spirit inspired him to 
add these closing words to give one more contrast 
between the legalists and the Spirit-led Christians, to 
show that the Spirit-led believer lives for the glory of 
God, not the praise of man. And he wrote in large let- 
ters for emphasis: “DON’T MISS THIS!” 

Some Bible students believe that Paul’s thorn in the 
flesh (2 Cor. 12:7—10; Gal. 4:14-15) was some kind of 
eye trouble. This would mean that he would have to 
write in large letters so that he himself would be able to 
read what he had written. Whether or not that is true, 
Paul was making it clear that he had something impor- 
tant to write in conclusion, that he was not simply 
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going to end the letter in some conventional manner. 
If he did have eye trouble, his willingness to write this 
closing paragraph with his own hand would certainly 
appeal to the hearts of the readers. 

He has shown them that the believer living under 
law and the believer living under grace are diametri- 
cally opposed to each other. It is not just a matter of 
“different doctrine,” but a matter of two different ways 
of life. They had to choose between bondage or liberty 
(Gal. 5:1-12), the flesh or the Spirit (Gal. 5:13-26), 
and living for self or living for others (Gal. 6:1-10). 

Now he presented a fourth contrast: living for the 
praise of men or the glory of God (Gal. 6:11-18). He 
was dealing with motive, and there is no greater need in 
our churches today than for an examination of the 
motives for our ministries. We know what we are 
doing, but do we know why we are doing it? A good 
work is spoiled by a bad motive. 

Paul approached this delicate subject in an interest- 
ing way. The legalists wanted to subject the Galatian 
believers to circumcision, so Paul took this up and 
related it to the work of Christ on the cross, and also to 
his own ministry. In this paragraph Paul presented 
three “marked men’—the legalist (Gal. 6:12-13), the 
Lord Jesus Christ (Gal. 6:14-16), and the apostle Paul 
himself (Gal. 6:17-18). 


The Legalist (6:12-13) 
Paul did not have anything good to say about the legal- 
ist. He described him and his kind in four ways. 

They are braggarts (vv. 12a, 13b). Their main 
purpose was not to win people to Christ, or even to 
help the believers grow in grace. Their chief purpose 
was to win more converts so they could brag about 
them. They wanted to “make a fine impression out- 
wardly” even though they did no good inwardly. Their 
work was not done for the good of the church or for 
the glory of God; it was done for their own glory. 

While it is certainly not wrong to want to win peo- 
ple to Christ, or to see the work of the Lord increase, it 
is definitely wrong to want these blessings for the glory 
of man. We want to see more people sharing in our 
ministries, not so that we can count people, but 
because people count. But we must be careful not to 
use people to further our own selfish programs for our 
own glorification. 

I receive a number of local church newsletters and 
newspapers. I was shocked to find an article in one of 
them in which the pastor named several other churches 
and proceeded to explain how his church was much 
better. Some of the churches he mentioned were not 
evangelical in belief, and I wondered what those mem- 
bers would think of Christ and the gospel if they read 
his boastful critique. No doubt it made it difficult for 
the believers to witness to these other people once this 
pastor had condemned their churches. 

They are compromisers (v. 12b). Why did they 
preach and practice circumcision and all that went with 
it? To escape persecution. Because Paul preached the 
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grace of God and salvation apart from the works of the 
law, he was persecuted (Gal. 5:11). The Judaizers tried 
to make the Christians think that they too were 
Christians, and they tried to make the followers of the 
Mosaic law think that they too obeyed the law. 
Consequently, they escaped being persecuted by the 
legalistic group for their identification with the cross of 
Christ and its devastating effect on the law. 

We are prone to look at the cross (and crucifixion) 
in a sentimental way. We wear crosses on our lapels or 
on chains around our necks. But to the first-century 
citizen, the cross was not a beautiful piece of jewelry; it 
was the lowest form of death and the ultimate in 
humiliation. The proper Roman citizen would never 
mention the cross in polite conversation. It stood for 
rejection and shame. 

When Paul trusted Christ, he identified himself 
with the cross and took the consequences. To the Jew 
the cross was a stumbling block, and to the Gentile it 
was foolishness (1 Cor. 1:18-31). The legalists, empha- 
sizing circumcision rather than crucifixion, won many 
converts. Theirs was a popular religion because it 
avoided the shame of the cross. 

They are persuaders (v. 12a). The word constrain 
carries with it the idea of strong persuasion and even 
force. It is translated “compel” in Galatians 2:14. 
While it does not mean “to force against one’s will,” it 
is still a strong word. It indicates that the Judaizers were 
great persuaders; they had a “sales talk” that convinced 
the Galatian believers that legalism was the way for 
them. Whenever Paul presented the Word, it was in 
truth and sincerity, and he used no oratorical tricks or 
debater’s skills. (See 1 Cor. 2:1-5 and 2 Cor. 4:1-5 to 
see how Paul presented the Word to his listeners. Paul 
was not a politician; he was an ambassador.) 

They are hypocrites (v. 13). “They want you to 
submit to the law, but they themselves do not obey the 
law.” The legalists belonged to the same group as the 
Pharisees about whom Jesus said, “They say and do 
not” (Matt. 23:3). Of course, Paul was not suggesting 
that the Judaizers should keep the law, because keeping 
the law is neither possible nor necessary. Rather, he was 
condemning them for their dishonesty; they had no 
intention of keeping the law, even if they could. Their 
reverence for the law was only a mask to cover their real 
goal: winning more converts to their cause. They 
wanted to report more statistics and get more glory. 

Yes, the legalist is a marked man; so when you 
detect him, avoid him. 


Jesus Christ (6:14-16) 

Paul kept coming back to the cross (Gal. 2:20-21; 3:13; 
4:5; 5:11, 24; 6:12). “If righteousness come by the law, 
then Christ is dead in vain” (Gal. 2:21). The wounds of 
Calvary certainly make Christ a “marked Man,” for 
those wounds mean liberty to those who will trust 
Him. The Judaizers boasted in circumcision; but Paul 
boasted in a crucified and risen Savior. He gloried in 
the cross. Certainly this does not mean that he gloried 


in the brutality or suffering of the cross. He was not 
looking at the cross as a piece of wood on which a crim- 
inal died. He was looking at the cross of Christ and 
glorying in it. Why would Paul glory in the cross? 

He knew the Person of the cross. Jesus Christ is 
mentioned at least forty-five times in the Galatian let- 
ter, which means that one third of the verses contain 
some reference to Him. The person of Jesus Christ cap- 
tivated Paul, and it was Christ who made the cross 
glorious to him. In his early years as a Jewish rabbi, 
Paul had much to glory in (Gal. 1:13-14; Phil. 
3:1-10); but after he met Christ, all his self-glory 
turned to mere refuse. The legalists did not glory in the 
cross of Christ because they did not glory in Christ. It was 
Moses—and themselves—who got the glory. They did 
not really know the Person of the cross. 

He knew the power of the cross. To Saul, the 
learned Jewish rabbi, a doctrine of sacrifice on a cross 
was utterly preposterous. That the Messiah would 
come, he had no doubt, but that He would come to 
die—and to die on a cursed cross—well, there was no 
place for this in Saul’s theology. The cross in that day 
was the ultimate example of weakness and shame. Yet 
Saul of Tarsus experienced the power of the cross and 
became Paul the apostle. The cross ceased to be a stum- 
bling block to him and became, instead, the very 
foundation stone of his message: “Christ died for our 
sins. 

For Paul, the cross meant /iberty: from self (Gal. 
2:20), the flesh (Gal. 5:24), and the world (Gal. 6:14). 
In the death and resurrection of Christ, the power of 
God is released to give believers deliverance and vic- 
tory. It is no longer we who live; it is Christ who lives 
in us and through us. As we yield to Him, we have vic- 
tory over the world and the flesh. There is certainly no 
power in the law to give a man victory over self, the 
flesh, and the world. Quite the contrary, the law 
appeals to the human ego (“I can do something to 
please God”), and encourages the flesh to work. And 
the world does not care if we are “religious” just so long 
as the cross is left out. In fact, the world approves of 
religion—apart from the gospel of Jesus Christ. So, the 
legalist inflates the ego, flatters the flesh, and pleases 
the world; the true Christian crucifies all three. 

He knew the purpose of the cross. It was to bring 
into the world a new “people of God.” For centuries, 
the nation of Israel had been the people of God, and 
the law had been their way of life. All of this was prepa- 
ration for the corning of Jesus Christ (Gal. 4:1-7). 
Now that Christ had come and finished His great work 
of redemption, God had set aside the nation of Israel 
and brought into the world a “new creation” and a new 
nation, “the Israel of God.” This does not mean that 
God is finished with the nation of Israel. Today, God is 
calling out from both Jews and Gentiles “a people for 
his name” (Acts 15:14), and in Christ there are no 
racial or national distinctions (Gal. 3:27-29). Paul 
clearly taught, however, that there is a future in God’s 
plan for the Jewish nation (Rom. 11). 
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One purpose of the cross was to bring in a new cre- 
ation (Gal. 6:15 iv). This “new creation” is the 
church, the body of Christ. The “old creation” was 
headed by Adam, and it ended in failure. The new cre- 
ation is headed by Christ, and it is going to succeed. 

To the Romans, Paul explained the doctrine of the 
two Adams—Adam and Christ (Rom. 5:12—21). The 
first Adam disobeyed God and brought into the world 
sin, death, and judgment. The Last Adam (1 Cor. 
15:45) obeyed God and brought life, righteousness, 
and salvation. Adam committed one sin and plunged 
all of creation into judgment. Christ performed one 
act of obedience in His death on the cross, and paid 
for all the sins of the world. Because of Adam’s sin, 
death reigns in this world. Because of Christ’s victory, 
we can “reign in life” through Jesus Christ (Rom. 5:17). 
In other words, the believer belongs to a “new cre- 
ation,” a spiritual creation, that knows nothing of the 
defects and limitations of the “old creation” (see 2 Cor. 
5:17). 

Another purpose of the cross was to create a new 
nation, “the Israel of God” (Gal. 6:16). This is one of 
many names for the church found in the New 
Testament. Jesus said to the Jewish leaders, “The king- 
dom of God shall be taken from you, and given to a 
nation bringing forth the fruits thereof” (Matt. 21:43). 
Peter identified that nation as the family of God: “But 
ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, an holy 
nation” (1 Peter 2:9). 

As mentioned previously, this does not mean that 
the church has permanently replaced the nation of 
Israel in the program of God, but only that the church 
is “the people of God” on earth today just as Israel was 
in centuries past. 

What a rebuke to the Judaizers. They wanted to 
take the church back into Old Testament law, when 
that law could not even be kept by the nation of Israel! 
That nation was set aside to make way for God’s new 
people, the church! 

Believers today may not be “Abraham’s children” in 
the flesh, but they are “Abrahams seed” through faith 
in Jesus Christ (Gal. 4:28-29). They have experienced 
a circumcision of the heart that is far more effective 
than physical circumcision (Rom. 2:29; Phil. 3:3; Col. 
2:11). For this reason, neither circumcision nor the 
lack of it is of any consequence to God (Gal. 6:15; see 
also Gal. 5:6). 


The Apostle Paul (6:17-18) 
There was a time when Paul was proud of his mark of 
circumcision (Phil. 3:4-6), but after he became a 
believer, he became a “marked man” in a different way. 
He now gloried in the scars he had received and in the 
suffering he had endured in the service of Jesus Christ. 
The contrast with the legalists is plain to see: “The 
Judaizers want to mark your flesh and brag about you, 
but I bear in my body the brands of the Lord Jesus 
Christ—for His glory.” What a rebuke! “If your reli- 
gious celebrities have any scars to show for the glory of 
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Christ, then let them be shown. Otherwise—stop 
bothering me!” 

Paul was not claiming that he bore the five wounds 
of Calvary on his body. Rather he was affirming that he 
had suffered for Christ’s sake (something the legalists 
never did), and he had on his body the scars to prove 
it. When you read 2 Corinthians 11:18-33, you have 
no difficulty understanding this claim of his, for in 
many ways and in many places Paul suffered physically 
for Christ. 

In Paul’s day, it was not unusual for the follower of 
some heathen god or goddess to be branded with the 
mark of that idol. He was proud of his god and wanted 
others to know it. In the same way, Paul was “branded” 
for Jesus Christ. It was not a temporary mark that 
could be removed, but a permanent mark that he 
would take to his grave. Nor did he receive his brands 
in an easy way: he had to suffer repeatedly to become a 
marked man for Christ. 

It was also the practice in that day to brand slaves, 
so that everyone would know who the owner was. Paul 
was the slave of Jesus Christ, and he wore His mark to 
prove it. 

It is worth noting that sim brands a person. It may 
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mark his mind, his personality, even his body. Few peo- 
ple are proud of the sin marks they bear, and 
conversion does not change them. (Thank God, those 
changes will come when Jesus returns!) How much bet- 
ter it is to love Christ and live for Him and be 
“branded” for His glory. 

Believers today need to remember that it is the 
Christian leader who has suffered for Christ who has 
something to offer. The Judaizers in Paul’s day knew 
nothing of suffering. They may have been persecuted 
in some small way for belonging to a religious group, 
but this is far different from “the fellowship of his 
[Christ’s] sufferings” (Phil. 3:10). 

Beware of that religious leader who lives in his ivory 
tower and knows nothing of battling against the world, 
the flesh, and the devil, who has no “marks” to show 
for his obedience to Christ. Paul was no armchair gen- 
eral; he was out in the front lines, waging war against 
sin, and taking his share of suffering. 

So, Paul comes to the end of his letter; and he closes 
just the way he began: GRACE! Not “the law of 
Moses,” but THE GRACE OF OUR LORD JESUS 
CHRIST! 


No more need be said, because that says it all. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Ephesians 1:1-3 


SAINTS ALIVE! 


he had gone down in history as “America’s 

Greatest Miser,” yet when she died in 1916, 

“Hetty” Green left an estate valued at over $100 
million. She ate cold oatmeal because it cost to heat it. 
Her son had to suffer a leg amputation, because she 
delayed so long in looking for a free clinic that his case 
became incurable. She was wealthy, yet she chose to 
live like a pauper. 

Eccentric? Certainly! Crazy? Perhaps—but nobody 
could prove it. She was so foolish that she hastened her 
own death by bringing on an attack of apoplexy while 
arguing about the value of drinking skimmed milk! But 
Hetty Green is an illustration of too many Christian 
believers today. They have limitless wealth at their dis- 
posal, and yet they live like paupers. It was to this kind 
of Christian that Paul wrote the epistle to the 
Ephesians. 


The Author (1:1a) 

Some names in history we identify immediately, and 
“Paul” is one of them. His name was originally “Saul” 
(Acts 7:58), and, since he was from the tribe of 
Benjamin (Phil. 3:5), it is likely he was named after the 
first king of Israel (1 Sam. 9). Unlike his namesake, 
however, Saul of Tarsus was obedient, and faithfully 
served God. As a devoted rabbi, Saul became the leader 
of the antichristian movement in Jerusalem (Acts 
9:1-2; Gal. 1:13-14). But in the midst of this activity, 
Saul was “arrested” by Jesus Christ and was converted 
(Acts 9:3ff.; 26). 

Saul of Tarsus became Paul, the apostle to the 
Gentiles (Acts 9:15). While he was ministering in the 
church of Antioch, he was called by the Spirit to take 
the gospel to the Gentiles, and he obeyed (Acts 
13:1-3). The book of Acts records three missionary 
journeys that took Paul throughout the Roman Empire 
in one of the greatest evangelistic endeavors in church 
history. About the year 53, Paul first ministered in 
Ephesus but did not remain there (Acts 18:19-21). 
Two years later, while on his third journey, Paul stayed 
in Ephesus for at least two years and saw that whole 
vast area evangelized (Acts 19:1-20). During these 
years, he founded a strong church in the city that was 
dedicated to the worship of the goddess Diana. For a 
description of Paul’s ministry in Ephesus, read Acts 20, 
and for an explanation of the opposition to Paul’s min- 
istry there, read Acts 19:21-41. 

It was nearly ten years later when Paul wrote to his 
beloved friends in Ephesus. Paul was a prisoner in 
Rome (Eph. 3:1; 4:1; 6:20), and he wanted to share 
with these believers the great truths the Lord had 
taught him about Christ and the church. Compare 
Ephesians 6:21-22 with Colossians 4:7-9 and 
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Philemon to get a better understanding of the histori- 
cal background. Onesimus, a slave, ran away from 
Philemon, his master, who lived at Colosse. While in 
Rome, Onesimus met Paul and was converted. 
Tychicus, one of the pastors of the church at Colosse, 
which may have met in Philemon’s house, was also in 
Rome to discuss some problems with Paul. So Paul 
took advantage of the presence of these two men to 
send three letters to his friends: the epistle to the 
Ephesians, the epistle to the Colossians, and the epistle 
to Philemon. At the same time, he sent Onesimus back 
to his master. 

So, the letter was written from Rome about the year 
AD 62. Though Paul was on trial for his life, he was 
concerned about the spiritual needs of the churches he 
had founded. As an apostle, “one sent with a commis- 
sion,” he had an obligation to teach them the Word of 
God and to seek to build them up in the faith (Eph. 
4:11-12). 


The Assembly (1:1b-2) 

Are you surprised to find Paul addressing his letter to 
saints? After all, saints are dead people who have 
achieved such spiritual eminence that they have been 
given that special title, saints. Or are they? 

No word in the New Testament has suffered more 
than this word saint. Even the dictionary defines a saint 
as a “person officially recognized for holiness of life.” 
Who makes this official recognition? Usually some reli- 
gious body, and the process by which a person becomes 
a saint is technically known as canonization. The 
deceased persons life is examined carefully to see 
whether he qualifies for sainthood. If the candidate’s 
character and conduct are found to be above reproach, 
if he has been responsible for working at least two mir- 
acles, then he is qualified to be made a saint. 

As interesting as this procedure is, we do not find it 
authorized in the Bible. Nine times in this brief letter, 
Paul addressed his readers as saints (Eph. 1:1, 15, 18; 
2:19; 3:8, 18; 4:12; 5:3; 6:18). These saints were alive, 
not dead, though once they had been “dead in tres- 
passes and sins” (Eph. 2:1-3). And it is clear that they 
had never performed any miracles, though they had 
experienced a miracle by trusting Christ as Savior (Eph. 
2:4-10). The word saint is simply one of the many 
terms used in the New Testament to describe “one who 
has trusted Jesus Christ as Savior.” The person is 
“alive,” not only physically, but also spiritually (Eph. 
2:1). You will find Christians called disciples (Acts 9:1, 
10, 19, 25-26, 36, 38), people of the Way (Acts 9:2), 
and saints (Acts 9:13, 32, 41). 

The word saint means “one who has been set 
apart.” It is related to the word sanctified, which means 
“set apart.” When the sinner trusts Christ as his Savior, 
he is taken out of “the world” and placed “in Christ.” 
The believer is zz the world physically, but not of the 
world spiritually (John 17:14-16). Like a scuba diver, 
he exists in an alien environment because he possesses 
special equipment—in this case, the indwelling Holy 


Spirit of God. Every true believer possesses the Holy 
Spirit (Rom. 8:9; 1 Cor. 6:19-20), and it is through 
the Spirit’s power that the Christian is able to function 
in the world. 

Now for the important question: How did these 
people at Ephesus become saints? The answer is found 
in two words: “faithful” and “grace” (Eph. 1:1-2). 
When Paul addressed his letter to the “saints ... and 
faithful in Christ Jesus” he was not addressing two dif- 
ferent groups of people. The word faithful carries the 
meaning of “believers in Christ Jesus.” These people 
were not saved by living faithful lives; rather they put 
their faith in Christ and were saved. This is clear from 
Ephesians 1:12-14, 19. 

The word grace is used twelve times in Ephesians, 
and refers to “the kindness of God toward undeserving 
people.” Grace and mercy often are found together in 
the Bible, and they certainly belong together in the 
experience of salvation. Grace and faith go together, 
because the only way to experience grace and salvation 
is through faith (Eph. 2:8-9). 

The phrase “in Christ Jesus” is used twenty-seven 
times in this letter! It describes the spiritual position of 
the believer: He is identified with Christ he is in 
Christ, and therefore is able to draw on the wealth of 
Christ for his own daily living. 


The Aim (1:3) 

Each book in the Bible has its own special theme and 
message, even though it may deal with many different 
topics. Genesis is the book of beginnings; Matthew is 
the book of the kingdom; Galatians is the book of jib- 
erty. Ephesians 1:3 states its theme: the Christians riches 
in Christ. 

The source of our blessings. “Blessed be the God 
and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.” God the Father 
has made us rich in Jesus Christ! When you were born 
again into God’s family, you were born rich. Through 
Christ you share in the riches of God’s grace (Eph. 1:7; 
2:7), God’s glory (Eph. 1:18; 3:16), God’s mercy (Eph. 
2:4), and “the unsearchable riches of Christ” (Eph. 
3:8). Our heavenly Father is not poor; He is rich—and 
He has made us rich in His Son. 

J. Paul Getty, one of the richest men in the world, 
was worth an estimated $1.3 billion. The weekly 
income of some of the “oil sheiks” runs into the mil- 
lions. Yet all of this wealth is but “pennies” when 
compared with the spiritual wealth we have in Christ. 
In this letter, Paul explained to us what these riches are 
and how we may draw on them for effective Christian 
living. 

The scope of our blessings. We have “all spiritual 
blessings.” This can be translated “all the blessings of 
the Spirit,” referring to the Holy Spirit of God. In the 
Old Testament, God promised His earthly people, 
Israel, material blessings as a reward for their obedience 
(Deut. 28:1-13). Today, He promises to supply all our 
needs “according to his riches in glory by Christ Jesus” 
(Phil. 4:19), but He does not promise to shield us from 
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either poverty or pain. The Father has given us every 
blessing of the Spirit, everything we need for a success- 
ful, satisfying Christian life. The spiritual is far more 
important than the material. 

The Holy Spirit is mentioned many times in this 
letter, because He is the One who channels our riches 
to us from the Father, through the Son. Not to know 
and depend on the Holy Spirit’s provision is to live a 
life of spiritual poverty. No wonder Paul began his 
Ephesian ministry asking some professed Christians if 
they really knew the Holy Spirit (Acts 19:1-7). We 
might ask professed Christians today, “Did you receive 
the Holy Spirit when you believed?” If the answer is no, 
then you are not saved. “Now if any man have not the 
Spirit of Christ, he is none of his” (Rom. 8:9). Unless 
you have the witness of the Spirit (Rom. 8:15-16), you 
cannot draw on the wealth of the Spirit. 

The sphere of our blessings. Our blessings are “in 
heavenly places in Christ.” Perhaps a clearer translation 
would be “in the heavenlies in Christ.” The unsaved 
person is interested primarily in earthlies, because this 
is where he lives. Jesus called them “the children of this 
world” (Luke 16:8). The Christian’s life is centered in 
heaven. His citizenship is in heaven (Phil. 3:20); his 
name is written in heaven (Luke 10:20); his Father is in 
heaven; and his attention and affection ought to be 
centered on the things of heaven (Col. 3:1ff.). 
Evangelist D. L. Moody used to warn about people 
who were so “heavenly minded they were no earthly 
good,” but that is not what Paul was describing. “The 
heavenlies” (literal translation) describes that place 
where Jesus Christ is right now (Eph. 1:2) and where 
the believer is seated with Him (Eph. 2:6). The battles 
we fight are not with flesh and blood on earth, but with 
satanic powers “in the heavenlies” (Eph. 6:12). 

The Christian really operates in two spheres: the 
human and the divine, the visible and the invisible. 
Physically, he is on the earth in a human body, but spir- 
itually he is seated with Christ in the heavenly 
sphere—and it is this heavenly sphere that provides the 
power and direction for the earthly walk. The president 
of the United States is not always seated at his desk in 
the White House, but that executive chair represents 
the sphere of his life and power. No matter where he is, 
he is the president, because only he has the privilege of 
sitting at that desk. Likewise with the Christian: no 
matter where he may be on this earth, he is seated in 
the heavenlies with Jesus Christ, and this is the basis of 
his life and power. 

When she was young, Victoria was shielded from 
the fact that she would be the next ruling monarch of 
England lest this knowledge spoil her. When her 
teacher finally did let her discover for herself that she 
would one day be Queen of England, Victoria's 
response was, “Then I will be good!” Her life would be 
controlled by her position. No matter where she was, 
Victoria was governed by the fact that she sat on the 
throne of England. 

The fact that Paul is writing about wealth would be 
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significant to his readers, because Ephesus was consid- 
ered the bank of Asia. One of the seven wonders of the 
world—the great temple of Diana—was in Ephesus 
and was not only a center for idolatrous worship, but 
also a depository for wealth. Some of the greatest art 
treasures of the ancient world were housed in this mag- 
nificent building. In this letter, Paul will compare the 
church of Jesus Christ to a temple and will explain the 
great wealth that Christ has in His church. Paul has 
already used the word riches, but you may want to 
check other “financial” words such as inheritance (Eph. 
1:11, 14, 18; 5:5) and fullness, or filled (Eph. 1:10, 23; 
3:19; 4:10, 13; 5:18). Paul is saying to us, “BE RICH!” 


The Analysis 

Paul’s letter to the Ephesians is as carefully structured as 
that great temple of Diana, and it contains greater 
beauty and wealth! We inherit the wealth by faith and 
invest the wealth by works. Without this balance, our 
spiritual riches do us no good. 


CHAPTER TWO 
Ephesians 1:4-14 
HOW RICH YOU ARE! 


ne of the funniest cartoons I ever saw showed a 
0 pompous lawyer reading a client’s last will and tes- 

tament to a group of greedy relatives. The caption 
read, “I, John Jones, being of sound mind and body, 
spent it all!” 

When Jesus Christ wrote His last will and testa- 
ment for His church, He made it possible for us to 
share His spiritual riches. Instead of spending it all, 
Jesus Christ paid it all. His death on the cross and His 
resurrection make possible our salvation. 

He wrote us into His will, then He died so the will 
would be in force. Then He arose again that He might 
become the heavenly Advocate (lawyer) to make sure 
the terms of the will were correctly followed! 

In this long sentence, Paul named just a few of the 
blessings that make up our spiritual wealth. 


Blessings from God the Father (1:4-6) 
He has chosen us (v. 4). This is the marvelous doc- 
trine of election, a doctrine that has confused some and 
confounded others. A seminary professor once said to 
me, “Try to explain election and you may lose your 
mind. But try to explain it away and you may lose your 
soul!” That salvation begins with God, and not with 
man, all Christians will agree. “Ye have not chosen me, 
but I have chosen you” (John 15:16). The lost sinner, 
left to his own ways, does not seek God (Rom. 
3:10-11); God in His love seeks the sinner (Luke 
19:10). 

Note that God chose us even before He created the 
universe, so that our salvation is wholly of His grace 
and not on the basis of anything we ourselves have 
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done. He chose us im Christ, not in ourselves. And He 
chose us for a purpose: to be holy and without blame. 
In the Bible, election is always unto something. It is a 
privilege that carries a great responsibility. 

Does the sinner respond to God’s grace against his 
own will? No, he responds because God’s grace makes 
him willing to respond. The mystery of divine sover- 
eignty and human responsibility will never be solved in 
this life. Both are taught in the Bible (John 6:37). Both 
are true, and both are essential. 

You will note that all three persons in the 
Godhead are involved in our salvation (see also 1 
Peter 1:3). As far as God the Father is concerned, you 
were saved when He chose you in Christ in eternity 
past. But that alone did not save you. As far as God 
the Son is concerned, you were saved when He died 
for you on the cross. As far as God the Spirit is con- 
cerned, you were saved when you yielded to His 
conviction and received Christ as your Savior. What 
began in eternity past was fulfilled in time present, 
and will continue for all eternity! 

He has adopted us (v. 5). Here we meet that mis- 
understood word predestination. This word, as it is used 
in the Bible, refers primarily to what God does for 
saved people. Nowhere in the Bible are we taught that 
people are predestined to hell, because this word refers 
only to God’s people. The word simply means “to 
ordain beforehand, to predetermine.” Election seems 
to refer to people, while predestination refers to pur- 
poses. The events connected with the crucifixion of 
Christ were predestined (Acts 4:25-28). God has pre- 
destined our adoption (Eph. 1:5) and our conformity 
to Christ (Rom. 8:29-30), as well as our future inher- 
itance (Eph. 1:11). 

Adoption has a dual meaning, both present and 
future. You do not get into God’s family by adoption. 
You get into His family by regeneration, the new birth 
(John 3:1-18; 1 Peter 1:22-25). Adoption is the act of 
God by which He gives His “born ones” an adult 
standing in the family. Why does He do this? So that 
we might immediately begin to claim our inheritance 
and enjoy our spiritual wealth! A baby cannot legally 
use this inheritance (Gal. 4:1-7), but an adult son 
can—and should! This means that you do not have to 
wait until you are an old saint before you can claim 
your riches in Christ. 

The future aspect of adoption is found in Romans 
8:22-23, the glorified body we will have when Jesus 
returns. We already have our adult standing before 
God, but the world cannot see this. When Christ 
returns, this “private adoption” will be made public for 
everyone to see! 

He has accepted us (v. 6). We cannot make our- 
selves acceptable to God, but He, by His grace, makes 
us accepted in Christ. This is our eternal position that 
will never change. Some translations read “which He 
freely bestowed on us in the Beloved” (Nass). Or, “He 
has be-graced [literal translation] us in the Beloved.” 
The idea is the same. Because of God’s grace in Christ, 


we are accepted before Him. Paul wrote Philemon to 
encourage him to accept his runaway slave, Onesimus, 
using the same argument. “If he owes you anything, I 
will pay it. Receive him as you would receive me” 
(Philem. 17-19, paraphrased). The parallel is easy to 


see. 


Blessings from God the Son (1:7-12) 

We should not think that each person of the Godhead 
works independently, because they all worked together 
to make possible our salvation. But each Person has a 
special ministry to perform, a special “spiritual deposit” 
to make in our lives. 

He has redeemed us (v. 7a). To redeem means “to 
purchase and set free by paying a price.” There were 
sixty million slaves in the Roman Empire, and often 
they were bought and sold like pieces of furniture. But 
a man could purchase a slave and set him free, and this 
is what Jesus did for us. The price was His own blood 
(1 Peter 1:18ff.). This means that we are free from the 
law (Gal. 5:1), free from slavery to sin (Rom. 6), as well 
as free from the power of Satan and the world (Gal. 
1:4; Col. 1:13-14). If we were slaves, we would be 
poor, but because we are sons, we are rich! 

He has forgiven us (v. 7b). The word forgive 
means “to carry away.” This reminds us of the ritual on 
the Jewish day of Atonement, when the high priest sent 
the scapegoat into the wilderness (Lev. 16). First the 
priest killed one of the two goats and sprinkled its 
blood before God on the mercy seat. Then he con- 
fessed Israel’s sins over the live goat, and had the goat 
taken into the wilderness to be lost. Christ died to carry 
away our sins so they might never again be seen (Ps. 
103:12; John 1:29). No written accusation stands 
against us because our sins have been taken away! Sin 
made us poor, but grace makes us rich. 

He has revealed God’s will to us (vv. 8-10). This 
letter has much to say about God’s plan for His people, 
a plan that was not fully understood even in Paul’s day. 
The word mystery has nothing to do with things eerie. 
It means a “sacred secret, once hidden but now revealed 
to God’s people.” We believers are a part of God’s 
“inner circle.” We are able to share in the secret that 
God will one day unite everything in Christ. Ever since 
sin came into the world, things have been falling apart. 
First, man was separated from God (Gen. 3). Then 
man was separated from man, as Cain killed Abel 
(Gen. 4). People tried to maintain a kind of unity by 
building the Tower of Babel (Gen. 11), but God 
judged them and scattered them across the world. God 
called Abraham and put a difference between the Jew 
and the Gentile, a difference that was maintained until 
Christ’s death on the cross. Sin is tearing everything 
apart, but in Christ, God will gather everything 
together in the culmination of the ages. We are a part 
of this great eternal program. 

He has made us an inheritance (vv. 11-12). The 
King James Version reads, “In whom also we have 
obtained an inheritance,” but “in whom also we were 
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made an inheritance” is also a possible translation. 
Both are true and the one includes the other. In Christ 
we have a wonderful inheritance (1 Peter 1:1—4), and 
in Christ we are an inheritance. We are valuable to 
Him. Think of the price God paid to purchase us and 
make us part of His inheritance! God the Son is the 
Father's love gift to us; and we are the Father’s love gift 
to His Son. Read John 17 and note how many times 
Christ called us “those whom thou hast given me.” The 
church is Christs body (Eph. 1:22-23), building (Eph. 
2:19-22), and bride (Eph. 5:22-23); Christs future 
inheritance is wrapped up in His church. We are 
“joint-heirs with Christ” (Rom. 8:17), which means 
that He cannot claim His inheritance apart from us! 


Blessings from God the Holy Spirit (1:13-14) 

We move now from eternity past (Eph. 1:4—6) and his- 
tory past (Eph. 1:7-12), to the immediate experience 
of the Ephesian Christians. The Holy Spirit had 
worked in their lives, and they knew it. 

He has sealed us (v. 13). The entire process of sal- 
vation is given in this verse, so we had better examine 
it carefully. It tells how the sinner becomes a saint. 
First, he hears the gospel of salvation. This is the good 
news that Christ died for our sins, was buried and rose 
again (1 Cor. 15:1ff.). The Ephesians were Gentiles, 
and the gospel came “to the Jew first” (Rom. 1:16). But 
Paul, a Jew, brought the gospel to the Gentiles as he 
shared the Word of God with them. 

The Ephesians “heard the gospel” and discovered it 
was for them—‘“your salvation” (Eph. 1:13). Even 
though the Bible teaches election, it also announces, 
“Go ye into all the world and preach the gospel to 
every creature” (Mark 16:15). A soul-winner does not 
discuss election with unsaved people, because it is a 
family secret that belongs to the saints. He simply 
announces the truth of the gospel and invites men to 
trust Christ, and the Holy Spirit does the rest D. L. 
Moody used to pray, “Lord, save the elect—and then 
elect some more!” The same God who ordains the end, 
the salvation of souls, also ordains the means to the 
end, the preaching of the gospel in the power of the 
Spirit. 

Having heard the Word, the Ephesians believed, 
and it is this faith that brought salvation (Eph. 2:8-9). 
This pattern follows what Paul wrote in Romans 
10:13-15, so read that passage carefully. It is God’s 
plan for evangelism. When the Ephesians believed, 
they were “sealed with the Spirit.” “After that ye 
believed” should read “when ye believed.” You receive 
the Spirit immediately on trusting Christ. This is not 
an experience subsequent to conversion. (Read Acts 
10:34—48.) 

What is the significance of this sealing of the Holy 
Spirit? For one thing, it speaks of a finished transaction. 
Even today, when important legal documents are 
processed, they are stamped with the official seal to sig- 
nify the completion of the transaction. This sealing also 
implies ownership: God has put his seal on us because 
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He has purchased us to be His own (1 Cor. 6:19-20). 
It also means security and protection. The Roman seal 
on the tomb of Jesus carried this meaning (Matt. 
27:62-66). So, the believer belongs to God, and is safe 
and protected because he is a part of a finished transac- 
tion. According to John 14:16-17, the Holy Spirit 
abides with the believer forever. It is possible for us to 
grieve the Spirit and thereby lose the blessings of His 
ministry (Eph. 4:30). But He doesn’t leave us. 

Another use for the seal is as a mark of authenticity. 
Just as a signature on a letter attests to the genuineness 
of the document, so the presence of the Spirit proves 
the believer is genuine. “If any man have not the Spirit 
of Christ, he is none of his” (Rom. 8:9). It is not sim- 
ply our lip profession, our religious activity, or our 
good works, but the witness of the Spirit that makes 
our profession authentic. 

He has given us an earnest (v. 14). Earnest is a 
fascinating word! In Paul’s day, it meant “the down 
payment to guarantee the final purchase of some 
commodity or piece of property.” Even today you 
will hear a real estate agent talk about earnest money. 
The Holy Spirit is God’s first installment to guaran- 
tee to His children that He will finish His work and 
eventually bring them to glory. The “redemption of 
the purchased possession” refers to the redemption of 
the body at the return of Christ (Rom. 8:18-23; 1 
John 3:1-3). “Redemption” is experienced in three 
stages: 

e We have been redeemed through faith in Jesus 

Christ (Eph. 1:7). 
e We are being redeemed as the Spirit works in our 
lives to make us more like Christ (Rom. 8:1—4). 

e We shall be redeemed when Christ returns and we 

become like Him. 

But the word translated “earnest” also means 
“engagement ring.” In Greece today you would find 
this word being used that way. But, after all, isn’t an 
engagement ring an assurance—a guarantee—that the 
promises made will be kept? Our relationship to God 
through Christ is not simply a commercial one, but also 
a personal experience of love. He is the Bridegroom 
and His church is the bride. We know that He will 
come and claim His bride because He has given us His 
promise and His Spirit as the “engagement ring.” What 
greater assurance could we want? 

We have examined a number of basic Bible doc- 
trines in this chapter, all on the theme of our riches in 
Christ. It would be profitable for us to review what 
these verses teach us. 

1. True riches come from God. It is a source of great 
encouragement to know that Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit are all working on my behalf to make me rich. 
God not only gives us “richly all things to enjoy” (1 
Tim. 6:17), but He gives us eternal riches without 
which all other wealth is valueless. 

A distraught wife sought out a Christian marriage 
counselor and told her sad story of a marriage about to 
dissolve. “But we have so much!” she kept saying. 
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“Look at this diamond ring on my finger. Why, its 
worth thousands! We have an expensive mansion in an 
exclusive area. We have three cars, and even a cabin in 
the mountains. Why, we have everything money can 
buy!” 

The counselor replied, “Its good to have the things 
money can buy provided you don't lose the things money 
cant buy. What good is an expensive house if there’s no 
home? Or an expensive ring if there’s no love?” 

In Christ, you and I have “what money can’t buy,” 
and these spiritual riches open up to us all the wealth 
of God’s vast creation. We enjoy the gifts because we 
know and love the Giver. 

2. All of these riches come by God’ grace and for Gods 
glory. Did you notice that after each of the main sec- 
tions in Ephesians 1:4-14, Paul added the purpose 
behind these gifts? Why has God the Father chosen us, 
adopted us, and accepted us? “To the praise of the 
glory of his grace” (Eph. 1:6). Why has the Son 
redeemed us, forgiven us, revealed God’s will to us, 
and made us part of God’s inheritance? “That we 
should be to the praise of his glory” (Eph. 1:12). Why 
has God the Spirit, sealed us and become the guaran- 
tee of our future blessing? “Unto the praise of his 
glory” (Eph. 1:14). 

We often have the idea that God saves sinners 
mainly because He pities them, or wants to rescue 
them from eternal judgment, but God’s main purpose 
is that He might be glorified. His creation reveals His 
wisdom and power, but His church reveals His love 
and grace. You cannot deserve or earn these spiritual 
riches; you can only receive them by grace, through 
faith. 

3. These riches are only the beginning! There is always 
more spiritual wealth to claim from the Lord as we 
walk with Him. The Bible is our guidebook; the Holy 
Spirit is our Teacher. As we search the Word of God, we 
discover more and more of the riches we have in 
Christ. These riches were planned by the Father, pur- 
chased by the Son, and presented by the Spirit. There 
is really no need for us to live in poverty when all of 
God’s wealth is at our disposal! 

My friend was discussing money matters with his 
wife, and neither of them realized that their little son 
was listening. Finally the boy broke in with the sugges- 
tion, “Why don’t you just write one of those pieces of 
paper?” Junior did not understand that it was necessary 
to have money in the bank to back up “those pieces of 
paper.” But we never face that problem when it comes 
to our spiritual wealth. 

A little devotional book by Charles Spurgeon is 
titled A Checkbook on the Bank of Faith. A promise 
from the Bible was given for each day of the year, along 
with a short devotional message. The author described 
each promise as being as good as money in the bank to 
anyone who would claim it by faith, as a person would 
write a check against his bank account. By faith we can 
claim God’s promises and draw on His limitless wealth 
to meet every need we may face. 


CHAPTER THREE 
Ephesians 1:15-23 


READ THE BANKBOOK 


n January 6, 1822, the wife of a poor German 

pastor had a son, never dreaming that he would 

one day achieve world renown and great wealth. 
When Heinrich Schliemann was seven years old, a pic- 
ture of ancient Troy in flames captured his 
imagination. Contrary to what many people believed, 
Heinrich argued that Homer's great poems, the Miad 
and the Odyssey, were based on historic facts and he set 
out to prove it. In 1873, he uncovered the ancient site 
of Troy, along with some fabulous treasure, which he 
smuggled out of the country, much to the anger of the 
Turkish government. Schliemann became a famous, 
wealthy man because he dared to believe an ancient 
record and act on his faith. 

We discovered that we were “born rich” when we 
trusted Christ. But this is not enough, for we must 
grow in our understanding of our riches if we are ever 
going to use them to the glory of God. Too many 
Christians have never “read the bankbook” to find out 
the vast spiritual wealth that God has put to their 
account through Jesus Christ. They are like the late 
newspaper publisher, William Randolph Hearst, who 
invested a fortune collecting art treasures from around 
the world. One day Mr. Hearst found a description of 
some valuable items that he felt he must own, so he 
sent his agent abroad to find them. After months of 
searching, the agent reported that he had finally found 
the treasures. They were in Mr. Hearsts warehouse. 
Hearst had been searching frantically for treasures he 
already owned! Had he read the catalog of his treasures, 
he would have saved himself a great deal of money and 
trouble. 

Paul desired the Ephesian Christians to understand 
what great wealth they had in Christ. Paul knew of 
their faith and love, and in this he rejoiced. The 
Christian life has two dimensions: faith toward God 
and love toward men, and you cannot separate the two. 
But Paul knew that faith and love were just the begin- 
ning. The Ephesians needed to know much more. This 
is why he prayed for them, and for us. 

In the prison prayers of Paul (Eph. 1:15-23; 
3:14-21; Phil. 1:9-11; Col. 1:9-12), we discover the 
blessings he wanted his converts to enjoy. In none of 
these prayers did Paul request material things. His 
emphasis was on spiritual perception and real Christian 
character. He did not ask God to give them what they 
did not have, but rather prayed that God would reveal 
to them what they already had. 

Before we study Paul’s four requests in this “prayer 
for enlightenment,” we must notice two facts. First, 
enlightenment comes from the Holy Spirit. He is 
the “Spirit of wisdom and revelation” (Isa. 11:2; 


John 14:25-26; 16:12-14). With his natural mind, 


Ephesians 1 


man cannot understand the things of God. He needs 
the Spirit to enlighten him (1 Cor. 2:9-16). The Holy 
Spirit reveals truth to us from the Word, and then gives 
us the wisdom to understand and apply it. He also 
gives us the power—the enablement—to practice the 
truth (Eph. 3:14-21). 

Second, this enlightenment comes to the heart of 
the believer (Eph. 1:18). Literally this verse reads, “The 
eyes of your heart being enlightened.” We think of the 
heart as the emotional part of man, but in the Bible, 
the heart means the inner man, and includes the emo- 
tions, the mind, and the will. The inner man, the heart, 
has spiritual faculties that parallel the physical senses. 
The inner man can see (Ps. 119:18; John 3:3), hear 
(Matt. 13:9; Heb. 5:11), taste (Ps. 34:8; 1 Peter 2:3), 
smell (Phil. 4:18; 2 Cor. 2:14), and touch (Acts 17:27). 
This is what Jesus meant when He said of the people, 
“They seeing see not, and hearing they hear not” 
(Matt. 13:13). The inability to see and understand 
spiritual things is not the fault of the intelligence but of 
the heart. The eyes of the heart must be opened by the 
Spirit of God. 


That They Might Know God (1:17b) 

This, of course, is the highest knowledge possible. The 
atheist claims there is no God for us to know, and the 
agnostic states that if there is a God we cannot know 
Him. But Paul has met God in the person of Jesus 
Christ, and he knows that a man really cannot under- 
stand much of anything else without a knowledge of 
God. 

This willful ignorance of God led mankind into cor- 
ruption and condemnation. In Romans 1:18ff., Paul 
described the stages in man’s devolution: from willful 
ignorance of God to idolatry (substituting a lie for the 
truth) to immorality and indecency. Where does it 
begin? It begins with an unwillingness to know God as 
Creator, Sustainer, Governor, Savior, and Judge. 

The believer must grow in his knowledge of God. 
To know God personally is salvation (John 17:3). To 
know Him increasingly is sanctification (Phil. 3:10). 
To know Him perfectly is glorification (1 Cor. 
13:9-12). Since we are made in the image of God 
(Gen. 1:26-28), the better we know God, the better we 
know ourselves and each other. It is not enough to 
know God only as Savior. We must get to know Him 
as Father, Friend, Guide, and the better we know 
Him, the more satisfying our spiritual lives will be. 

A believer said to me one day after a Bible lesson, 
‘Tm sure glad I came! You gave me two good verses to 
use on my wicked neighbor!” Surely there are times 
when we use God’s Word as a sword to defeat the 
enemy, but that is not the primary purpose behind 
the writing of the Bible. As the familiar hymn puts it, 


Beyond the sacred page 
I seek Thee, Lord. 

My spirit pants for Thee, 
O living Word. 
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That We Might Know God’s Calling (1:18) 

The word called is an important word in the Christian’s 
vocabulary. The word church is a combination of two 
Greek words that mean “called out.” Paul never tired of 
testifying that God called him “by his grace” (Gal. 
1:15), and he reminded Timothy that the believer has 
a “holy calling” (2 Tim. 1:9). We have been “called out 
of darkness into his marvelous light” (1 Peter 2:9), and 
have even been “called to glory” (1 Peter 5:10). God 
calls us by His grace and not because of any merit that 
we may possess. 

Paul wanted us to understand the hope that is ours 
because of this calling (Eph. 4:4). Some callings offer 
no hope, but the calling we have in Christ assures us of 
a delightful future. Keep in mind that the word bope in 
the Bible does not mean “hope so,” like a child hoping 
for a doll or a bike at Christmas. The word carries with 
it “assurance for the future.” The believers hope is, of 
course, the return of Jesus Christ for His church (1 
Thess. 4:13-18; 1 John 3:1-3). When we were lost, we 
were “without hope” (Eph. 2:12), but in Jesus Christ, 
we have a “living hope” (1 Peter 1:3) that encourages us 
day by day. 

Dr. Kenneth Chafin, a well-known Baptist 
author, tells about the pastor and deacon who were 
visiting prospective members and drove up to a beau- 
tiful suburban home surrounded by a velvet lawn and 
gorgeous landscaping. Two expensive cars stood in 
the driveway, and through the picture window, the 
men saw their prospect, lounging in an easy chair 
and watching TV. The deacon turned to his pastor 
and said, “What kind of good news do we have for 
him?” 

How prone we are to confuse prices and values. 
Ephesus was a wealthy city. It boasted the temple of 
Diana, one of the wonders of the ancient world. Today, 
Ephesus is an archeologist’s paradise, but all of its 
wealth and splendor are gone. But the Christians who 
once lived there are today in heaven, enjoying the glory 
of God! 

The hope that belongs to our calling should be a 
dynamic force in our lives, encouraging us to be pure 
(1 John 2:28-3:3), obedient (Heb. 13:17), and faithful 
(Luke 12:42-48). The fact that we shall one day see 
Christ and be like Him should motivate us to live like 
Christ today. 


That We Might Know God’s Riches (1:18b) 
This phrase does not refer to our inheritance in Christ 
(Eph. 1:11), but His inheritance in us. This is an amaz- 
ing truth—that God should look on us as a part of His 
great wealth! Just as a man’s wealth brings glory to his 
name, so God will get glory from the church because of 
what He has invested in us. When Jesus Christ returns, 
we shall be “to the praise of the glory of his grace” 
(Eph. 1:6). 

God deals with us on the basis of our future, not 
our past. He said to cowardly Gideon, “The Lord is 
with thee, thou mighty man of valor” (Judg. 6:12). 
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Jesus said to Andrew’s brother, “Thou art Simon ... 
thou shalt be called Cephas [a stone]” (John 1:42). 

Gideon did become a mighty man of valor, and 
Simon did become Peter, a rock. We Christians live in 
the future tense, our lives controlled by what we shall 
be when Christ returns. Because we are God’s inheri- 
tance, we live to please and glorify Him. 

This truth suggests to us that Christ will not enter 
into His promised glory until the church is there to 
share it with Him. He prayed for this before He died, 
and this prayer will be answered (John 17:24). Christ 
will be glorified in us (2 Thess. 1:10), and we will be 
glorified in Him (Col. 3:4). Knowing this should lead 
the believer into a life of dedication and devotion to 


the Lord. 


That We Might Know God’s Power (1:19-23) 

By making us His inheritance, God has shown His 
love. By promising us a wonderful future, He has 
encouraged our hope. Paul offered something to chal- 
lenge our faith: “the exceeding greatness of his power to 
us-ward who believe” (Eph. 1:19). So tremendous is 
this truth that Paul enlisted many different words from 
the Greek vocabulary to get his point across: 
dunamis—“power” as in dynamo and dynamite; 
energeia—working” as in energy; kratos—‘“mighty”; 
ischus—‘power.” Ephesians 1:19 can be translated, 
“What is the surpassing greatness of His power toward 
us who believe, according to the operation of the might 
of His strength.” He is talking about divine dynamic, 
eternal energy, available to us! 

After all, what good is it to have wealth if you are 
too weak to use it? Or if you are so afraid of robbers 
that you cannot really enjoy it? John D. Rockefeller was 
the world’s first billionaire. It is said that for many 
years, he lived on crackers and milk because of stomach 
troubles caused by worrying about his wealth. He 
rarely had a good night’s sleep, and guards stood. con- 
stantly at his door. Wealthy—but miserable! When he 
began to share his wealth with others in great philan- 
thropic endeavors, his health improved considerably 
and he lived to be an old man. 

We Christians need power for several reasons. To 
begin with, by nature we are too weak to appreciate 
and appropriate this wealth, and to use it as it should 
be used. “The spirit indeed is willing, but the flesh is 
weak” (Matt. 26:41). To turn this vast spiritual wealth 
over to a mere human being, living by human wisdom 
and strength, would be like handing an atomic bomb 
to a two-year-old. God’s power enables us to use God’s 
wealth. 

But there is a second reason why we need God’s 
power. There are enemies who want to rob us of our 
wealth (Eph. 1:21; 6:11-12). We could never defeat 
these spiritual foes in our own power, but we can 
through the Spirit’s power. Paul wanted us to know the 
greatness of God’s power so that we would not fail to 
use our wealth, and so that the enemy would not 
deprive us of our wealth. 


The power is seen in the resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. In the Old Testament people measured God’s 
power by His creation (Isa. 40:12—27) or by His mira- 
cle at the exodus of Israel from Egypt (Jer. 16:14). But 
today, we measure God’s power by the miracle of 
Christ’s resurrection. Much more was involved than 
merely raising Him from the dead, for Christ also 
ascended to heaven and sat down in the place of 
authority at the right hand of God. He is not only 
Savior; He is also Sovereign (Acts 2:25-36). No 
authority or power, human or in the spirit world, is 
greater than that of Jesus Christ, the exalted Son of 
God. He is “far above all,” and no future enemy can 
overcome Him, because He has been exalted “far above 
all” powers. 

But how does this apply to you and me today? In 
Ephesians 1:22-23, Paul explained the practical appli- 
cation. Because we are believers, we are in the church, 
which is Christ’s body—and He is the Head. This 
means that there is a living connection between you 
and Christ. Physically speaking, the head controls the 
body and keeps the body functioning properly. Injure 
certain parts of the brain and you handicap or paralyze 
corresponding parts of the body. Christ is our spiritual 
Head. Through the Spirit, we are united to Him as the 
members of His body. This means that we share His 
resurrection, ascension, and exaltation. (Paul will 
amplify this later.) We too are seated in the heavenlies 
(Eph. 2:6), and all things are under our feet. 

No wonder Paul wants us to know “the exceeding 
greatness of his power to us-ward”! Apart from this 
power, we cannot draw on our great wealth in Christ. 

I recall going to the hospital with one of our church 
members to try to get her husband to sign a paper that 
would authorize her to draw on his private checking 
account so she could pay his bills. The man was so 
weak he could not sign the paper. She finally had to get 
witnesses to verify his “X” on the document. His weak- 
ness nearly deprived her of his wealth. 

The power of the Holy Spirit, through the resur- 
rected, ascended Christ, is available to all 
Christians—by faith. His power is to “us-ward who 
believe” (Eph. 1:19). It is grace that supplies the 
wealth, but it is faith that lays hold of the wealth. We 
are saved “by grace, through faith” (Eph. 2:8-9), and 
we live “by grace,” through faith (1 Cor. 15:10). 

In the four gospels, we see God’s power at work in 
the ministry of Jesus Christ, but in the book of Acts, we 
see that same power at work in ordinary men and 
women, members of the body of Christ. What a trans- 
formation took place in Peter’s life between the end of 
the Gospels and the beginning of Acts. What made the 
difference? The resurrection power of Jesus Christ (Acts 
1:8). 

The greatest power shortage today is not in our 
generators or our gas tanks. It is in our personal lives. 
Will Paul’s prayer be answered in your life? Will you, 
starting today, begin to know by experience God— 
God’s calling—God’s riches—and God’s power? 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
Ephesians 2:1-10 


GET OUT OF THE GRAVEYARD 


aving described our spiritual possessions in Christ, 
H Paul turned to a complementary truth: our spiri- 
tual position in Christ. First he explained what 
God has done for all sinners in general; then he 
explained what God did for the Gentiles in particular. 
The sinner who trusts Christ has been raised and seated 
on the throne (Eph. 2:1-10), and believing Jews and 
Gentiles have been reconciled and set into the temple 
(Eph. 2:11-22). What a miracle of God’s grace! We are 
taken out of the great graveyard of sin and placed into 
the throne room of glory. 
Perhaps the easiest way for us to approach this long 
paragraph is to see in it four specific works. 


Sin’s Work against Us (2:1-3) 

A publisher asked me for a full-length portrait that they 
could “blow up” and use as a life-size display at their 
convention booth to promote my tapes. A friend of 
mine took the picture, and it was a new experience for 
me. I had been accustomed to sitting for head-and- 
shoulder photographs, but standing for a full-length 
photo was something new. I had to watch my posture, 
the feet had to be placed just right, and the arms and 
hands—usually forgotten—had to be in just the right 
position. Fortunately, my photographer friend is an 
expert, and we managed to get a decent picture in a 
short time. In these three verses, Paul gave us a full- 
length picture of the terrible spiritual condition of the 
unsaved person. Note his characteristics. 

He is dead (v. 1). Of course, this means spiritually 
dead; that is, he is unable to understand and appreciate 
spiritual things. He possesses no spiritual life, and he 
can do nothing of himself to please God. Just as a per- 
son physically dead does not respond to physical 
stimuli, so a person spiritually dead is unable to 
respond to spiritual things. A corpse does not hear the 
conversation going on in the funeral parlor. He has no 
appetite for food or drink; he feels no pain; he is dead. 
Just so with the inner man of the unsaved person. His 
spiritual faculties are not functioning, and they cannot 
function until God gives him life. The cause of this 
spiritual death is “trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1). “The 
wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23). In the Bible, death 
basically means “separation,” not only physically, as the 
spirit separated from the body (James 2:26), but also 
spiritually, as the spirit separated from God (Isa. 59:2). 

The unbeliever is not sick; he is dead! He does not 
need resuscitation; he needs resurrection. All lost sin- 
ners are dead, and the only difference between one 
sinner and another is the state of decay. The lost 
derelict on skid row may be more decayed outwardly 
than the unsaved society leader, but both are dead in 
sin—and one corpse cannot be more dead than 
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another! This means that our world is one vast grave- 
yard, filled with people who are dead while they live (1 
Tim. 5:6). 

He is disobedient (vv. 2—3a). This was the begin- 
ning of man’s spiritual death—his disobedience to the 
will of God. God said, “In the day that thou eatest 
thereof thou shalt surely die” (Gen. 2:17). Satan said, 
“Ye shall not surely die” (Gen. 3:4), and because they 
believed this lie, the first man and woman sinned and 
experienced immediate spiritual death and ultimate 
physical death. Since that time, mankind has lived in 
disobedience to God. There are three forces that 
encourage man in his disobedience—the world, the 
devil, and the flesh. 

The world, or world-system, puts pressure on each 
person to try to get him to conform (Rom. 12:2). Jesus 
Christ was not “of this world” and neither are His peo- 
ple John 8:23; 17:14). But the unsaved person, either 
consciously or unconsciously, is controlled by the val- 
ues and attitudes of this world. 

The devil is “the spirit that now worketh in the chil- 
dren of disobedience.” This does not mean that Satan 
is personally at work in the life of each unbeliever, since 
Satan as a created being is limited in space. Unlike 
God, who is omnipresent, Satan cannot be in all places 
at one time. But because of his demonic associates 
(Eph. 6:11-12) and his power over the world system 
John 12:31), Satan influences the lives of all unbeliev- 
ers, and also seeks to influence believers. He wants to 
make people “children of disobedience” (Eph. 2:2; 
5:6). He himself was disobedient to God, so he wants 
others to disobey Him too. 

One of Satan’s chief tools for getting people to dis- 
obey God is lies. He is a liar (John 8:44), and it was his 
lie at the beginning of human history, “Ye shall not 
surely die,” that plunged the human race into sin. The 
unsaved multitudes in today’s world system disobey 
God because they believe the lies of Satan. When a per- 
son believes and practices a lie, he becomes a child of 
disobedience. 

The flesh is the third force that encourages the 
unbeliever to disobey God. By the flesh Paul does not 
mean the body, because of itself, the body is not sinful. 
The flesh refers to that fallen nature that we were born 
with, that wants to control the body and the mind and 
make us disobey God. An evangelist friend of mine 
once announced as his topic, “Why Your Dog Does 
What It Does,” and, of course, many dog lovers came 
out to hear him. What he had to say was obvious, but 
too often overlooked: “A dog behaves like a dog 
because he has a dog’s nature.” If somehow you could 
transplant into the dog the nature of the cat, his behav- 
ior would change radically. Why does a sinner behave 
like a sinner? Because he has the nature of a sinner (Ps. 
51:5; 58:3). This sinful nature the Bible calls “the 
flesh.” 

Is it any wonder that the unsaved person is disobe- 
dient to God? He is controlled by the world, the flesh, 
and the devil, the three great enemies of God! And he 
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cannot change his own nature or, of himself, overcome 
the world and the devil. He needs outside help, and 
that help can come only from God. 

He is depraved (v. 3b). The lost sinner lives to 
please the “desires of the flesh and the wishes of the 
mind” (literal translation). His actions are sinful 
because his appetites are sinful. When you apply the 
word depraved to the unsaved person, you are not say- 
ing that he only does evil, or that he is incapable of 
doing good. You are simply saying that he is incapable 
of doing anything to merit salvation or meet the high 
standards of God’s holiness. Jesus said that lost sinners 
do good to each other (Luke 6:33) and to their chil- 
dren (Luke 11:13), but they cannot do anything 
spiritually good to please God. The people on Malta 
who kindly assisted Paul and his friends after the ship- 
wreck certainly did good works, but they still needed to 
be saved (Acts 28:1—2). 

He is doomed (v. 3c). By nature, children of 
wrath! By deed, children of disobedience! The unsaved 
person is condemned already (John 3:18). The sen- 
tence has been passed, but God in His mercy is staying 
the execution of the sentence (2 Peter 3:8-10). Man 
cannot save himself, but God in His grace steps in to 
make salvation possible. “But God!”?—what a differ- 
ence those two words make! This leads to the second 
work. 


God’s Work for Us (2:4-9) 

The focus of attention now is on God, not on sinful 
man. “Salvation is of the Lord” (Jonah 2:9). We are 
reminded of four activities that God performed on 
behalf of sinners to save them from the consequences 
of their sins. 

He loved us (v. 4). By nature, “God is love” (1 
John 4:8). But God would love even if there were no 
sinners, because love is a part of His very being. 
Theologians call love one of God’s attributes. But God 
has two kinds of attributes: those that He possesses of 
Himself (intrinsic attributes, such as life, love, holi- 
ness) and those by which He relates to His creation, 
especially to man (relative attributes). For example, by 
nature God is truth, but when He relates to man, 
God’s truth becomes faithfulness. God is by nature holy, 
and when He relates that holiness to man, it becomes 
justice. 

Love is one of God’s intrinsic attributes, but when 
this love is related to sinners, it becomes grace and 
mercy. God is “rich in mercy” (Eph. 2:4) and in “grace” 
(Eph. 2:7), and these riches make it possible for sinners 
to be saved. It comes as a shock to some people when 
they discover that we are not saved “by God’s love,” but 
by God’s mercy and grace. In His mercy, He does not 
give us what we do deserve, and in His grace He gives 
us what we do not deserve. And all of this is made pos- 
sible because of the death of Jesus Christ on the cross. 
It was at Calvary that God displayed His hatred for sin 
and His love for sinners (Rom. 5:8; John 3:16). 

He quickened us (v. 5). This means He made us 


alive, even when we were dead in sins. He accom- 
plished this spiritual resurrection by the power of the 
Spirit, using the Word. In the four gospels, it is 
recorded that Jesus raised three people from the dead: 
the widows son (Luke 7:11-17), Jairus’s daughter 
(Luke 8:49-56), and Lazarus (John 11:41—46). In each 
case, He spoke the Word and this gave life. “The Word 
of God is quick [living] and powerful” (Heb. 4:12). 
These three physical resurrections are pictures of the 
spiritual resurrection that comes to the sinner when he 
hears the Word and believes (John 5:24). 

But our spiritual resurrection is much greater 
because it puts us in union with Christ: God “made us 
alive together with Christ.” As members of His body 
we are united to Him (Eph. 1:22-23), so that we share 
His resurrection life and power (Eph. 1:19-20). 

He exalted us (v. 6). We are not raised from the 
dead and left in the graveyard. Because we are united to 
Christ, we have been exalted with Him and we are 
sharing His throne in the heavenlies. Our physical 
position may be on earth, but our spiritual position is 
“in heavenly places in Christ Jesus.” Like Lazarus, we 
have been called from the grave to sit with Christ and 
enjoy His fellowship (John 12:1-2). 

He keeps us (vv. 7-9). God’s purpose in our 
redemption is not simply to rescue us from hell, as 
great a work as that is. His ultimate purpose in our sal- 
vation is that for all eternity the church might glorify 
God’s grace (Eph. 1:6, 12, 14). So, if God has an eter- 
nal purpose for us to fulfill, He will keep us for all 
eternity. Since we have not been saved by our good 
works, we cannot be lost by our bad works. Grace 
means salvation completely apart from any merit or 
works on our part. Grace means that God does it all for 
Jesus’ sake! Our salvation is the gift of God. (The word 
that in Eph. 2:8, in the Greek, is neuter; while faith is 
feminine. Therefore that cannot refer to faith. It refers 
to the whole experience of salvation, including faith.) 
Salvation is a gift, not a reward. 

Salvation cannot be “of works” because the work of 
salvation has already been completed on the cross. This 
is the work that God does for us, and it is a finished 
work (John 17:1—4; 19:30). We can add nothing to it 
(Heb. 10:1-14); we dare take nothing from it. When 
Jesus died, the veil of the temple was torn in two, from 
the top to the bottom, signifying that the way to God 
was now open. There is no more need for earthly sacri- 
fices. One sacrifice—the Lamb of God—has finished 
the great work of salvation. God did it all, and He did 
it by His grace. 

Sin worked against us and God worked for us, but 
the great work of conversion is but the beginning. 


God’s Work in Us (2:10a) 

“For we are his workmanship created in Christ Jesus.” 
The Greek word translated “workmanship” is poiema, 
from which we derive our English word poem. It means 
“that which is made, a manufactured product.” In 
other words, our conversion is not the end; it is the 
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beginning. We are a part of God’s “new creation” (2 
Cor. 5:17), and God continues to work in us to make 
us what He wants us to be. His purpose is to make us 
more like Christ (Rom. 8:29). 

But how does God work in us? Through His Holy 
Spirit, “both to will and to do of his good pleasure” 
(Phil. 2:13). Christ finished His work of redemption 
on the cross, but He arose from the dead and returned 
to heaven. There He carries on His unfinished work of 
perfecting His church (Eph. 4:7-16; Heb. 13:20-21). 
Christ is equipping us for our walk and our work here 
on earth. To do this, He uses three special tools: the 
Word of God (1 Thess. 2:13), prayer (Eph. 3:20-21), 
and suffering (1 Peter 4:11-14). As we read God’s 
Word, understand it, meditate on it, and feed on it, 
the Word goes to work in our lives to cleanse us and 
nourish us. As we pray, God’s Spirit works in us to 
release power. And as we suffer, the Spirit of God min- 
isters to us. Suffering drives us back to the Word and 
prayer, and the cycle is repeated. 

Too many Christians think that conversion is the 
only important experience, and that nothing follows. 
But this is wrong. We can use the resurrection of 
Lazarus as an example. After Jesus raised Lazarus from 
the dead, He said, “Loose him, and let him go” (John 
11:44). In other words, “This man is now alive. Get 
him out of the graveclothes!” Paul had this concept in 
mind in Ephesians 4:22-24 when he wrote, “That ye 
put off concerning the former conversation [behavior] 
the old man, which is corrupt ... and that ye put on 
the new man, which after God is created in righteous- 
ness and true holiness.” Colossians 3:1 has the same 
message: “[Since] ye then be risen with Christ, seek 
those things which are above.” 

The same resurrection power that saved you and 
took you out of the graveyard of sin can daily help you 
live for Christ and glorify Him. At great expense to 
Himself, God worked for us on the cross. And today, 
on the basis of that price paid at Calvary, He is work- 
ing in us to conform us to Christ. God cannot work in 
us unless He has first worked for us, and we have 
trusted His Son. Also, He cannot work through us 
unless He works in us. This is why it is important for 
you to spend time daily in the Word and prayer, and to 
yield to Christ during times of suffering. For it is 
through the Word, prayer, and suffering that God 
works in you. 

The Bible shows many examples of this principle. 
God spent forty years working in Moses before He 
could work through him. At the beginning of his min- 
istry, Moses was impetuous and depended on his own 
strength. He killed an Egyptian and had to flee Egypt, 
hardly a successful way to start a ministry. But during 
those forty years as a humble shepherd in the desert, 
Moses experienced. God’s working in his life, a working 
that prepared him for forty more years of magnificent 
service. 

There are other examples. Joseph suffered for thir- 
teen years before God put him on the throne of Egypt, 
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second to Pharaoh. David was anointed king when he 
was a youth, but he did not gain the throne until he 
had suffered many years as an exile. Even the apostle 
Paul spent three years in Arabia after his conversion, no 
doubt experiencing God’s deeper work to prepare him 
for his ministry. God has to work in us before He can 
work through us; and this leads to the fourth work in 
our passage. 


God’s Work through Us (2:10b) 

We are “created in Christ Jesus unto good works.” We 
are not saved by good works, but saved unto good 
works. The famous theologian John Calvin wrote, “It is 
faith alone that justifies, but faith that justifies can 
never be alone.” We are not saved by faith plus good 
works, but by a faith that works. The basic Scripture on 
this theme is James 2, where the writer points out that 
saving faith always results in a changed life. It is not 
enough to say that we have faith; we must demonstrate 
this faith by our works. 

The Bible speaks of many different kinds of works. 
There are “the works of the law,” which cannot save 
(Gal. 2:16; 3:11). There are also “the works of the 
flesh,” which are listed in Galatians 5:19-21. Paul 
spoke of “works of darkness” (Rom. 13:12; Eph. 5:11). 
The “dead works” in Hebrews 6:1 seem to be “works 
that lead to death,” since “the wages of sin is death” 
(Rom. 6:23). The “works of righteousness” in Titus 3:5 
refer to religious works, or other good deeds, that sin- 
ners try to practice as a means of salvation. Isaiah 
declared that “all our righteousnesses are as filthy rags 
in his sight” (Isa. 64:6). If our righteousnesses are filthy, 
what must our sins look like! 

The “works” Paul wrote about in Ephesians 2:10 
have two special characteristics. First, they are “good” 
works, in contrast to “works of darkness” and “wicked 
works.” If you contrast Ephesians 2:10 with Ephesians 
2:2 you will see that the unbeliever has Satan working 
in him, and therefore his works are not good. But the 
believer has God working in him, and therefore his 
works are good. His works are not good because he 
himself is good, but because he has a new nature from 
God, and because the Holy Spirit works in him and 
through him to produce these good works. 

It is too bad that many believers minimize the place 
of good works in the Christian life. Because we are not 
saved by good works, they have the idea that good 
works are evil; and this is a mistake. “Let your light so 
shine before men, that they may see your good works, 
and glorify your Father which is in heaven” (Matt. 
5:16). We do not perform good works to glorify our- 
selves, but to glorify God. Paul desired that Christ 
would be magnified in his body, even if it meant death 
(Phil. 1:20-21). We should “abound to every good work” 
(2 Cor. 9:8), and be “fruitful in every good work” 
(Col. 1:10). One result of a knowledge of the Bible is 
that the believer is “thoroughly equipped for every 
good work” (2 Tim. 3:17 Nass). As believers, we are to 
be “zealous of good works” (Titus 2:14). Our good 
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works are actually “spiritual sacrifices” that we offer to 
God (Heb. 13:16). 

It is important to note that we do not manufacture 
these good works. They are the results of the work of 
God in our hearts. “It is God which worketh in you 
both to will and to do of his good pleasure” (Phil. 
2:13). The secret of Paul’s good works was “the grace of 
God” (1 Cor. 15:10). Our good works are evidence 
that we have been born again. “Not everyone that saith 
unto me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter into the kingdom of 
heaven; but he that doeth the will of my Father which 
is in heaven” (Matt. 7:21). Our good works are also tes- 
timonies to the lost (1 Peter 2:12). They win us the 
right to be heard. 

A pastor friend told about a Christian lady who 
often visited a retirement home near her house. One 
day she noticed a lonely man sitting, staring at his din- 
ner tray. In a kindly manner she asked, “Is something 
wrong?” 

“Is something wrong!” replied the man in a heavy 
accent. “Yes, something is wrong! I am a Jew, and I can- 
not eat this food!” 

“What would you like to have?” she asked. 

“I would like a bowl of hot soup!” 

She went home and prepared the soup and, after 
getting permission from the office, took it to the man. 
In succeeding weeks, she often visited him and brought 
him the kind of food he enjoyed, and eventually she led 
him to faith in Christ. Yes, preparing soup can be a 
spiritual sacrifice, a good work to the glory of God. 

But these works are not only good; they are also 
“prepared.” “Good works which God hath before 
ordained [prepared] that we should walk in them” 
(Eph. 2:10). The only other time this word is used in 
the New Testament is in Romans 9:23: “vessels of 
mercy, which he had afore prepared unto glory.” The 
unbeliever walks “according to the course of this 
world” (Eph. 2:2), but the believer walks in the good 
works God has prepared for him. 

This is an amazing statement. It means that God 
has a plan for our lives and that we should walk in His 
will and fulfill His plan. Paul is not talking about 
“kismet”—an impersonal fate that controls your life no 
matter what you may do. He is talking about the gra- 
cious plan of a loving heavenly Father, who wills the 
very best for us. The will of God comes from the heart 
of God. “The counsel of the Lord standeth forever, the 
thoughts of his heart to all generations” (Ps. 33:11). We 
discover God’s exciting will for our lives as the Spirit 
reveals it to us from the Word (1 Cor. 2:9-13). 

It would be helpful to close this chapter with a per- 
sonal inventory. Which of these four works are you 
experiencing? Is sin working against you because you 
have not yet trusted Christ? Then trust Him now! 
Have you experienced His work for you—in you— 
through you? 

Are you wearing the “graveclothes” or the “grace- 
clothes”? Are you enjoying the liberty you have in 
Christ, or are you still bound by the habits of the old 


life in the graveyard of sin? As a Christian, you have 
been raised and seated on the throne. Practice your 
position in Christ! He has worked for you; now let Him 
work in you and through you, that He might give you 
an exciting, creative life to the glory of God. 


CHAPTER FIVE 
Ephesians 2:11-22 


THE GREAT PEACE MISSION 


eace in our time! Peace with honor!” Some of us 
p remember those words of British Prime 

Minister, Sir Neville Chamberlain, when he 
returned from conferences in Germany in September 
1938. He was sure that he had stopped Adolf Hitler. 
Yet one year later, Hitler invaded Poland, and on 
September 3, 1939, Great Britain declared war on 
Germany. Chamberlains great peace mission had 
failed. 

It seems that most peace missions fail. I read some- 
where that from 1500 BC. to AD 850 there were 7,500 
“eternal covenants” agreed on among various nations 
with the hope of bringing peace, but that no covenant 
lasted longer than two years. The only “eternal 
covenant” that has lasted—and that will last—is the 
one made by the eternal God, sealed by the blood of 
Jesus Christ. It is Christs peace mission that Paul 
explained in this section, and three very important 
words summarize this great work: separation, reconcil- 
iation, and unification. 


Separation: What the Gentiles Were (2:11-12) 

In the first ten verses of Ephesians 2, Paul discussed the 
salvation of sinners in general, but now he turned to the 
work of Christ for Gentiles in particular. Most of the 
converts in the Ephesian church were Gentiles, and they 
knew that much of God’s program in the Old Testament 
involved the Jews. For centuries, the “circumcision” 
(Jews) had looked down on the “uncircumcision” 
(Gentiles) with an attitude that God had never intended 
them to display. The fact that a Jew had received the 
physical mark of the covenant was no proof he was a 
man of faith (Rom. 2:25-29; Gal. 5:6; 6:15). Those who 
have trusted Christ have received a spiritual circumcision 
“made without hands” (Col. 2:11). 

But since the hour that God called Abraham, God 
made a difference between Jews and Gentiles. He made 
this difference, not that the Jews might boast, but that 
they might be a blessing and a help to the Gentiles. 
God set them apart that He might use them to be a 
channel of His revelation and goodness to the heathen 
nations. Sad to say, Israel kept this difference nationally 
and ritually, but not morally. Israel became like the lost 
nations around her. For this reason, God often had to 
discipline the Jews because they would not maintain 
their spiritual separation and minister to the nations in 
the name of the true God. 
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The one word that best describes the Gentiles is 
without. They were “outside” in several respects. 

Without Christ. The Ephesians worshipped the 
goddess Diana and, before the coming of the gospel, 
knew nothing about Christ. Those who claim that 
pagan religions are just as acceptable to God as the 
Christian faith will have a problem here, for Paul cites 
the Ephesians Christless state as a definite tragedy. But 
then, keep in mind that every unsaved person, Jew or 
Gentile, is “outside Christ,” and that means condem- 
nation. 

Without citizenship. God called the Jews and 
built them into a nation. He gave them His laws and 
His blessings. A Gentile could enter the nation as a 
proselyte, but he was not born into that very special 
nation. Israel was God’s nation, in a way that was not 
true of any Gentile nation. 

Without covenants. While the blessing of the 
Gentiles is included in God’s covenant with Abraham 
(Gen. 12:1-3), God did not make any covenants with 
the Gentile nations. The Gentiles were “aliens” and 
“strangers’—and the Jews never let them forget it. 
Many of the Pharisees would pray daily, “O God, I give 
thanks that I am a Jew, not a Gentile.” 

Without hope. Historians tell us that a great cloud 
of hopelessness covered the ancient world. Philosophies 
were empty; traditions were disappearing; religions 
were powerless to help men face either life or death. 
People longed to pierce the veil and get some message 
of hope from the other side, but there was none (1 
Thess. 4:13—18). 

Without God. The heathen had gods aplenty, as 
Paul discovered in Athens (Acts 17:16-23). Someone 
in that day said that it was easier to find a god than a 
man in Athens. “There be gods many and lords many,” 
wrote Paul (1 Cor. 8:5). But the pagan, no matter how 
religious or moral he might have been, did not know 
the true God. The writer of Psalm 115 contrasted the 
true God with the idols of the heathen. 

It is worth noting that the spiritual plight of the 
Gentiles was caused not by God but by their own will- 
ful sin. Paul said the Gentiles knew the true God but 
deliberately refused to honor Him (Rom. 1:18-23). 
Religious history is not a record of man starting with 
many gods (idolatry) and gradually discovering the one 
true God. 

Rather, it is the sad story of man knowing the truth 
about God and deliberately turning away from it! It is 
a story of devolution, not evolution! The first eleven 
chapters of Genesis give the story of the decline of the 
Gentiles, and from Genesis 12 on (the call of 
Abraham), it is the story of the Jews. God separated the 
Jews from the Gentiles that He might be able to save 
the Gentiles also. “Salvation is of the Jews” (John 4:22). 

God called the Jews, beginning with Abraham, that 
through them He might reveal Himself as the one true 
God. With the Jews He deposited His Word, and 
through the Jews He gave the world the Savior (Rom. 
9:1-5). Israel was to be a light to the Gentiles that they 
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too might be saved. But sad to say, Israel became like 
the Gentiles, and the light burned but dimly. This fact 
is a warning to the church today. When the church is 
least like the world, it does the most for the world. 


Reconciliation: What God Did for the Gentiles 
(2:13-18) 

The “but now” in Ephesians 2:13 parallels the “but 
God” in Ephesians 2:4. Both speak of the gracious 
intervention of God on behalf of lost sinners. “Enmity” 
is the key word in this section (Eph. 2:15-16), and you 
will note that it is a twofold enmity: between Jews and 
Gentiles (Eph. 2:13-15) and between sinners and God 
(Eph. 2:16-18). Paul described here the greatest peace 
mission in history: Jesus Christ not only reconciled 
Jews and Gentiles, but He reconciled both to Himself 
in the one body, the church. 

The word reconcile means “to bring together again.” 
A distraught husband wants to be reconciled to his wife 
who has left him; a worried mother longs to be recon- 
ciled to a wayward daughter; and the lost sinner needs 
to be reconciled to God. Sin is the great separator in this 
world. It has been dividing people since the very begin- 
ning of human history. When Adam and Eve sinned, 
they were separated from God. Before long, their sons 
were separated from each other and Cain killed Abel. 
The earth was filled with violence (Gen. 6:5-13), and 
the only remedy seemed to be judgment. But even after 
the flood, men sinned against God and each other, and 
even tried to build their own unity without God’s help. 
The result was another judgment that scattered the 
nations and confused the tongues. It was then that God 
called Abraham, and through the nation of Israel, Jesus 
Christ came to the world. It was His work on the cross 
that abolished the enmity between Jew and Gentile and 
between sinners and God. 

The enmity between Jews and Gentiles (vv. 
13-15). God had put a difference between Jews and 
Gentiles so that His purposes in salvation might be 
accomplished. But once those purposes were accom- 
plished, there was no more difference. In fact, it was 
His purpose that these differences be erased forever, 
and they are erased through the work of Christ in rec- 
onciliation. 

It was this lesson that was so difficult for the early 
church to understand. For centuries, the Jews had been 
different from the Gentiles—in religion, dress, diet, 
and laws. Until Peter was sent to the Gentiles (Acts 10), 
the church had no problems. But with the salvation of 
the Gentiles on the same terms as the Jews, problems 
began to develop. The Jewish Christians reprimanded 
Peter for going to the Gentiles and eating with them 
(Acts 11), and representatives of the churches gathered 
for an important conference on the place of the 
Gentiles in the church (Acts 15). Must a Gentile 
become a Jew to become a Christian? Their conclusion 
was, “No! Jews and Gentiles are saved the same way— 
by faith in Jesus Christ.” The enmity was gone! 

The cause of that enmity was the law, because the 
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law made a definite distinction between Jews and 
Gentiles. The dietary laws reminded the Jews that God 
had put a difference between the clean and unclean 
(Lev. 11:44-47). But the Gentiles did not obey these 
laws; therefore they were unclean. Ezekiel the prophet 
reminded the priests that their task was to teach the 
Jews “the difference between the holy and the profane” 
(Ezek. 44:23). The divine ordinances given by God to 
Israel stood as a wall between the Jews and the other 
nations. In fact, there was a wall in the Jewish temple, 
separating the court of the Gentiles from the rest of the 
temple areas. Archeologists have discovered the inscrip- 
tion from Herod’s temple, and it reads like this: 


No foreigner may enter within the barri- 
cade which surrounds the sanctuary and 
enclosure. Anyone who is caught doing so 
will have himself to blame for his ensuing 


death. 


It was this wall that the Jews thought Paul and his 
Gentile friends crossed when the Jews attacked him in 
the temple and threatened to kill him (Acts 21:28-31). 

In order for Jews and Gentiles to be reconciled, this 
wall had to be destroyed, and this Jesus did on the cross. 
The cost of destroying the enmity was the blood of 
Christ. When He died, the veil in the temple was liter- 
ally torn in two, and the wall of separation (figuratively) 
was torn down. By fulfilling the demands of the law in 
His righteous life, and by bearing the curse of the law in 
His sacrificial death (Gal. 3:10-13), Jesus removed the 
legal barrier that separated Jew from Gentile. For cen- 
turies, there was a difference between them. But today, 
“there is no difference between the Jew and the Greek. 
For the same Lord over all is rich unto all that call upon 
him. For whosoever shall call upon the name of the 
Lord shall be saved” (Rom. 10:12-13). 

In Jesus Christ, Jew and Gentile become one. “He 
is our peace” (Eph. 2:14). Through Christ, the far-off 
Gentile is made nigh (Eph. 2:13, 17), and both Jew 
and Gentile are made one. The consequences of 
Christ’s work are, then, the destroying of the enmity by 
the abolishing of the law, and the creating of a new 
man—the church, the body of Christ. The word abol- 
ish simply means “to nullify.” The law no longer holds 
sway over either Jew or Gentile, since in Christ believ- 
ers are not under law but under grace. The 
righteousness of the law, revealing God’s holiness, is 
still God’s standard. But this is fulfilled in the believer 
by the Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:1-4). It took the early 
church a long time to get accustomed to “there is no 
difference!” In fact, some religious groups have not 
learned the lesson yet, for they are trying to get 
Christians back under law (Gal. 4:8-11; 5:1; Col. 
2:13-23). 

Christ “is our peace” (Eph. 2:14) and He made 
“peace” (Eph. 2:15). That verb to make in Ephesians 
2:15 means “to create.” The church, the body of 
Christ, is God’s new creation (2 Cor. 5:15). Everything 


in the old creation is falling apart because of sin, but in 
the new creation there is unity because of righteous- 
ness. “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither 
bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye 
are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). You may con- 
trast the old position of the Gentiles with their new 
position and see how wonderfully Christ worked on 
their behalf on the cross: 


Old Position New Position 
“without Christ” “in Christ” (Eph. 2:13) 
“aliens” “a holy nation” (1 Peter 
2:9) 

“strangers” “no more strangers” 
(Eph. 2:19) 

“no hope” “called in one hope” 
(Eph. 4:4) 

“without God” (Eph. “The God and Father of 

2:12) our Lord Jesus Christ” 

(Eph. 1:3) 


The enmity between sinners and God (vv. 16-18). 
Not only did the Gentiles need to be reconciled to the 
Jews, but both the Jews and the Gentiles needed to be 
reconciled to God! This was the conclusion the apostles 
came to at the Jerusalem Conference recorded in Acts 
15. Peter said that God “put no difference between us 
[Jews] and them [Gentiles], purifying their hearts by 
faith.... But we believe that through the grace of the 
Lord Jesus Christ we shall be saved, even as they” (Acts 
15:9, 11). It was not a question of the Gentile becom- 
ing a Jew to become a Christian, but the Jew admitting 
he was a sinner like the Gentile. “For there is no differ- 
ence: for all have sinned and come short of the glory of 
God” (Rom. 3:22-23). The same law that separated 
Gentile and Jew also separated men and God, and 
Christ bore the curse of the law. 

A man stopped in my office one day and said he 
wanted to get help. “My wife and I need a re-cancella- 
tion!” he blurted out. I knew he meant 
“reconciliation.” But in one sense, “re-cancellation” was 
the right word. They had sinned against each other 
(and the Lord), and there could be no harmony until 
those sins were cancelled. A God of love wants to rec- 
oncile the sinner to Himself, but a God of holiness 
must see to it that sin is judged. God solved the prob- 
lem by sending His Son to be the sacrifice for our sins, 
thereby revealing His love and meeting the demands of 
His righteousness. It was truly a “re-cancellation” (see 
Col. 2:13-14). 

Jesus Christ “is our peace” (Eph. 2:14). He “made 
peace” (Eph. 2:15), and He “preached peace” (Eph. 
2:17). As the Judge, He could have come to declare 
war. But in His grace, He came with the message of 
peace (Luke 2:8-14; 4:16-19). Jew and Gentile are 
at peace with each other in Christ, and both have open 
access to God (Rom. 5:1—2). This reminds us of the 
rent veil at the time of Christs death (Matt. 27:50-51; 
Heb. 10:14-25). Reconciliation is complete! 
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Unification: What Jews and Gentiles Are in Christ 
(2:19-22) 

Paul repeated the word “one” to emphasize the unifying 
work of Christ: “made both one” (Eph. 2:14); “one new 
man” (Eph. 2:.15); “one body” (Eph. 2:16); “one Spirit” 
(Eph. 2:18). All spiritual distance and division have 
been overcome by Christ. In the closing verses of this 
chapter, Paul gave three pictures that illustrate the unity 
of believing Jews and Gentiles in the church. 

One nation (v. 19a). Israel was God’s chosen 
nation, but they rejected their Redeemer and suffered 
the consequences. The kingdom was taken from them 
and given to “a nation bringing forth the fruits 
thereof” (Matt. 21:43). This “new nation” is the 
church, “a chosen generation ... a holy nation, a pecu- 
liar people” (Ex. 19:6; 1 Peter 2:9). In the Old 
Testament, the nations were reckoned by their descent 
from Shem, Ham, or Japheth (Gen. 10). In the book 
of Acts, we see these three families united in Christ. In 
Acts 8, a descendant of Ham is saved, the Ethiopian 
treasurer; in Acts 9, a descendant of Shem, Saul of 
Tarsus, who became Paul the apostle; and in Acts 10, 
the descendants of Japheth, the Gentiles in the house- 
hold of the Roman soldier, Cornelius. Sin has divided 
mankind, but Christ unites by His Spirit. All believers, 
regardless of national background, belong to that “holy 
nation” with citizenship in heaven (Phil. 3:20-21). 

One family (v. 19b). Through faith in Christ, we 
enter into God’s family, and God becomes our Father. 
This wonderful family of God is found in two places, 
“in heaven and earth” (Eph. 3:15). Living believers are 
on earth; believers who have died are in heaven. None 
of God’s children are “under the earth” (Phil. 2:10) or 
in any other place in the universe. We are all brothers 
and sisters in the one family, no matter what racial, 
national, or physical distinctions we may possess. 

One temple (vv. 20-22). In the book of Genesis, 
God “walked” with His people (Gen. 5:22, 24; 6:9), 
but in Exodus, He decided to “dwell” with His people 
(Ex. 25:8). God dwelt in the tabernacle (Ex. 40:34-38) 
until Israel’s sins caused “the glory to depart” (1 Sam. 
4). Then God dwelt in the temple (1 Kings 8:1-11), 
but, alas, again Israel sinned and the glory departed 
(Ezek. 10:18-19). God’s next dwelling place was the 
body of Christ (John 1:14), which men took and 
nailed to a cross. Today, through His Spirit, God dwells 
in the church, the temple of God. God does not dwell 
in man-made temples, including church buildings 
(Acts 7:48-50). He dwells in the hearts of those who 
have trusted Christ (1 Cor. 6:19-20), and in the 
church collectively (Eph. 2:20-22). 

The foundation for this church was laid by the 
apostles and New Testament prophets. Jesus Christ is 
the Foundation (1 Cor. 3:11) and the Chief 
Cornerstone (Ps. 118:22; Isa. 8:14). The cornerstone 
binds the structure together; Jesus Christ has united 
Jews and Gentiles in the church. This reference to the 
temple would be meaningful to both the Jews and the 
Gentiles in the Ephesian church: the Jews would think 
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of Herod’s temple in Jerusalem, and the Gentiles would 
think of the great temple of Diana. Both temples were 
destined to be destroyed, but the temple Christ is 
building will last forever. “I will build my church” 
(Matt. 16:18). The Holy Spirit builds this temple by 
taking dead stones out of the pit of sin (Ps. 40:2), giv- 
ing them life, and setting them lovingly into the temple 
of God (1 Peter 2:5). This temple is “fitly framed 
together” as the body of Christ (Eph. 2:21; 4:16), so 
that every part accomplishes the purpose God has in 
mind. 

As you look back over this chapter, you cannot help 
but praise God for what He, in His grace, has done for 
sinners. Through Christ, He has raised us from the 
dead and seated us on the throne. He has reconciled us 
and set us into His temple. Neither spiritual death nor 
spiritual distance can defeat the grace of God! But He 
has not only saved us individually, He has also made us 
a part of His church collectively. What a tremendous 
privilege it is to be a part of God’s eternal program! 

This leads to two practical applications as we close 
this study. 

First, have you personally experienced the grace 
of God? Are you spiritually dead? Are you distant 
from God? Or have you trusted Christ and received 
that eternal life that only He can give? If you are not 
sure of your spiritual position, I urge you to turn to 
Christ by faith and trust Him. Like the nation of Israel, 
you may have been given many spiritual privileges, 
only to reject the God who gave them. Or, like the 
Gentiles, you may have turned away from God and 
lived deliberately in sin and disobedience. In either 
case, “there is no difference, for all have sinned and 
come short of the glory of God” (Rom. 3:22-23). Call 
on Christ—He will save you. 

Second, if you are a true believer in Christ, are you 
helping others to trust Him? You have been raised from 
the dead—do you “walk in newness of life” (Rom. 
6:4)? Do you share this good news of eternal life with 
others? You are no longer at enmity with God, but are 
you spreading the good news of “peace with God” with 
those who are still fighting Him? 

Jesus Christ died to make reconciliation possible. 
You and I must live to make the message of reconcilia- 
tion personal. God has “given to us the ministry of 
reconciliation” (2 Cor. 5:18). We are His ambassadors 
of peace (2 Cor. 5:20). Our feet should be shod “with 
the preparation of the gospel of peace” (Eph. 6:15). 
“Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called 
the children of God” (Matt. 5:9). 

A missionary was preaching in the village market, 
and some of the people were laughing at him because 
he was not a very handsome man. He took it for a 
time, and then he said to the crowd, “It is true that I 
do not have beautiful hair, for I am almost bald. Nor 
do I have beautiful teeth, for they are really not mine; 
they were made by the dentist. I do not have a beauti- 
ful face, nor can I afford to wear beautiful clothes. But 
this I know: I have beautiful feet!” And he quoted the 
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verse from Isaiah: “How beautiful upon the mountains 
are the feet of him that bringeth good tidings, that 
publisheth peace” (Isa. 52:7). Do you have beautiful 
feet? 


CHAPTER SIX 
Ephesians 3:1-13 
| KNOW A SECRET 


was once a character witness at a child-custody trial. 
| I was grateful that the case was being tried at a small 

rural county seat rather than in a big city, because it 
was my first experience on the witness stand. I have 
since learned that the location of the court makes little 
difference. All trials can be difficult and it is no fun to 
be a witness at any. 

The prosecutor's first question caught me unawares, 
“Reverend, do you think that a man who has been in 
prison is fit to raise a child?” 

I was supposed to answer yes or no, so the reply I 
gave did not make the judge too happy. “Well,” I said 
slowly, stalling for time, “I guess it depends on the 
man. Some very famous people have been in jail and 
have made the world a better place because of their 
experiences—John Bunyan, for example, and the great 
apostle Paul.” I could have given other examples from 
the Bible, but I detected that my answer was not 
acceptable to the court. 

Twice in this letter, Paul reminded his readers that 
he was a prisoner (Eph. 3:1; 4:1), and at the close he 
called himself an “ambassador in bonds” (Eph. 6:20). 
No doubt the Ephesians were asking, “Why is Paul a 
prisoner in Rome? Why would God permit such a 
thing?” In this paragraph, Paul explained his situation 
and, in doing so, also explained one of the greatest 
truths in this letter, the “mystery” of the church. In the 
New Testament, a mystery is not something eerie or 
inscrutable, but rather “a truth that was hidden by God 
in times past and is now revealed to those who are in 
His family.” A mystery is a “sacred secret” that is 
unknown to unbelievers, but understood and treasured 
by the people of God. 

Paul explained the mystery—the Gentile believers 
are now united to the Jewish believers in one body, 
the church (Eph. 3:6). He had mentioned this new 
work of God, so his readers were familiar with the 
concept (Eph. 1:10; 2:11, 22). But now Paul 
explained the tremendous impact of this “sacred 
secret” that had so possessed his own life and min- 
istry. Actually, this explanation is almost a parenthesis 
in the letter, for Paul began this section with the 
intention of praying for his readers. Compare 
Ephesians 3:1 and 14. His use of the words prisoner 
and Gentiles led him into this important explanation 
of the “mystery of the church,” and in this explana- 
tion, Paul showed us that the “mystery” is important 
to four different groups of persons. 


It Was Important to Paul (3:1-5) 

The best way to grasp the importance of “the mystery” 
in Paul’s life is to focus on the two descriptions he gave 
of himself in this section. He began by calling himself 
“a prisoner” (Eph. 3:1), and then he called himself “a 
minister” (Eph. 3:7). Paul was a prisoner because he 
believed in God’s new program of uniting believing 
Jews and Gentiles into one body, the church. The 
orthodox Jews in Paul’s day considered the Gentiles 
“dogs,” but some of the Christian Jews did not have a 
much better attitude toward the Gentiles. 

Paul was a leader in Jewish orthodoxy when Christ 
saved him (Gal. 1:11-24; Phil. 3:1-11), yet in the prov- 
idence of God, he began his early ministry in a local 
church in Antioch that was composed of both Jews and 
Gentiles (Acts 11:19-26). When the council was held at 
Jerusalem to determine the status of believing Gentiles, 
Paul courageously defended the grace of God and the 
unity of the church (Acts 15; Gal. 2:1-10). 

Paul knew from the very beginning of his Christian 
life that God had called him to take the gospel to the 
Gentiles (Acts 9:15; 26:13—18), and he was not disobe- 
dient to that call. Wherever Paul ministered, he 
founded local churches composed of believing Jews 
and Gentiles, all “one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). 

Because Paul was the “apostle to the Gentiles” 
(Rom. 11:13; 15:15-16; Eph. 3:8; 1 Tim. 2:7), he was 
accused of being prejudiced against the Jews, particu- 
larly the Jewish believers in Jerusalem and Judea. The 
special offering Paul collected for the needy believers in 
Judea should have shown the goodwill that existed 
between these churches and the churches Paul founded 
(Rom. 15:25-33). Paul delivered the offering in person 
(Acts 21:17-19), and from all evidence, it was gra- 
ciously received by the Judean Christians. Even though 
Paul took drastic steps to pacify the Jewish believers, 
there was a riot in the temple and Paul was arrested 
(Acts 21:30-33). Paul defended himself by giving his 
personal testimony, and the crowd listened to him until 
he got to the word “Gentiles” and then they rioted 
again (Acts 22:22-23). The rest of the book of Acts 
explains how Paul got from Jerusalem to Rome, “a pris- 
oner of Jesus Christ for you Gentiles” (Eph. 3:1). Had 
Paul compromised his message and encouraged the 
selfish prejudices of the Jews he probably would have 
been released. 

Paul was not only a “prisoner” because of “the mys- 
tery,” but he was also a “minister.” God gave him a 
“dispensation” (stewardship) that he might go to the 
Gentiles, not only with the good news of salvation 
through Christ, but also with the message that Jews 
and Gentiles are now one in Christ. The word dispen- 
sation comes from two Greek words: oikos, meaning 
“house” and nomos, meaning “law.” Our English word 
“economy” is derived directly from the Greek oikono- 
mia, “the law of the house,” or “a stewardship, a 
management.” God has different ways of managing 
His program from age to age, and these different “stew- 
ardships” Bible students sometimes call “dispensations” 
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(Eph. 1:9-10). God’s principles do not change, but His 
methods of dealing with mankind do change over the 
course of history. “Distinguish the ages,” wrote Saint 
Augustine, “and the Scriptures harmonize.” 

God made Paul a steward of “the mystery” with the 
responsibility of sharing it with the Gentiles. It was not 
enough simply to win them to Christ and form them 
into local assemblies. He was also to teach them their 
wonderful position in Christ as members of the body, 
sharing God’s grace equally with the Jews. This truth 
had not been revealed in the Old Testament Scriptures. 
It was revealed to the New Testament apostles and 
prophets (see Eph. 4:11) by the Holy Spirit. God 
revealed it personally to Paul, and it was his responsi- 
bility to share it with the Gentile Christians. This was 
the “dispensation’—or stewardship—that God had 
given him. And because Paul was a faithful steward, he 
was now a prisoner in Rome. Like Joseph in the Old 
Testament, his faithful stewardship resulted in false 
arrest and imprisonment. But, in the end, it brought 
great glory to God and salvation to Jews and Gentiles. 


It Was Important to the Gentiles (3:6-8) 

In Ephesians 2:11-22, we discovered that Christ’s work 
on the cross accomplished much more than the salva- 
tion of individual sinners. It reconciled Jews and 
Gentiles to each other and to God. It is this truth that 
Paul presented here, and you can imagine what excit- 
ing news it would be! The truth of “the mystery” reveals 
to believing Gentiles that they have a wonderful new 
relationship through Jesus Christ. 

To begin with, they are fellow-heirs with the Jews 
and share in the spiritual riches God gave them 
because of His covenant with Abraham (Gal. 3:29). In 
Christ, being a Jew or a Gentile is neither an asset nor 
a liability, for together we share the riches of Christ. 
The Gentiles are also fellow-members of the body of 
Christ, the church. “There is one body” (Eph. 4:4). 
Our human birth determines our racial distinctions, 
but our spiritual birth unites us as members of the 
same body (1 Cor. 12:12-14). Christ is the Head of 
this body (Eph. 5:22-23), and each individual member 
shares in the ministry (Eph. 4:10-13). Finally, in their 
new relationship, the Gentiles are partakers of God’s 
promises. Once they were outside the covenant, with 
no claims on the promises of God (Eph. 2:12), but 
now, in Christ, they share the promises of God with 
the believing Jews. In Romans 11:13-15, Paul 
explained that believing Gentiles share in the spiritual 
riches that God gave to Israel. But in Romans 11:1-12, 
Paul explained that God has not, because of the 
church, negated His promises to Israel. The church 
today shares in the spiritual riches of Israel, but one day 
God will restore His people and fulfill His promises 
concerning their land and their kingdom. 

“The mystery” not only gives believing Gentiles a 
new relationship, it also reveals that there is a new 
power available to them (Eph. 3:7). This power is illus- 
trated in the life of Paul. God saved him by grace and 
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gave him a stewardship, a special ministry to the 
Gentiles. But God also gave Paul the power to accom- 
plish this ministry. The word working here is energeia 
from which we get our word energy. The word power is 
dunamis, which gives us our words dynamic and dyna- 
mite. Paul has already told us about this mighty power 
in Ephesians 1:19-23, and he will mention it again in 
Ephesians 3:20 and Ephesians 4:16. The mighty resur- 
rection power of Christ is available to us for daily life 
and service. 

Finally, there is available to the Gentiles new riches: 
“the unsearchable riches of Christ” (Eph. 3:8). Paul 
called them “exceeding riches” (Eph. 2:7), but here he 
described them as “unfathomable.” The words can also 
be translated “untraceable,” which means that they are 
so vast you cannot discover their end. (Some students 
suggest that “untraceable” might also carry the idea 
that “the mystery” cannot be traced in the Old 
Testament since it was hidden by God.) 

Are these riches available to every believer? Yes! In 
fact, Paul made it clear that he himself had no special 
claim on God’s wealth, for he considered himself “less 
than the least of all saints” (Eph. 3:8). The name Paul 
(Paulus) means “little” in Latin, and perhaps Paul bore 
this name because he realized how insignificant he 
really was (Acts 13:9). He called himself “the least of 
the apostles” (1 Cor. 15:9), but at least he was an apos- 
tle, which is more than we can claim. Here he called 
himself, not “the least of all saints,” but “less than the 
least of all saints” (Eph. 3:8), and he later calls himself 
the “chief of sinners” (1 Tim. 1:15). Understanding the 
deep truths of God’s Word does not give a man a big 
head; it gives him a broken and contrite heart. 


It Is Important to the Angels (3:9-10) 

Perhaps at this point, you are asking yourself the ques- 
tion, “Why did God keep His secret about the church 
hidden for so many centuries?” Certainly the Old 
Testament clearly states that God will save the Gentiles 
through Israel, but nowhere are we told that both Jews 
and Gentiles will form a new creation, the church, the 
body of Christ. It was this mystery that the Spirit 
revealed to Paul and other leaders in the early church, 
and that was so difficult for the Jews to accept. 

Paul told us that “the principalities and powers” 
are also involved in this great secret. God is “educat- 
ing” the angels by means of the church! By “the 
principalities and powers,” Paul meant the angelic 
beings created by God, both good and evil (Eph. 
1:21; 6:12; Col. 1:16; 2:15). Angels are created beings 
and are not omniscient. In fact, Peter indicated that 
during the Old Testament period, the angels were 
curious about God’s plan of salvation then being 
worked out on earth (1 Peter 1:10-12). Certainly the 
angels rejoice at the repentance of a lost sinner (Luke 
15:10), and Paul suggested that the angels watch the 
activities of the local assembly (1 Cor. 11:10). “We 
are made a spectacle unto the world, and to angels,” 
Paul wrote (1 Cor. 4:9). 
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What, then, do the angels learn from the church? 
“The manifold wisdom of God” (Eph. 3:10). 
Certainly the angels know about the power of God as 
seen in His creation. But the wisdom of God as seen 
in His new creation, the church, is something new to 
them. Unsaved men, including wise philosophers, 
look at God’s plan of salvation and consider it “fool- 
ishness” (1 Cor. 1:18-31). But the angels watch the 
outworking of God’s salvation, and they praise His 
wisdom. Paul called it manifold wisdom, and this word 
carries the idea of “variegated” or “many-colored.” 
This suggests the beauty and variety of God’s wisdom 
in His great plan of salvation. 

But there is another facet to this truth that must 
be explored. What are the evil angels learning from 
God’s “mystery”? That their leader, Satan, does not 
have any wisdom! Satan knows the Bible, and he 
understood from the Old Testament Scriptures that 
the Savior would come, when He would come, how 
He would come, and where He would come. Satan 
also understood why He would come, as far as 
redemption is concerned. But nowhere in the Old 
Testament would Satan find any prophecies concern- 
ing the church, “the mystery” of Jews and Gentiles 
united in one body! Satan could see unbelieving Jews 
rejecting their Messiah, and he could see Gentiles 
trusting the Messiah, but he could not see both 
believing Jews and Gentiles united in one body, 
seated with Christ in the heavenlies, and completely 
victorious over Satan! Had Satan known the far- 
reaching results of the cross, no doubt he would have 
altered his plans accordingly. 

God hid this great plan “from the beginning of the 
world,” but now He wants “the mystery” to be known 
by His church. And this is why He made Paul a “stew- 
ard” of this great truth. Ephesians 3:9 should read, 
“And to make all men see what is the stewardship of the 
mystery.” Here is an amazing truth: Now all believers 
are to be faithful stewards of this great truth! This 
“sacred secret” that was so important to Paul, and to 
the Gentiles, and to angels, is now in our hands! 


It Should Be Important to Christians Today 
(3:11-13) 

When God saved Paul, He deposited with him the pre- 
cious treasures of gospel truth (1 Tim. 1:11). Paul in 
turn committed these truths to others, exhorting them 
to commit the truths to faithful men who would guard 
them and share them (2 Tim. 2:2). “O Timothy! Keep 
that which is committed to thy trust” (1 Tim. 6:20). At 
the close of his life, Paul would say, to the glory of God, 
“T have kept the faith” (2 Tim. 4:7). During those apos- 
tolic days, the truths of the gospel and “the mystery” 
were guarded, preached, and handed down to faithful 
men. 

But a study of church history reveals that, one by 
one, many of the basic truths of the Word of God were 
lost during the centuries that followed. God had His 
faithful people—a minority—at all times, but many of 


the great truths of the Word were buried under man- 
made theology, tradition, and ritual. Then, God’s Spirit 
began to open the eyes of seeking souls, and these great 
truths were unveiled again. Martin Luther championed 
justification by faith. Other spiritual leaders rediscov- 
ered the person and work of the Holy Spirit, the 
glorious truth of the return of Jesus Christ, and the joy 
of the victorious Christian life. In recent years, the 
truth of “the mystery” has again excited the hearts of 
God’s people. We rejoice that we are “all one in Christ 
Jesus.” 

Most of us identify Napoleon Bonaparte as the 
would-be conqueror of Europe. But not many would 
name him as a patron of arts and sciences. Yet he was. 
In July 1798, Napoleon began to occupy Egypt, but by 
September 1801, he was forced to get out. Those three 
years meant failure as far as his military and political 
plans were concerned, but they meant success in one 
area that greatly interested him—archeology. For in 
August 1799, a Frenchman named Boussand. discov- 
ered the Rosetta Stone about thirty miles from 
Alexandria. This discovery gave to archeologists the key 
to understanding Egyptian hieroglyphics. It opened the 
door to modern Egyptian studies. 

The “mystery” is God’s “Rosetta Stone.” It is the 
key to what He promised in the Old Testament, what 
Christ did in the Gospels, what the early church did in 
the book of Acts, what Paul and the other writers teach 
in the Epistles, and what God will do as recorded in the 
book of Revelation. God’s program today is not “the 
headship of Israel” (Deut. 28:1-13), but the headship 
of Christ over His church. We today are under a differ- 
ent “stewardship” from that of Moses and the Prophets, 
and we must be careful not to confuse what God has 
clarified. 

The reason many churches are weak and ineffective 
is because they do not understand what they have in 
Christ. And the cause of this is often spiritual leaders 
who are not good “stewards of the mystery.” Because 
they do not “rightly divide the word of truth” (2 Tim. 
2:15), they confuse their people concerning their spir- 
itual position in Christ, and they rob their people of 
the spiritual wealth in Christ. 

This great truth concerning the church is not a 
divine afterthought. It is a part of God’s eternal pur- 
pose in Christ (Eph. 3:11). To ignore this truth is to sin 
against the Father who planned it, the Son whose death 
made it possible, and the Spirit who today seeks to 
work in our lives to accomplish what God has planned. 
When you understand this truth, it gives you great 
confidence and faith (Eph. 3:12). When you know 
what God is doing in the world, and you work with 
Him, you can be sure that He will work im you and for 
you. All of His divine resources are available to those 
who sincerely want to do His will and help Him 
accomplish His purposes on earth. 

The early church thought that the gospel belonged 
to the Jews because it had come through them and to 
them first. Until Peter, by divine direction, went to the 
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Gentiles in Acts 10, the Jewish believers thought that 
a Gentile had to become a Jew before he could become 
a Christian! God’s Spirit gradually revealed to the 
churches that God was doing a new thing: He was 
calling out a people for His name from both the Jews 
and Gentiles (Acts 15:14). There are no national, 
racial, political, physical, or social distinctions in the 
church! “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is nei- 
ther bond nor free, there is neither male nor female; 
for ye are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). 

But an understanding of God’s program in this 
present age not only gives the believer confidence 
toward God. It also gives him courage in the difficult 
circumstances of life. Paul’s sufferings for the Gentiles 
would mean glory for the Gentiles. In the Old 
Testament age, when God’s people obeyed, God 
blessed them materially, nationally, and physically 
(Deut. 28), and if they disobeyed, He withdrew these 
blessings. This is not the way He deals with the 
church today. Our blessings are spiritual, not material 
(Eph. 1:3); they have all been given to us completely 
in Christ. We appropriate them by faith, but if we dis- 
obey God, He does not revoke them. We simply lose 
the enjoyment and the enrichment of them. Paul was 
certainly a dedicated, Spirit-filled man, yet he was 
suffering as a prisoner. Paul made it clear that physi- 
cal, material blessings are not always the experience of 
the dedicated Christian (2 Cor. 4:7-12; 11:23— 
12:10). 

I was driving to a preaching engagement, trying to 
follow a map I had found in the glove compartment of 
my car. (I am a very poor navigator, so my wife is usu- 
ally the navigator in our family.) For some reason, I 
could not locate the interstate highway I needed, so I 
stopped to get directions at a filling station. 

“Youve got an ancient map there, Mister!” the 
attendant told me. “Here’s the latest map. Follow it and 
youll get where you are going.” He was right. I fol- 
lowed the new map and arrived in plenty of time to 
preach. 

People who do not understand God’s “mystery” in 
His church are trying to make spiritual progress with 
the wrong map. Or, to change the figure, they are try- 
ing to build with the wrong blueprints. God’s 
churches on this earth—the local assemblies—are not 
supposed to be either Gentile culture cliques or 
Jewish culture cliques. For a German church to refuse 
fellowship to a Swede is just as unscriptural as for a 
Jewish congregation to refuse a Gentile. God’s church 
is not to be shackled by culture, class, or any other 
physical distinction. It is a spiritual entity that must 
submit to the headship of Jesus Christ in the power of 
the Spirit. 

Yes, God had a “secret”—but God does not want it 
to be a secret anymore! If you understand your wonder- 
ful position in Christ, then live up to it—and share the 
blessing with others. This “secret” was important to 
Paul, to the Gentiles, and to the angels—and it ought 
to be important to you and me today. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
Ephesians 3:14-21 


GET YOUR HANDS ON YOUR WEALTH 


his passage is the second of two prayers recorded in 
[hes the first one being Ephesians 1:15-23. 
In the first prayer, the emphasis is on enlighten- 
ment, but in this prayer, the emphasis is on enablement. 
It is not so much a matter of knowing as being—laying 
our hands on what God has for us and by faith making 
it a vital part of our lives. Paul was saying, “I want you 
to get your hands on your wealth, realize how vast it is, 
and start to use it.” 
It is worth noting that both of these prayers, as well 
as the other prison prayers (Phil. 1:9-11; Col. 1:9-12), 
deal with the spiritual condition of the inner man, and 
not the material needs of the body. Certainly it is not 
wrong to pray for physical and material needs, but the 
emphasis in these petitions is on the spiritual. Paul 
knew that if the inner man is what he ought to be, the 
outer man will be taken care of in due time. Too many 
of our prayers focus only on physical and material 
needs and fail to lay hold of the deeper inner needs of 
the heart. It would do us good to use these prison 
prayers as our own, and ask God to help us in our inner 
person. That is where the greatest needs are. 


The Invocation (3:14-15) 

The first thing that strikes us is Paul’s posture: “I bow 
my knees.” (This must have been quite an experience 
for the Roman soldier chained to Paul!) The Bible 
nowhere commands any special posture for prayer. 
Abraham stood before the Lord when he prayed for 
Sodom (Gen. 18:22), and Solomon stood when he 
prayed to dedicate the temple (1 Kings 8:22). David 
“sat before the Lord” (1 Chron. 17:16) when he prayed 
about the future of his kingdom. And Jesus “fell on his 
face” when He prayed in Gethsemane (Matt. 26:39). 

You have noticed, no doubt, the emphasis on spiri- 
tual posture in Ephesians. As lost sinners, we were 
buried in the graveyard (Eph. 2:1). But when we 
trusted Christ, He raised us from the dead and seated 
us with Christ in the heavenlies (Eph. 2:4-6). Because 
we are seated with Christ, we can walk so as to please 
Him (Eph. 4:1, 17; 5:2, 8, 15) and we can stand against 
the devil (Eph. 6:10-13). But the posture that links 
“sitting” with “walking” and “standing” is “bowing the 
knee.” It is through prayer that we lay hold of God’s 
riches that enable us to behave like Christians and bat- 
tle like Christians. Whether we actually bow our knees 
is not the important thing; that we bow our hearts and 
wills to the Lord and ask Him for what we need is the 
vital matter. 

Paul’s prayer was addressed to “the Father of our 
Lord Jesus Christ.” In the Bible, prayer is addressed to 
the Father, through the Son, and in the Spirit. This is 
the usual pattern, though you do find petitions 
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addressed to the Son, and possibly to the Spirit (1 
Thess. 3:12-13). In Ephesians 1:3, Paul called the 
Father “the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.” 
He was the “God ... of our Lord Jesus Christ” when 
Jesus was here on earth, for as man, Jesus lived in total 
dependence on God. This title reminds us of Christ’s 
humanity. But God is the “Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ” because Jesus Christ is eternal God; so this title 
reminds us of His deity. 

There is a sense, however, in which all men in gen- 
eral, and Christians in particular, share in the 
fatherhood of God. Paul stated that “the whole family 
in heaven and earth is named” after the divine Father. 
That word family can be translated “fatherhood.” Every 
fatherhood in heaven and on earth gets its origin and 
name from the Father. He is the great Original; every 
other fatherhood is but a copy. Adam is called “the son 
of God” (Luke 3:38), referring to his creation. Believers 
are the “sons of God” by rebirth (John 1:11-13; 1 John 
3:1-2). All men are not children of God by nature. 
Instead, they are children of disobedience and children 
of wrath (Eph. 2:2-3). As Creator, God is the Father of 
each man but as Savior, He is only the Father of those 
who believe. There is no such thing in Scripture as the 
universal fatherhood of God that saves all men. “Ye 
must be born again” (John 3:7). 


The Petition (3:16-19) 

There are four requests in Paul’s prayer, but they must 
not be looked on as isolated, individual petitions. 
These four requests are more like four parts to a tele- 
scope. One request leads into the next one, and so on. 
He prays that the inner man might have spiritual 
strength, which will, in turn, lead to a deeper experi- 
ence with Christ. This deeper experience will enable 
them to “apprehend” (get hold of) God’s great love, 
which will result in their being “filled unto all the full- 
ness of God.” So, then, Paul was praying for strength, 
depth, apprehension, and fullness. 

Strength (v. 16). The presence of the Holy Spirit in 
the life is evidence of salvation (Rom. 8:9); but the 
power of the Spirit is enablement for Christian living, 
and it is this power that Paul desired for his readers. “Ye 
shall receive power, when the Holy Spirit is come upon 
you’ (Acts 1:8, literal translation). Jesus performed His 
ministry on earth in the power of the Spirit (Luke 4:1, 
14; Acts 10:38), and this is the only resource we have 
for Christian living today. As you read the book of 
Acts, you see the importance of the Holy Spirit in the 
life of the church, for there are some fifty-nine refer- 
ences to the Spirit in the book, or one fourth of the 
total references found in the New Testament. Someone 
has said, “If God took the Holy Spirit out of this world, 
most of what we Christians are doing would go right 
on—and nobody would know the difference!” Sad, but 
true. 

The power of the Spirit is given to us “according to 
the riches of his glory” (Eph. 3:16). Christ returned to 


glory and sent the Spirit from heaven to indwell and 


empower His people. It is not necessary for us to 
“work something up.” The power has to be sent down. 
How marvelous that God does not give the Spirit’s 
power to us “out of his riches,” but “according to”— 
which is a far greater thing. If I am a billionaire and I 
give you ten dollars, I have given you out of my riches; 
but if I give you a million dollars, I have given to you 
according to my riches. The first is a portion; the second 
is a proportion. 

This power is available for “the inner man.” This 
means the spiritual part of man where God dwells and 
works. The inner man of the lost sinner is dead (Eph. 
2:1), but it becomes alive when Christ is invited in. 
The inner man can see (Ps. 119:18), hear (Matt. 13:9), 
taste (Ps. 34:8), and feel (Acts 17:27), and he must be 
“exercised” (1 Tim. 4:7-8). He also must be cleansed 
(Ps. 51:7) and fed (Matt. 4:4). The outer man is per- 
ishing, but the inner man can be renewed spiritually in 
spite of outward physical decay (2 Cor. 4:16-18). It is 
this inner power that makes him succeed. 

What does it mean to have the Holy Spirit 
empower the inner man? It means that our spiritual 
faculties are controlled by God, and we are exercising 
them and growing in the Word (Heb. 5:12-14). It is 
only when we yield to the Spirit and let Him control 
the inner man that we succeed in living to the glory 
of God. This means feeding the inner man the Word of 
God, praying and worshipping, keeping clean, and 
exercising the senses by loving obedience. 

Depth (v. 17). Paul used three pictures here to con- 
vey this idea of spiritual depth, and the three pictures 
are hidden in the three verbs: “dwell,” “rooted,” and 
“grounded.” The verb dwell literally means (and here I 
follow Dr. Kenneth Wuest) “to settle down and feel at 
home.” Certainly Christ was already resident in the 
hearts of the Ephesians, or else Paul would not have 
addressed them as “saints” in Ephesians 1:1. What Paul 
was praying for was a deeper experience between Christ 
and His people. He yearned for Christ to settle down 
and feel at home in their hearts—not a surface relation- 
ship, but an ever-deepening fellowship. 

Abraham's life is an illustration of this truth. God 
was going to bless Abraham with a son, so the Lord 
Himself came down and visited Abraham’s tent, and 
He brought two angels with Him. They came to the 
tent, they talked with Abraham, and they even ate a 
meal with him. They felt very much at home, because 
Abraham was a man of faith and obedience. But the 
three guests had another task. They had to investigate 
the sins of Sodom because God planned to destroy the 
cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. Lot, a believer, was liv- 
ing in Sodom, and God wanted to warn him to get out 
before the judgment could fall. But the Lord Himself 
did not go to Sodom. He sent the two angels (Gen. 
18-19). The Lord did not feel at home in Lot’s house 
the way He felt at home in Abraham's tent. 

The verb rooted moves us into the plant world. The 
tree must get its roots deep into the soil if it is to have 
both nourishment and stability, and the Christian must 
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have his spiritual roots deep into the love of God. 
Psalm 1:1-3 is a perfect description of this word, and 
Jeremiah 17:5-8 is a good commentary on it. One of 
the most important questions a Christian can ask him- 
self is, “From what do I draw my nourishment and my 
stability?” If there is to be power in the Christian life, 
then there must be depth. The roots must go deeper 
and deeper into the love of Christ. 

Grounded is an architectural term; it refers to the 
foundations on which we build. In the first two 
churches I pastored, we were privileged to construct 
new buildings, and in both projects it seemed we 
would never get out of the ground. In my second 
building program, we had to spend several thousand 
dollars taking soil tests because we were building over 
an old lake bed. For weeks, the men were laying out 
and pouring the footings. One day I complained to the 
architect, and he replied, “Pastor, the most important 
part of this building is the foundation. If you don’t go 
deep, you can't go high.” That sentence has been a ser- 
mon to me ever since. 

The trials of life test the depth of our experience. If 
two roommates in college have a falling out, they may 
seek new roommates, for after all, living with a room- 
mate is a passing experience. But if a husband and wife, 
who love each other, have a disagreement, the trial only 
deepens their love as they seek to solve the problems. 
The storm that blows reveals the strength of the roots. 
Jesus told the story about the two builders, one of 
whom did not go deep enough for his foundation 
(Matt. 7:24-29). Paul prayed that the believers might 
have a deeper experience with Christ, because only a 
deep experience could sustain them during the severe 
trials of life. 

Apprehension (vv. 18-19a). The English words 
comprehend and apprehend both stem from the Latin 
word prehendere which means “to grasp.” We say that a 
monkey has a “prehensile tail.” That is, its tail is able to 
grasp a tree limb and hold on. Our word comprehend 
carries the idea of mentally grasping something; while 
apprehend suggests laying hold of it for yourself. In 
other words, it is possible to understand something but 
not really make it your own. Paul’s concern was that we 
lay hold of the vast expanses of the love of God. He 
wanted us to live in four dimensions. When God gave 
the land to Abraham, He told him to “walk through the 
land in the length of it and in the breadth of it” (Gen. 
13:17). Abraham had to step out by faith and claim his 
inheritance. But we today have an inheritance in four 
dimensions: breadth, length, depth, and height. God’s 
fourth dimension is love! 

But there is a paradox here. Paul wanted us to know 
personally the love of Christ “which passeth knowl- 
edge.” There are dimensions, but they cannot be 
measured. “The love of Christ which passeth knowl- 
edge” parallels “the unsearchable riches of Christ” 
(Eph. 3:8). We are so rich in Christ that our riches can- 
not be calculated even with the most sophisticated 
computer. 
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Perhaps you saw the cartoon that depicted a man 
chatting with a boat salesman. In the beautiful show- 
room were yachts and cabin cruisers that glittered with 
elegance. In the caption, the salesman is saying to the 
customer, “Sir, if you have to ask how much they are, 
they are too expensive for you!” 

No Christian ever has to worry about having inad- 
equate spiritual resources to meet the demands of life. 
If he prays for spiritual strength and spiritual depth, he 
will be able to apprehend—get his hands on—all the 
resources of God’s love and grace. “I can do all things 
through Christ which strengtheneth me” (Phil. 4:13). 
And what is the result of all of this? 

Fullness (v. 19b). It is said that nature abhors a 
vacuum. This explains why air or water will automati- 
cally flow into an empty place. The divine nature 
abhors a vacuum. God wants us to experience His full- 
ness. “Filled unto all the fullness of God” is the more 
accurate translation. The means of our fullness is the 
Holy Spirit (Eph. 5:18), and the measure of our fullness 
is God Himself (Eph. 4:11-16). It is tragic when 
Christians use the wrong measurements in examining 
their own spiritual lives. We like to measure ourselves 
by the weakest Christians that we know, and then 
boast, “Well, I’m better than they are.” Paul tells us that 
the measure is Christ, and that we cannot boast about 
anything (nor should we). When we have reached His 
fullness, then we have reached the limit. 

In one sense, the Christian is already “made full in 
Christ” (Col. 2:9-10, where “complete” means “filled 
full”). Positionally, we are complete in Him, but prac- 
tically, we enjoy only the grace that we apprehend by 
faith. The resources are there. All we need do is accept 
them and enjoy them. Paul will have more to say about 
this fullness (Eph. 5:18-21), so we will reserve further 
comment until we reach that section. 


The Benediction (3:20-21) 
After contemplating such a marvelous spiritual experi- 
ence, it is no wonder Paul burst forth in a doxology, a 
fitting benediction to such a prayer. Note again the trini- 
tarian emphasis in this benediction: Paul prayed to God 
the Father, concerning the indwelling power of God the 
Spirit, made available through God the Son. 

Perhaps the best way for us to grasp some of the 
greatness of this doxology is to look at it in outlined 
form: 


Now unto Him that is 

able to do all 

above all 

abundantly above all 

exceeding abundantly above all 


Paul seemed to want to use every word possible to 
convey to us the vastness of God’s power as found in 
Jesus Christ. He ended each of the two previous chap- 
ters with praise to God for His great victory in Christ. 
He told us that Christ’s power is so great He arose from 
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the dead and ascended far above all (Eph. 1:19-23). He 
taught us that His power is so great He has reconciled 
Jews and Gentiles to each other, and to God, and that 
He is now building a temple to the eternal glory of 
God (Eph. 2:19-22). But in the paragraph before us, 
Paul shared the exciting truth that this far above all 
power is available to us! It is even “above all that we ask 
or think.” In other words, the power of Christ, like the 
love of Christ, is beyond human understanding or 
measurement. And this is just the kind of power you 
and I need if we are to walk and war in victory. 

The word power is again dunamis, which we met 
back in Ephesians 3:7, and working is energeia (energy) 
found in Ephesians 1:11, 19; 2:2; 3:7; and 4:16. Some 
power is dormant; it is available, but not being used, 
such as the power stored in a battery. But God’s energy 
is effectual power—power at work in our lives. This 
power works im us, in the inner man (Eph. 3:16). 
Philippians 2:12-13 are parallel verses, so be sure to 
read them. It is the Holy Spirit who releases the resur- 
rection power of Christ in our lives. 

One winter day, I had an important engagement in 
Chicago, and the evening before, the area was hit by a 
severe snowstorm. I did not have a garage, so my car 
was not only covered with snow, but heavy cakes of ice 
had formed under the fenders and bumpers. These ice 
cakes I simply kicked off, after I had swept off the car. 
I drove to the gas station to fill the tank. When I 
pushed the button on the dashboard to open the gas 
cap, it didn’t work. No matter how hard or often I 
pushed, the cap stayed shut. The station attendant 
looked under the fender and discovered the problem. 
In kicking off the ice, I had broken the wire that con- 
nected the gas cap with the battery. 

Apparently this is what has happened to many 
Christians. They have been cut off from their source of 
power. Unbelief, unconfessed sin, careless living, 
worldliness in action or attitude—all of these can rob 
us of power. And a Christian robbed of power cannot 
be used of God. “Without me, ye can do nothing” 
(John 15:5). 

Why does God share His power with us? So that we 
can build great churches for our own glory? So that 
we can boast of our own achievements? No! “To him 
be glory in the church!” The Spirit of God was given to 
glorify the Son of God (John 16:14). The church on 
earth is here to glorify the Son of God. If our motive is 
to glorify God by building His church, then God will 
share His power with us. The power of the Spirit is not 
a luxury; it is a necessity. 

But the amazing thing is that what we do in His 
power today will glorify Christ “throughout all ages, 
world without end” (Eph. 3:21). The church's greatest 
ministry is yet to come. What we do here and now is 
preparing us for the eternal ages, when we shall glorify 
Christ forever. 

He is able to do all—above all—abundantly above 
all—exceeding abundantly above all! 

Get your hands on your spiritual wealth by opening 


your heart to the Holy Spirit, and praying with Paul 
for strength for the inner man ... for a new depth of 
love ... for spiritual apprehension ... and for spiritual 
fullness. 

“Ye have not because ye ask not” (James 4:2). 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
Ephesians 4:1-16 
LET'S WALK TOGETHER 


ll of Paul’s letters contain a beautiful balance 
Aes doctrine and duty, and Ephesians is the 
perfect example. The first three chapters deal with 
doctrine, our riches in Christ, while the last three chap- 
ters explain duty, our responsibilities in Christ. The key 
word in this last half of the book is walk (Eph. 4:1, 17; 
5:2, 8, 15), while the key idea in the first half is wealth. 
In these last three chapters, Paul admonished us to 
walk in unity (Eph. 4:1-16), purity (Eph. 4:17-5:17), 
harmony (Eph. 5:18-6:9), and victory (Eph. 6:10-24). 
These four “walks” perfectly parallel the basic doc- 
trines Paul has taught us in the first three chapters. 
Before we look at this section in detail, we must 
note two important words in Ephesians 4:1: therefore 
and beseech. The word therefore indicates that Paul was 
basing his exhortations to duty on the doctrines 
taught in the first three chapters. (Rom. 12:1-2 are 
parallel verses.) The Christian life is not based on 
ignorance but knowledge, and the better we under- 
stand Bible doctrine, the easier it is to obey Bible 
duties. When people say, “Dont talk to me about 
doctrine—just let me live my Christian life!” they are 
revealing their ignorance of the way the Holy Spirit 
works in the life of the believer. “It makes no differ- 
ence what you believe, just as long as you live right” 
is a similar confession of ignorance. It does make a dif- 
ference what you believe, because what you believe 
determines how you behave! 


Our Wealth Our Walk 
Called by grace to Walk worthy of your 
belong to His body calling—the unity of 
(chap. 1) the Body (4:1-16) 
Raised from the dead Put off the graveclothes 
(2:1-10) (4:17-5:17) ; walk in 
purity 
Reconciled (2:11-22) Walk in harmony 
(5:18—6:9) 
Christ’s victory over Walk in victory 
Satan is the mystery (6:10-24) 


(chap. 3) 


The word beseech indicates that God, in love, urges 
us to live for His glory. He does not say, as He did to 
the Old Testament Jews, “If you obey Me, I will bless 
you.” Rather, He says, “I have already blessed you— 
now, in response to My love and grace, obey Me.” He 
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has given us such a marvelous calling in Christ; now it 
is our responsibility to live up to that calling. 

The main idea in these first sixteen verses is the 
unity of believers in Christ. This is simply the practical 
application of the doctrine taught in the first half of the 
letter: God is building a body, a temple. He has recon- 
ciled Jews and Gentiles to Himself in Christ. The 
oneness of believers in Christ is already a spiritual real- 
ity. Our responsibility is to guard, protect, and preserve 
that unity. To do this, we must understand four impor- 
tant facts. 


The Grace of Unity (4:1-3) 

Unity is not uniformity. Unity comes from within and 
is a spiritual grace, while uniformity is the result of 
pressure from without. Paul used the human body as a 
picture of Christian unity (1 Cor. 12), and he adapted 
the same illustration here in this section (Eph. 
4:13-16). Each part of the body is different from the 
other parts, yet all make up one body and work 
together. 

If we are going to preserve the “unity of the Spirit,” 
we must possess the necessary Christian graces, and 
there are seven of them listed here. The first is lowliness, 
or humility. Someone has said, “Humility is that grace 
that, when you know you have it, you have lost it.” 
Humility means putting Christ first, others second, 
and self last. It means knowing ourselves, accepting 
ourselves, and being ourselves to the glory of God. God 
does not condemn you when you accept yourself and 
your gifts (Rom. 12:3). He just does not want us to 
think more Aighly of ourselves than we ought to—or 
less highly than we ought to. 

Meekness is not weakness. It is power under control. 
Moses was a meek man (Num. 12:3), yet see the 
tremendous power he exercised. Jesus Christ was “meek 
and lowly in heart” (Matt. 11:29), yet He drove the 
moneychangers from the temple. In the Greek lan- 
guage, this word was used for a soothing medicine, a 
colt that had been broken, and a soft wind. In each case 
you have power, but that power is under control. 

Allied with meekness is longsuffering, which literally 
means “long-tempered,” the ability to endure discom- 
fort without fighting back. This leads to the 
mentioning of forbearance, a grace that cannot be expe- 
rienced apart from love. “Love suffereth long and is 
kind” (1 Cor. 13:4). Actually, Paul was describing some 
of the “fruit of the Spirit” (Gal. 5:22-23); for the 
“unity of the Spirit” (Eph. 4:3) is the result of the 
believer “walking in the Spirit” (Gal. 5:16). 

The next grace that contributes to the unity of the 
Spirit is endeavor. Literally it reads “being eager to 
maintain, or guard, the unity of the Spirit.” “It’s great 
that you love each other,” I once heard a seasoned saint 
say to a newly wedded couple, “but if you're going to 
be happy in marriage, you gotta work at it!” The verb 
used here is a present participle, which means we must 
constantly be endeavoring to maintain this unity. In 
fact, when we think the situation is the best, Satan will 
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move in to wreck it. The spiritual unity of a home, a 
Sunday school class, or a church is the responsibility of 
each person involved, and the job never ends. 

The final grace is peace—‘“the bond of peace.” Read 
James 3:13—4:10 for the most vivid treatment of war 
and peace in the New Testament. Note that the reason 
for war on the outside is war on the inside. If a believer 
cannot get along with God, he cannot get along with 
other believers. When “the peace of God” rules in our 


hearts, then we build unity (Col. 3:15). 


The Grounds of Unity (4:4-6) 

Many people today attempt to unite Christians in a 
way that is not biblical. For example, they will say, “We 
are not interested in doctrines, but in love. Now, let’s 
forget our doctrines and just love one another!” But 
Paul did not discuss spiritual unity in the first three 
chapters; he waited until he had laid the doctrinal 
foundation. While not all Christians agree on some 
minor matters of Christian doctrine, they all do agree 
on the foundation truths of the faith. Unity built on 
anything other than Bible truth is standing on a very 
shaky foundation. Paul names here the seven basic spir- 
itual realities that unite all true Christians. 

One body. This is, of course, the body of Christ in 
which each believer is a member, placed there at con- 
version by the Spirit of God (1 Cor. 12:12-31). The 
one body is the model for the many local bodies that 
God has established across the world. The fact that a 
person is a member of the one body does not excuse 
him from belonging to a local body, for it is there that 
he exercises his spiritual gifts and helps others to grow. 

One Spirit. The same Holy Spirit indwells each 
believer, so that we belong to each other in the Lord. 
There are perhaps a dozen references to the Holy Spirit 
in Ephesians, because He is important to us in the liv- 
ing of the Christian life. 

One hope of your calling. This refers to the return 
of the Lord to take His church to heaven. The Holy 
Spirit within is the assurance of this great promise 
(Eph. 1:13-14). Paul was suggesting here that the 
believer who realizes the existence of the one body, who 
walks in the Spirit, and who looks for the Lord’s return, 
is going to be a peacemaker and not a troublemaker. 

One Lord. This is our Lord Jesus Christ, who died 
for us, lives for us, and one day will come for us. It is 
difficult to believe that two believers can claim to obey 
the same Lord, and yet not be able to walk together in 
unity. Someone asked Ghandi, the spiritual leader of 
India, “What is the greatest hindrance to Christianity 
in India?” He replied, “Christians.” Acknowledging the 
lordship of Christ is a giant step toward spiritual unity 
among His people. 

One faith. There is one settled body of truth 
deposited by Christ in His church, and this is “the 
faith.” Jude called it “the faith which was once deliv- 
ered unto the saints” (Jude 3). The early Christians 
recognized a body of basic doctrine that they taught, 
guarded, and committed to others (2 Tim. 2:2). 


606 


Christians may differ in some matters of interpretation 
and church practice, but all true Christians agree on 
“the faith’—and to depart from “the faith” is to bring 
about disunity within the body of Christ. 

One baptism. Since Paul was here discussing the 
one body, this “one baptism” is probably the baptism of 
the Spirit, that act of the Spirit when He places the 
believing sinner into the body of Christ at conversion 
(1 Cor. 12:13). This is not an experience after conver- 
sion, nor is it an experience the believer should pray for 
or seek after. We are commanded to be filled with the 
Spirit (Eph. 5:18), but we are never commanded to be 
baptized with the Spirit, for we have already been bap- 
tized by the Spirit at conversion. As far as the one body 
is concerned, there is one baptism—the baptism of the 
Spirit. But as far as local bodies of believers are con- 
cerned, there are two baptisms: the baptism of the 
Spirit and water baptism. 

One God and Father. Paul liked to emphasize God 
as Father (Eph. 1:3, 17; 2:18; 3:14; 5:20). The mar- 
velous oneness of believers in the family of God is 
evident here, for God is over all, and working through 
all, and in all. We are children in the same family, lov- 
ing and serving the same Father, so we ought to be able 
to walk together in unity. Just as in an earthly family 
the various members have to give and take in order to 
keep a loving unity in the home, so God’s heavenly 
family must do the same. The “Lord’s Prayer” opens 
with “Our Father’—not “My Father.” 

Paul was quite concerned that Christians not break 
the unity of the Spirit by agreeing with false doctrine 
(Rom. 16:17-20), and the apostle John echoed this 
warning (2 John 6-11). The local church cannot 
believe in peace at any price, for God’s wisdom is “first 
pure, then peaceable” (James 3:17). Purity of doctrine 
of itself does not produce spiritual unity, for there are 
churches that are sound in faith, but unsound when it 
comes to love. This is why Paul joined the two: “speak- 
ing the truth in love” (Eph. 4:15). 


The Gifts for Unity (4:7-11) 
Paul moved now from what all Christians have in com- 
mon to how Christians differ from each other. He was 
discussing variety and individuality within the unity of 
the Spirit. God has given each believer at least one spir- 
itual gift (1 Cor. 12:1-12), and this gift is to be used 
for the unifying and edifying (building up) of the body 
of Christ. We must make a distinction between “spiri- 
tual gifts” and natural abilities. When you were born 
into this world God gave you certain natural abilities, 
perhaps in mechanics, art, athletics, or music. In this 
regard, all men are not created equal, because some are 
smarter, or stronger, or more talented than others. But 
in the spiritual realm, each believer has at least one spir- 
itual gift no matter what natural abilities he may or 
may not possess. A spiritual gift is a God-given ability 
to serve God and other Christians in such a way that 
Christ is glorified and believers are edified. 

How does the believer discover and develop his 


gifts? By fellowshipping with other Christians in the 
local assembly. Gifts are not toys to play with. They are 
tools to build with. And if they are not used in love, 
they become weapons to fight with, which is what hap- 
pened in the Corinthian church (1 Cor. 12—14). 
Christians are not to live in isolation, for after all, they 
are members of the same body. 

Paul taught that Christ is the Giver of these gifts, 
through the Holy Spirit (Eph. 4:8-10). He ascended to 
heaven as Victor forevermore. The picture here is of a 
military conqueror leading his captives and sharing the 
spoil with his followers. Only in this case, the “cap- 
tives” are not His enemies, but His own. Sinners who 
once were held captives by sin and Satan have now 
been taken captive by Christ. Even death itself is a 
defeated foe! When He came to earth, Christ experi- 
enced the depths of humiliation (Phil. 2:5-11), but 
when He ascended to heaven, He experienced the very 
highest exaltation possible. Paul quoted Psalm 68:18, 
applying to Jesus Christ a victory song written by 
David (Eph. 4:8). 

There are three lists of spiritual gifts given in the 
New Testament: 1 Corinthians 12:4-11, 27-31; 
Romans 12:3-8; and Ephesians 4:11. Since these lists 
are not identical, it may be that Paul has not named all 
the gifts that are available. Paul wrote that some gifts 
are more important than others, but that all believers 
are needed if the body is to function normally (1 Cor. 
14:5, 39). Paul named, not so much “gifts” as the gifted 
men God has placed in the church, and there are four 
of them. 

Apostles (v. 11a). The word means “one who is 
sent with a commission.” Jesus had many disciples, but 
He selected twelve apostles (Matt. 10:1—4). A disciple is 
a “follower” or a “learner,” but an apostle is a “divinely 
appointed representative.” The apostles were to give 
witness of the resurrection (Acts 1:15—22), and there- 
fore had to have seen the risen Christ personally (1 
Cor. 9:1-2). There are no apostles today in the strictest 
New Testament sense. These men helped to lay the 
foundation of the church—‘“the foundation of the 
apostles and prophets” (Eph. 2:20), and once the foun- 
dation was laid, they were no longer needed. God 
authenticated their ministry with special miracles 
(Heb. 2:1-4), so we should not demand these same 
miracles today. Of course, in a broad sense, all 
Christians have an apostolic ministry. “As my Father 
hath sent me, even so send I you” (John 20:21). But we 
must not claim to be apostles. 

Prophets (v. 11b). We commonly associate a 
prophet with predictions of future events, but this is 
not his primary function. A New Testament prophet is 
one who proclaims the Word of God (Acts 11:28; Eph. 
3:5). Believers in the New Testament churches did not 
possess Bibles, nor was the New Testament written and 
completed. How, then, would these local assemblies 
discover God’s will? His Spirit would share God’s truth 
with those possessing the gift of prophecy. Paul sug- 
gested that the gift of prophecy had to do with 
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understanding “all mysteries and all knowledge” (1 
Cor. 13:2), meaning, of course, spiritual truths. The 
purpose of prophecy is “edification, encouragement, 
and consolation” (1 Cor. 14:3, literal translation). 
Christians today do not get their spiritual knowledge 
immediately from the Holy Spirit, but mediately 
through the Spirit teaching the Word. With the apos- 
tles, the prophets had a foundational ministry in the 
early church, and they are not needed today (Eph. 
2:20). 

Evangelists (v. 11c). “Bearers of the good news.” 
These men traveled from place to place to preach the 
gospel and win the lost (Acts 8:26—40; 21:28). All min- 
isters should “do the work of an evangelist,” but this 
does not mean that all ministers are evangelists (2 Tim. 
4:5). The apostles and prophets laid the foundation of 
the church, and the evangelists built on it by winning 
the lost to Christ. Of course, in the early church, every 
believer was a witness (Acts 2:41—47; 11:19-21), and 
so should we be witnesses today. But there are people 
also today who have the gift of evangelism. The fact 
that a believer may not possess this gift does not excuse 
him from being burdened for lost souls or witnessing 
to them. 

Pastors and teachers (v. 11d). The fact that the 
word some is not repeated indicates that we have here 
one office with two ministries. Pastor means “shep- 
herd,” indicating that the local church is a flock of 
sheep (Acts 20:28), and it is his responsibility to feed 
and lead the flock (1 Peter 5:1-4, where “elder” is 
another name for “pastor”). He does this by means of 
the Word of God, the food that nourishes the sheep. 
The Word is the staff that guides and disciplines the 
sheep. The Word of God is the local church’s protec- 
tion and provision, and no amount of entertainment, 
good fellowship, or other religious substitutes can take 
its place. 


The Growth of Unity (4:12-16) 

Paul was looking at the church on two levels in this sec- 
tion. He saw the body of Christ, made up of all true 
believers, growing gradually until it reaches spiritual 
maturity, “the measure of the stature of the fullness of 
Christ.” But he also saw the local body of believers 
ministering to each other, growing together, and 
thereby experiencing spiritual unity. 

A freelance missionary visited a pastor friend of 
mine asking for financial support. “What group are 
you associated with?” my friend asked. 

The man replied, “I belong to the invisible church.” 

My friend then asked, “Well, what church are you 
a member of?” 

Again he got the answer, “I belong to the invisible 
church!” 

Getting a bit suspicious, my friend asked, “When 
does this invisible church meet? Who pastors it?” 

The missionary then became incensed and said, 
“Well, your church here isn’t the true church. I belong 
to the invisible church!” 
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My friend replied, “Well, here’s some invisible 
money to help you minister to the invisible church!” 

Now, my pastor friend was not denying the exis- 
tence of the one body. Rather, he was affirming the fact 
that the invisible church (not a biblical term, but I will 
use it) ministers through the visible church. 

The gifted leaders are supposed to “equip the saints 
unto the work of the ministry, unto the building up of 
the body of Christ” (literal translation). The saints do 
not call a pastor and pay him to do the work. They call 
him and follow his leadership as he, through the Word, 
equips them to do the job (2 Tim. 3:13-17). The 
members of the church grow by feeding on the Word 
and ministering to each other. The first evidence of 
spiritual growth is Christlikeness. 

The second evidence is stability The maturing 
Christian is not tossed about by every religious novelty 
that comes along. There are religious quacks waiting to 
kidnap God’s children and get them into their false 
cults, but the maturing believer recognizes false doc- 
trine and stays clear of it. The cultists do not try to win 
lost souls to Christ. They do not establish rescue mis- 
sions in the slum areas of our cities, because they have 
no good news for the man on skid row. Instead, these 
false teachers try to capture immature Christians, and 
for this reason, most of the membership of the false 
cults comes from local churches, particularly churches 
that do not feed their people the Word of God. 

The third evidence of maturity is truth joined with 
love: “Speaking the truth in love” (Eph. 4:15). It has 
well been said that truth without love is brutality, but 
love without truth is hypocrisy. Little children do not 
know how to blend truth and love. They think that if 
you love someone, you must shield him from the truth 
if knowing the truth will hurt him. It is a mark of 
maturity when we are able to share the truth with our 
fellow Christians, and do it in love. “Faithful are the 
wounds of a friend, but the kisses of an enemy are 
deceitful” (Prov. 27:6). 

One more evidence of maturity is cooperation (Eph. 
4:16). We realize that, as members of the one body and 
a local body, we belong to each other, we affect each 
other, and we need each other. Each believer, no mat- 
ter how insignificant he may appear, has a ministry to 
other believers. The body grows as the individual mem- 
bers grow, and they grow as they feed on the Word and 
minister to each other. Note once again the emphasis 
on love: “forbearing one another in love” (Eph. 4:2); 
“speaking the truth in love” (Eph. 4:15); “the edifying 
of itself in love” (4:16). Love is the circulatory system 
of the body. It has been discovered that isolated, 
unloved babies do not grow properly and are especially 
susceptible to disease, while babies who are loved and 
handled grow normally and are stronger. So it is with 
the children of God. An isolated Christian cannot min- 
ister to others, nor can others minister to him, and it is 
impossible for the gifts to be ministered either way. 

So, then, spiritual unity is not something we man- 
ufacture. It is something we already have in Christ, and 
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we must protect and maintain it. Truth unites, but lies 
divide. Love unites, but selfishness divides. Therefore, 
“speaking the truth in love,” let us equip one another 
and edify one another, that all of us may grow up to be 
more like Christ. 


CHAPTER NINE 
Ephesians 4:17-32 


TAKE OFF THE GRAVECLOTHES! 


he Bible was written to be obeyed, and not simply 
T studied, and this is why the words “therefore” and 

“wherefore” are repeated so often in the second 
half of Ephesians (4:1, 17, 25; 5:1, 7, 14, 17, 24). Paul 
was saying, “Here is what Christ has done for you. 
Now, in the light of this, here is what we ought to do 
for Christ.” We are to be doers of the Word, and not 
hearers only (James 1:22). The fact that we have been 
called in Christ (Eph. 1:18) ought to motivate us to 
walk in unity (Eph. 4:1-16). And the fact that we have 
been raised from the dead (Eph. 2:1-10) should moti- 
vate us to walk in purity (Eph. 4:17—5:17), or, as Paul 
told the Romans, “walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:4). 
We are alive in Christ, not dead in sins; therefore “put 
off the old man ... and put on the new man (Eph. 
4:22, 24). Take off the graveclothes and put on the 
grace-clothes! 


The Admonition (4:17-19) 

There are some negatives in the Christian life, and here 
is one of them: “Walk not as other Gentiles walk.” The 
Christian is not to imitate the life of the unsaved peo- 
ple around him. They are “dead in trespasses and sins” 
(Eph. 2:1), while he has been raised from the dead and 
been given eternal life in Christ. Paul explains the dif- 
ferences between the saved and the unsaved. 

To begin with, Christians think differently from 
unsaved people. Note the emphasis here on thinking: 
mind (Eph. 4:17, 23), understanding (Eph. 4:18), 
ignorance (Eph. 4:18), “learned Christ” (Eph. 4:20). 
Salvation begins with repentance, which is a change of 
mind. The whole outlook of a person changes when he 
trusts Christ, including his values, goals, and interpre- 
tation of life. What is wrong with the mind of the 
unsaved person? For one thing, his thinking is “vain” 
(futile). It leads to no substantial purpose. Since he 
does not know God, he cannot truly understand the 
world around him, nor can he understand himself. The 
sad story is told in Romans 1:21-25. Our world today 
possesses a great deal of knowledge, but very little wis- 
dom. Thoreau put it beautifully when he said that we 
have “improved means to unimproved ends.” 

The unsaved man’s thinking is futile because it is 
darkened. He thinks he is enlightened because he 
rejects the Bible and believes the latest philosophies, 
when in reality he is in the dark. “Professing themselves 
to be wise, they become fools” (Rom. 1:22). But they 


think they are wise. Satan has blinded the minds of the 
unsaved (2 Cor. 4:3—6) because he does not want them 
to see the truth in Jesus Christ. It is not simply that 
their eyes are blinded so they cannot see, but that their 
minds are darkened so that they cannot think straight 
about spiritual matters. 

Of course, the unsaved man is dead because of this 
spiritual ignorance. The truth and the life go together. 
If you believe God’s truth, then you receive God’s life. 
But you would think that the unbeliever would do his 
utmost to get out of his terrible spiritual plight. Alas, 
the hardness of his heart enslaves him. He is “past feel- 
ing” because he has so given himself over to sin that sin 
controls him. Read Romans 1:18-32 for a vivid expan- 
sion of these three brief verses. 

The Christian cannot pattern himself after the 
unsaved person, because the Christian has experienced 
a miracle of being raised from the dead. His life is not 
futile, but purposeful. His mind is filled with the light 
of God’s Word, and his heart with the fullness of God’s 
life. He gives his body to God as an instrument of righ- 
teousness (Rom. 6:13), and not to sin for the 
satisfaction of his own selfish lusts. In every way, the 
believer is different from the unbeliever, and therefore 
the admonition: “Walk not.” 


The Argument (4:20-24) 

Paul reinforced his admonition with an argument from 
the spiritual experience of his readers. Again the 
emphasis is on the mind, or the outlook, of the 
believer. “But ye have not so learned Christ” (Eph. 
4:20). He did not say “learned about Christ,” because 
it is possible to learn about Christ and never be saved. 
To “learn Christ” means to have a personal relationship 
to Christ so that you get to know Him better each day. 
I can learn about Sir Winston Churchill because I own 
many of his books and can secure books about his life. 
But I can never “learn him” because he is dead. Jesus 
Christ is alive! Therefore, I can “learn Christ” through 
a personal fellowship with Him. 

This fellowship is based on the Word of God. I can 
be taught “the truth” as it is in Jesus Christ. The better I 
understand the Word of God, the better I know the Son 
of God, for the whole Bible is a revelation of the Lord 
Jesus Christ (Luke 24:27; John 5:39). The unsaved man 
is spiritually ignorant, while the Christian is intelligent 
in the things of the Word. And the unsaved man does 
not know Christ, while the believer grows in his personal 
knowledge of Christ day by day. We have believed the 
truth; we have received the life; therefore, we will walk 
“in the way” and not walk after the example of the 
unsaved world. 

But this experience of salvation goes much deeper 
than this, for it has resulted in a whole new position 
before God. The old man (the former life) has been put 
away, and we can now walk in newness of life through 
Christ. Ephesians 4:22-24 is a summary of Romans 
5—8, where Paul explained the believer's identification 
with Christ in death, burial, and resurrection. He also 


Ephesians 4 


dealt with this in Ephesians 2:4-6, as well as in 
Colossians 3. As Christians, we have not simply 
changed our minds. We have totally changed our citi- 
zenship. We belong to God’s “new creation” in Christ 
(2 Cor. 5:17), and therefore, the ideas and desires of 
the old creation no longer should control our lives. 
The simplest illustration of this great truth is given 
in John 11, the resurrection of Lazarus. Our Lord’s 
friend, Lazarus, had been in the grave four days when 
Jesus and His disciples arrived at Bethany, and even 
Martha admitted that, by now, the decaying body 
would smell (John 11:39). But Jesus spoke the word 
and Lazarus came forth alive, an illustration of John 
5:24. Notice our Lord’s next words: “Loose him, and 
let him go” (John 11:44). Take off the graveclothes! 
Lazarus no longer belonged to the old dominion of 
death, for he was now alive. Why go about wearing 
graveclothes? Take off the old and put on the new! 
This was Paul’s argument—you no longer belong to 
the old corruption of sin; you belong to the new cre- 
ation in Christ. Take off the graveclothes! How do we 
do this? “Be renewed in the spirit of your mind” (Eph. 
4:23). Conversion is a crisis that leads to a process. 
Through Christ, once and for all, we have been given a 
new position in His new creation, but day by day, we 
must by faith appropriate what He has given us. The 
Word of God renews the mind as we surrender our all 
to Him (Rom. 12:1-2). “Sanctify them through thy 
truth: thy Word is truth” (John 17:17). As the mind 
understands the truth of God’s Word, it is gradually 
transformed by the Spirit, and this renewal leads to a 
changed life. Physically, you are what you eat, but spir- 
itually, you are what you think. “As he thinketh in his 
heart, so is he” (Prov. 23:7). This is why it is important 
for us as Christians to spend time daily meditating on 


the Word, praying, and fellowshipping with Christ. 
The Application (4:25-32) 


Paul was not content to explain a principle and then 
leave it. He always applied it to the different areas of 
life that need to feel its power. Paul even dared to name 
sins. Five different sins are named in this section, and 
Paul told us to avoid them and he explained why. 
Lying (v. 25). A lie is a statement that is contrary 
to fact, spoken with the intent to deceive. If I tell you 
it is noon, and then discover that my watch is wrong, I 
did not tell a lie. But if I gave you the wrong time so 
you would be late to a meeting and I would benefit 
from it, that would be a lie. Satan is a liar (John 8:44), 
and he wants us to believe that God is a liar. “Yea, hath 
God said?” (Gen. 3:1). Whenever we speak truth, the 
Spirit of God works, but whenever we tell a lie, Satan 
goes to work. We like to believe that we help people by 
lying to them, but such is not the case. We may not see 
the sad consequences immediately, but ultimately they 
will come. “Ye know that no lie is of the truth” (1 John 
2:21). Hell is prepared for “whosoever loveth and 
maketh a lie” (Rev. 22:15). This does not mean that 
anybody who ever told a lie will go to hell, but rather 
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that those whose lives are controlled by lies—they love 
lies and they make lies—are lost forever. The 
Christian’s life is controlled by truth. 

Note the reason Paul gave for telling the truth: We 
belong to each other in Christ. He urged us to build 
the body in love (Eph. 4:16) and he urged us to 
build the body in truth. “Speaking the truth in love” 
(Eph. 4:15). As “members one of another” we affect 
each other, and we cannot build each other apart from 
truth. The first sin that was judged in the early church 
was the sin of lying (Acts 5:1-11). 

Anger (vv. 26-27). Anger is an emotional arousal 
caused by something that displeases us. In itself, anger 
is not a sin, because even God can be angry (Deut. 9:8, 
20; Ps. 2:12). Several times in the Old Testament the 
phrase appears, “the anger of the Lord” (Num. 25:4; 
Jer. 4:8; 12:13). The holy anger of God is a part of His 
judgment against sin, as illustrated in our Lord’s anger 
when He cleansed the temple (Matt. 21:12-13). The 
Bible often speaks of anger “being kindled” (Gen. 30:2; 
Deut. 6:15), as though anger can be compared to fire. 
Sometimes a man’s anger smolders, and this we would 
call malice, but this same anger can suddenly burst 
forth and destroy, and this we would call wrath. 

It is difficult for us to practice a truly holy anger or 
righteous indignation because our emotions are tainted 
by sin, and we do not have the same knowledge that 
God has in all matters. God sees everything clearly and 
knows everything completely, and we do not. The New 
Testament principle seems to be that the believer 
should be angry at sin but loving toward people. “Ye 
that love the Lord, hate evil” (Ps. 97:10). 

It is possible to be angry and not sin, but if we do 
sin, we must settle the matter quickly and not let the 
sun go down on our wrath. “Agree with thine adversary 
quickly” (Matt. 5:25). “Go and tell him his fault 
between thee and him alone” (Matt. 18:15). The fire of 
anger, if not quenched by loving forgiveness, will spread 
and defile and destroy the work of God. According to 
Jesus, anger is the first step toward murder (Matt. 
5:21-26), because anger gives the devil a foothold in 
our lives, and Satan is a murderer (John 8:44). Satan 
hates God and God’s people, and when he finds a 
believer with the sparks of anger in his heart, he fans 
those sparks, adds fuel to the fire, and does a great deal 
of damage to God’s people and God’s church. Both 
lying and anger “give peace to the devil” (Eph. 4:27). 

When I was living in Chicago, one out of every 
thirty-five deaths was a murder, and most of these mur- 
ders involved relatives and friends. They are what the 
law calls “crimes of passion.” Two friends get into an 
argument (often while gambling), one of them gets 
angry, pulls a gun or knife, and kills his friend. Horace 
was right when he said, “Anger is momentary insanity.” 

A woman tried to defend her bad temper by saying, 
“I explode and then it’s all over with.” 

“Yes,” replied a friend, “just like a shotgun—but 
look at the damage that’s left behind.” 

“Anyone can become angry,” wrote Aristotle. “But 


610 


to be angry with the right person, to the right degree, 
at the right time, for the right purpose, and in the right 
way—this is not easy.” 

Solomon has a good solution: “A soft answer tur- 
neth away wrath, but grievous words stir up anger” 
(Prov. 15:1). 

Stealing (v. 28). “Thou shalt not steal” is one of 
the Ten Commandments, and when God gave that 
commandment, He instituted the right of private own- 
ership of property. A man has the right to turn his 
strength into gain, and to keep that gain and use it as 
he sees fit. God gave numerous laws to the Jews for the 
protection of their property, and these principles have 
become a part of our law today. Stealing was particu- 
larly a sin of the slaves in Paul’s day. Usually they were 
not well cared for and were always in need, and the law 
gave them almost no protection. When he wrote to 
Titus, Paul urged him to admonish the slaves not to 
“purloin” but to be faithful to their masters (Titus 
2:10). But it was not only the slaves, but citizens in 
general, who were addicted to thievery, for Paul wrote 
to people in the Ephesian church who were gainfully 
employed (Eph. 4:28). 

Just as Satan is a liar and a murderer, he is also a 
thief. “The thief cometh not, but for to steal, and to 
kill, and to destroy” (John 10:10). He turned Judas 
into a thief (John 12:6), and he would do the same to 
us if he could. When he tempted Eve, he led her to 
become a thief, for she took the fruit that was forbid- 
den. And she, in turn, made Adam a thief. The first 
Adam was a thief and was cast out of Paradise, but the 
Last Adam, Christ, turned to a thief and said, “Today 
shalt thou be with me in paradise” (Luke 23:43). 

Paul added motive to the admonition. We should 
tell the truth because we are “members one of another.” 
We should control our anger lest we “give place to the 
devil.” We should work, and not steal, so that we might 
be able “to give to him that needeth.” You would 
expect Paul to have said, “Let him work that he might 
take care of himself and not be tempted to steal.” 
Instead, he lifted human labor to a much higher level. 
We work that we might be able to help others. If we 
steal, we hurt others; therefore, we should work that we 
might be able to help others. Even honest labor could 
become a selfish thing, and this Paul seeks to avoid. Of 
course, it was a fundamental rule in the early church 
that “if any would not work, neither should he eat” (2 
Thess. 3:10). A lazy Christian robs himself, others, and 
God. Of course, Paul was not writing to believers who 
could not work because of handicaps, but with those 
who would not work. 

Paul himself was an example of a hard worker, for 
while he was establishing local churches, he labored as 
a tentmaker. Every Jewish rabbi was taught a trade, for, 
said the rabbis, “If you do not teach your son a trade, 
you teach him to be a thief.” The men that God called 
in the Scriptures were busy working when their call 
came. Moses was caring for sheep; Gideon was thresh- 
ing wheat; David was minding his father’s flock; and 


the first four disciples were either casting nets or mend- 
ing them. Jesus Himself was a carpenter. 

Corrupt speech (v. 29). The mouth and heart are 
connected. “Out of the abundance of the heart, the 
mouth speaketh” (Matt. 12:34). We expect a change in 
speech when a person becomes a Christian. It is inter- 
esting to trace the word mouth through the book of 
Romans and see how Christ makes a difference in a 
man’s speech. The sinner’s mouth is “full of cursing and 
bitterness” (Rom. 3:14), but when he trusts Christ, he 
gladly confesses with his mouth “Jesus Christ is Lord” 
(Rom. 10:9-10 nrv). As a condemned sinner, his 
mouth is stopped before the throne of God (Rom. 
3:19), but as a believer, his mouth is opened to praise 
God (Rom. 15:6). Change the heart and you change 
the speech. Paul certainly knew the difference, for 
when he was an unsaved rabbi, he was “breathing out 
threatenings and slaughter against the disciples of the 
Lord” (Acts 9:1). But when he trusted Christ, a change 
took place: “Behold, he prayeth” (Acts 9:11). From 
“preying” to “praying” in one step of faith! 

The word corrupt, used in Matthew 7:17-18, refers 
to rotten fruit. It means “that which is worthless, bad, 
or rotten.” Our words do not have to be “dirty” to be 
worthless. Sometimes we go along with the crowd and 
try to impress people with the fact that we are not as 
puritanical as they think. Peter may have had this 
motive in mind when he was accused by the girl of 
being one of Christ’s disciples. “Then began he to curse 
and to swear, saying, ‘I know not the man” (Matt. 
26:74). The appetites of the old life sometimes show 
up when we permit “filthy communication” out of the 
mouth (Col. 3:8). Remember, before we were saved, we 
lived in spiritual death (Eph. 2:1-3), and, like Lazarus, 
our personal corruption produced an odor that was not 
pleasing to God. No wonder Paul wrote, “Their throat 
is an open sepulchre” (Rom. 3:13). 

The remedy is to make sure the heart is full of bless- 
ing. So fill the heart with the love of Christ so that only 
truth and purity can come out of the mouth. Never 
have to say, “Now, take this with a grain of salt.” Paul 
told us to put the salt of God’s grace in everything we 
say. “Let your speech be always with grace, seasoned 
with salt” (Col. 4:6). And keep in mind that your 
words have power, either for good or evil. Paul told us 
to speak in such a way that what we say will build up 
our hearers, and not tear them down. Our words 
should minister grace and help to draw others closer to 
Christ. Satan, of course, encourages speech that will 
tear people down and destroy the work of Christ. If 
you need to be reminded of the power of the tongue, 
read the third chapter of James. 

Bitterness (vv. 30-32). These verses warn us 
against several sins of the attitude and amplify what 
Paul wrote about anger. Bitterness refers to a settled 
hostility that poisons the whole inner man. Somebody 
does something we do not like, so we harbor ill will 
against him. “Husbands, love your wives and be not 
bitter against them” (Col. 3:19). Bitterness leads to 
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wrath, which is the explosion on the outside of the feel- 
ings on the inside. Wrath and anger often lead to 
brawling (clamor) or blasphemy (evil speaking). The 
first is fighting with fists, the second is fighting with 
words. It is difficult to believe that Christians would 
act this way, but they do, and this is why Paul warned 
us. “Behold, how good and how pleasant it is for 
brethren to dwell together in unity!” (Ps. 133:1). 

A handsome elderly man stopped at my study one 
day and asked me if I would perform a wedding for 
him. I suggested that he bring the bride in so that we 
might chat together and get better acquainted, since I 
hesitate to marry strangers. “Before she comes in,” he 
said, “let me explain this wedding to you. Both of us 
have been married before—to each other! Over thirty 
years ago, we got into an argument, I got mad, and we 
separated. Then we did a stupid thing and got a 
divorce. I guess we were both too proud to apologize. 
Well, all these years we've lived alone, and now we see 
how foolish we've been. Our bitterness has robbed us 
of the joys of life, and now we want to remarry and see 
if the Lord wont give us a few years of happiness 
before we die.” Bitterness and anger, usually over triv- 
ial things, make havoc of homes, churches, and 
friendships. 

Paul gave three reasons why we must avoid bitter- 
ness. First, it grieves the Holy Spirit. He lives within 
the Christian, and when the heart is filled with bitter- 
ness and anger, the Spirit grieves. We parents know 
just a little of this feeling when our children at home 
fight with each other. The Holy Spirit is happiest in 
an atmosphere of love, joy, and peace, for these are the 
“fruit of the Spirit” that He produces in our lives as 
we obey Him. The Holy Spirit cannot leave us, 
because He has sealed us until that day when Christ 
returns to take us home. We do not lose our salvation 
because of our sinful attitudes, but we certainly lose 
the joy of our salvation and the fullness of the Spirit’s 
blessing. 

Second, our sin grieves God the Son, who died for 
us. Third, it grieves God the Father, who forgave us 
when we trusted Christ. Here Paul put his finger on the 
basic cause of a bitter attitude: We cannot forgive peo- 
ple. An unforgiving spirit is the devil’s playground, and 
before long it becomes the Christian’s battleground. If 
somebody hurts us, either deliberately or unintention- 
ally, and we do not forgive him, then we begin to 
develop bitterness within, which hardens the heart. We 
should be tenderhearted and kind, but instead we are 
hardhearted and bitter. Actually, we are not hurting the 
person who hurt us; we are only hurting ourselves. 
Bitterness in the heart makes us treat others the way 
Satan treats them, when we should treat others the 
way God has treated us. In His gracious kindness, God 
has forgiven us, and we should forgive others. We do 
not forgive for our sake (though we do get a blessing 
from it) or even for their sake, but for Jesus’ sake. 
Learning how to forgive and forget is one of the secrets 


of a happy Christian life. 
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Review once again the motives for “walking in 
purity”: We are members one of another; Satan wants 
to get a foothold in our lives; we ought to share with 
others; we ought to build one another up; and we 
ought not to grieve God. And, after all, we have been 
raised from the dead—so why wear the graveclothes? 
Jesus says of us as He said of Lazarus: “Loose him, and 
let him go!” 


CHAPTER TEN 
Ephesians 5:1-17 
IMITATING OUR FATHER 


he word followers in Ephesians 5:1 is the word 
| so that the verse can be translated “Be ye 

imitators of God as beloved children.” This sets 
the theme for the section. Paul was simply arguing that 
children are like their parents, a fact that can be both 
encouraging and embarrassing to those of us who have 
children. Have you ever seen a child sitting in the front 
seat of an automobile, trying to drive like his father! Or 
walking behind him, pretending to mow the lawn? Or, 
sad to say, imitating Dad smoking a cigarette or taking 
a drink of alcohol? Children probably learn more by 
watching and imitating than any other way. 

If we are the children of God, then we ought to imi- 
tate our Father. This is the basis for the three 
admonitions in this section. God is love (1 John 4:8); 
therefore, “walk in love” (Eph. 5:1-2). God is light (1 
John 1:5); therefore, walk as children of light (Eph. 
5:3-14). God is truth (1 John 5:6); therefore, walk in 
wisdom (Eph. 5:15-17). Of course, each of these 
“walks” is a part of Paul’s exhortation to “walk in purity.” 


Walk in Love (5:1-2) 

This admonition ties in with the last two verses of the 
previous chapter where Paul has warned us against bit- 
terness and anger. It is tragic when these attitudes show 
up in the family of God. As a pastor, I have witnessed 
malice and bitterness in the lives of people as I have con- 
ducted funerals and even weddings. You would think 
that sharing the sorrow of losing a loved one, or sharing 
a joy of a marriage, would enable people to forgive past 
wrongs and try to get along with each other. But such is 
not the case. It takes a real love in the heart, for “charity 
[love] shall cover the multitude of sins” (1 Peter 4:8). 

Paul gave several reasons why the Christian ought 
to walk in love. 

He is God’s child. Having been born again 
through faith in Christ, he is therefore one of the 
“partakers of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4), and 
since “God is love” it is logical that God’s children 
will walk in love. When Paul encouraged his readers 
to “walk in love,” he was not asking them to do 
something that was foreign to the Christian life; for 
we have received a new nature that wants to express 
itself in love. The old nature is basically selfish, and 
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for this reason builds walls and declares war. But the 
new nature is loving, and therefore builds bridges 
and proclaims peace. 

He is God’s beloved child. “Be ye imitators of God 
as beloved children.” Imagine, God speaks of us the 
same way He spoke of Jesus Christ: “This is my beloved 
Son” (Matt. 3:17). In fact, the Father loves us as He 
loves His Son (John 17:23). We are born into a loving 
relationship with the Father that ought to result in our 
showing love to Him by the way we live. What more 
could the Father do to express His love to us? Is it ask- 
ing too much for us to “walk in love” to please Him? 

He was purchased with a great price. “Greater 
love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his 
life for his friends” (John 15:13). But He laid down His 
life for His enemies (Rom. 5:10). Our love for Him is 
our response to His love for us. Paul compared Christ’s 
sacrifice on the cross to the Old Testament “sweet 
savor” sacrifices that were presented at the altar of the 
temple (Lev. 1:9, 13, 17; 2:9). The idea behind “sweet 
savor” is simply that the sacrifice is well pleasing to 
God. This does not suggest that God is pleased that sin 
demands death, and that His Son had to die to save lost 
sinners. Rather, it indicates that the death of Christ sat- 
isfies the holy law of God and therefore is acceptable 
and pleasing to the Father. The sweet-savor offerings 
are described in Leviticus 1-3: the burnt offering, the 
meal offering, and the peace offering. The burnt offer- 
ing pictures Christ’s complete devotion to God; the 
meal offering, His perfection of character; and the 
peace offering, His making peace between sinners and 
God. Since the sin offering and the trespass offering 
(Lev. 4-5) picture Christ taking the place of the sinner, 
they are not considered “sweet-savor” offerings. 
Certainly nothing is beautiful about sin! 

Paul began with “walk in love” because love is the 
fundamental factor in the Christian life. If we walk in 
love, we will not disobey God or injure men because 
“he that loveth another hath fulfilled the law” (Rom. 
13:8). The Holy Spirit puts this love in our hearts 
(Rom. 5:5). 


Walk As Children of Light (5:3-14) 

Since “God is light” and we are imitating our Father, 
then we should walk in the light and have nothing to 
do with the darkness of sin. Paul gave three descrip- 
tions of believers that prove his point. 

We are saints (vv. 3—4). That is, we are “set-apart 
ones” and no longer belong to the world of darkness 
around us. We have been “called out of darkness into 
his marvelous light” (1 Peter 2:9). It is beneath the dig- 
nity of a saint to indulge in the sins that belong to the 
world of darkness, some of which Paul named here. He 
warned us against the sexual sins (fornication, unclean- 
ness) that were so prevalent in that day—and are 
prevalent today. Sad to say, these sins have invaded the 
homes of Christians and brought grief to local 
churches too. “Covetousness” may seem out of place 
next to fornication, but the two sins are but different 


expressions of the same basic weakness of fallen 
nature—uncontrolled appetite. The fornicator and the 
covetous person each desire to satisfy the appetite by 
taking what does not belong to them. “The lust of the 
flesh and the lust of the eyes” (1 John 2:16) would 
describe these two sins. “Let there not be even a hint of 
these sins!” said Paul. 

In Ephesians 5:4 he warned against sins of the 
tongue, which, of course, are really sins of the heart. It 
is not difficult to see the relationship between the sins 
named in Ephesians 5:3 and those in Ephesians 5:4. 
People who have base appetites usually cultivate a base 
kind of speech and humor, and often people who want 
to commit sexual sins, or have committed them, enjoy 
jesting about them. Two indications of a person’s char- 
acter are what makes him laugh and what makes him 
weep. The saint of God sees nothing humorous in 
obscene language or jests. “Foolish talking” does not 
mean innocent humor but rather senseless conversa- 
tion that cheapens the man and does not edify or 
minister grace to the hearers (Eph. 4:29). Paul was not 
condemning small talk because much conversation falls 
into that classification. He was condemning foolish 
talk that accomplishes no good purpose. 

Jesting is a translation of a word that means “able to 
turn easily.” This suggests a certain kind of conversa- 
tionalist who can turn any statement into a coarse jest. 
The gift of wit is a blessing, but when it is attached to 
a filthy mind or a base motive, it becomes a curse. 
There are quick-witted people who can pollute any 
conversation with jests that are always inconvenient 
(out of place). How much better it is for us to be quick 
to give thanks! This is certainly the best way to give 
glory to God and keep the conversation pure. 

A Christian woman attended an anniversary dinner 
in honor of a friend, not knowing that there would be 
a program of low comedy following the meal. The so- 
called comedian tried to entertain the crowd with 
coarse humor that degraded everything that the 
Christian guest held to be sacred and honorable. At 
one point in the program, the comedian’s throat 
became dry. “Please bring me a glass of water,” he 
called to a waiter. 

At that point the Christian woman added, “And 
bring a toothbrush and a bar of soap with it!” To be 
sure, soap in the mouth will never cleanse the conver- 
sation, but she made her point. 

Christians who have God’s Word in their hearts 
(Col. 3:16) will always season their speech with salt (Col. 
4:6), for grace in the heart means grace on the lips. 

We are kings (vv. 5-6). When we trusted Christ, 
we entered into the kingdom of God (John 3:3), but 
we are also awaiting the full revelation of His kingdom 
when He returns (2 Tim. 4:1). Paul made it clear that 
people who deliberately and persistently live in sin will 
not share in God’s kingdom. “They which practice 
such things shall not inherit the kingdom of God” 
(Gal. 5:21, literal translation). “Whoremonger” is a 
translation of the Greek word pornos, from which we 
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get our word pornography, and it means “one who 
practices fornication—illicit sex.” The morally 
unclean and the covetous will join the fornicator in 
judgment. Paul equated covetousness with idolatry, for 
it is the worship of something other than God. These 
warnings deal with the habitual practice of sin, and 
not the occasional act of sin. David committed adul- 
tery, yet God forgave him and one day took him to 
heaven. Certainly David was disciplined for his sin, 
but he was not rejected by God. 

In Paul’s day, there were false Christians who argued 
that believers could live in sin and get away with it. 
These deceivers had many arguments to convince igno- 
rant Christians that they could sin repeatedly and still 
enter God’s kingdom. “You were saved by grace!” they 
argued. “Therefore go ahead and sin that God’s grace 
might abound!” Paul answered that foolish argument 
in Romans 6. “Sin in the life of a believer is different 
from sin in the life of an unsaved person!” Yes—its 
worse! God judges sin no matter where He finds it, and 
He does not want to find it in the life of one of His 
own children. I personally believe that no true 
Christian can ever be lost, but he will prove the reality 
of his faith by an obedient life. 

There are many professors who are not possessors 
(Matt. 7:21-23). A Christian is not sinless, but he 
does sin less—and less—and less! The Christian is a 
king, and it is beneath his dignity to indulge in the 
practices of the lost world that is outside the kingdom 
of God. 

We are light (vv. 7-14). This figure is the main 
thrust of the passage, for Paul was admonishing his 
readers to “walk as children of light.” You will want to 
read 2 Corinthians 6:14—7:1 for a parallel passage that 
explains the contrasts that exist between the child of 
God and the unsaved person. Paul did not say that we 
were “in the darkness,” but that we “were darkness.” 
Now that we are saved, “what communion hath light 
with darkness?” After all, light produces fruit, but the 
works of darkness are unfruitful as far as spiritual things 
are concerned. “For the fruit of the Spirit [or “the light”] 
is in all goodness and righteousness and truth.” It is 
impossible to be in darkness and light at the same time! 

The light produces “goodness,” one manifestation 
of the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22). Goodness is “love 
in action.” Righteousness means rightness of character 
before God and rightness of actions before men. Both 
of these qualities are based on truth, which is conform- 
ity to the Word and will of God. 

Jesus had much to say about light and darkness. 
“Let your light so shine before men, that they may see 
your good works, and glorify your Father which is in 
heaven” (Matt. 5:16). “Everyone that doeth evil hateth 
the light, neither cometh to the light, lest his deeds 
should be reproved. But he that doeth truth cometh to 
the light, that his deeds may be made manifest, that 
they are wrought in God” (John 3:20-21). 

To “walk as children of light” means to live before 
the eyes of God, not hiding anything. It is relatively 
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easy to hide things from other people because they can- 
not see our hearts and minds, but “all things are naked 
and opened unto the eyes of him with whom we have 
to do” (Heb. 4:13). Every time I take a plane to a meet- 
ing, I must surrender myself and my luggage to a 
special inspection, and I am happy to do so, because 
this inspection helps to detect bombs. I have never 
been afraid to walk through the “detection tunnel” or 
have my luggage pass through the X-ray equipment, 
because I have nothing to hide. 

An author asked Charles Spurgeon for permission 
to write his life story, and the great preacher replied, 
“You may write my life in the skies—I have nothing to 
hide!” 

But walking “as children of light” also means reveal- 
ing God’s light in our daily lives. By our character and 
conduct, we bring God’s light into a dark world. As 
God’s lights, we help others find their way to Christ. The 
mind of the unsaved person is blinded by Satan (2 Cor. 
4:3-4) and by sin (Eph. 4:17-19). Only as we witness 
and share Christ can the light enter in. Just as a healthy 
person can assist the sickly, so a child of God can lead the 
lost out of darkness into God’s wonderful light. 

Light reveals God; light produces fruit; but light 
also exposes what is wrong. No surgeon would will- 
ingly operate in darkness lest he make a false move 
and take a life. How could an artist paint a true pic- 
ture in darkness? The light reveals the truth and 
exposes the true character of things. This explains 
why the unsaved person stays clear of the church and 
the Bible. God’s light reveals his true character, and 
the exposure is not very complimentary. As we 
Christians walk in light, we refuse to fellowship with 
the darkness, and we expose the dark things of sin for 
what they really are. 

“I am come a light into the world,” said Jesus (John 
12:46). He also said to His disciples, “Ye are the light 
of the world” (Matt. 5:14). When He was here on 
earth, the perfection of His character and conduct 
exposed the sinfulness of those around Him. This is 
one reason why the religious leaders hated Him and 
sought to destroy Him. “If I had not come and spoken 
unto them, they had not had sin, but now they have no 
cloak for their sin” (John 15:22). Just as a healthy per- 
son unconsciously exposes the handicaps and 
sicknesses of people he visits in a hospital, so the 
Christian exposes the darkness and sin around him just 
by living like a Christian. Paul told us to live balanced 
lives—positively, to walk in the light; negatively, to 
denounce and expose the wickedness of those in the 
darkness. It is not enough simply to expose the wicked- 
ness of those in the darkness. It is not enough simply 
to expose sin. We must also bear fruit. 

But Ephesians 5:12 gives us a caution. Be careful 
how you deal with the “unfruitful works of darkness.” 
The motto today seems to be “Tell it like it is!” And yet 
that can be a dangerous policy when it comes to expos- 
ing the filthy things of darkness, lest we unconsciously 
advertise and promote sin. Paul said, “It is a shame 
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even to speak of those things” (Eph. 6:12). Some 
preachers enjoy reveling in the sensational, so much so 
that their sermons excite appetites and give to the inno- 
cent more information than they need. “But yet I 
would have you wise unto that which is good, and sim- 
ple concerning evil” (Rom. 16:19). 

I recall a friend in youth work who felt it necessary to 
read all that the teenagers were reading “in order to 
understand them better,” and it so polluted his mind that 
he himself fell into sin. It is not necessary for the believer 
to perform an autopsy on a rotting corpse to expose its 
rottenness. All he has to do is turn on the light! “For 
whatsoever doth make manifest is light” (Eph. 5:13). 

When you think of light, you think of waking up 
to a new day, and Paul presented this picture (Eph. 
5:14), paraphrasing Isaiah 60:1. You have the same 
image in Romans 13:11-13 and 1 Thessalonians 
5:1-10. That Easter morning, when Christ arose 
from the dead, was the dawning of a new day for the 
world. Christians are not sleeping in sin and death. 
We have been raised from the dead through faith in 
Him. The darkness of the graveyard is past, and we 
are now walking in the light of salvation. Salvation is 
the beginning of a new day, and we ought to live as 
those who belong to the light, not to the darkness. 
“Lazarus, come forth!” 

The believer has no business in the darkness. He is 
a saint, which means he is a partaker “of the inheritance 
of the saints in light” (Col. 1:12). He is a king, because 
he has been delivered “from the power of darkness” and 
has been translated “into the kingdom of his dear Son” 


(Col. 1:13). He is “light in the Lord” (Eph. 5:8). 


Walk in Wisdom (5:15-17) 

Circumspect comes from two Latin words that mean 
“looking around.” The Greek word carries the idea of 
precision and accuracy. “See that you walk carefully, 
with exactness” is the meaning. The opposite would be 
walking carelessly and without proper guidance and 
forethought. We cannot leave the Christian life to 
chance. We must make wise decisions and seek to do 
the will of God. 

Ephesians 5:14-15 are related to these verses. Paul 
appeared to be saying, “Don’t walk in your sleep! Wake 
up! Open your eyes! Make the most of the day!” It is 
sad to see many professed Christians drift through life 
like sleepwalkers, never really making the most of 
opportunities to live for Christ and serve Him. Paul 
presented several reasons why we should be accurate 
and careful in our walk. 

It is a mark of wisdom (v. 15). Only a fool drifts 
with the wind and tide. A wise man marks out his 
course, sets his sails, and guides the rudder until he 
reaches his destination. When a man wants to build a 
house, he first draws his plans so he knows what he is 
doing. Yet, how many Christians plan their days so that 
they use their opportunities wisely? True, we cannot 
know what a day may bring forth (James 4:13-17). 
But it is also true that a planned life can better deal 


with unexpected events. Someone said, “When the 
pilot does not know what port he is heading for, no 
wind is the right wind.” 

Life is short (v. 16a). “Buying up the opportu- 
nity—taking advantage of it.” An old Chinese adage 
says, “Opportunity has a forelock so you can seize it 
when you meet it. Once it is past, you cannot seize it 
again.” Our English word opportunity comes from the 
Latin and means “toward the port.” It suggests a ship 
taking advantage of the wind and tide to arrive safely in 
the harbor. The brevity of life is a strong argument for 
making the best use of the opportunities God gives us. 

The days are evil (v. 16b). In Paul’s time, this 
meant that Roman persecution was on the way (1 Peter 
4:12-19). How foolish to waste opportunities to win 
the lost, when soon those opportunities might be taken 
away by the advances of sin in society! If the days were 
evil when Paul wrote this letter, what must be their 
condition today? 

God has given us a mind (v. 17a). “Understanding” 
suggests using our minds to discover and do the will of 
God. Too many Christians have the idea that discovering 
God’s will is a mystical experience that rules out clear 
thinking. But this idea is wrong—and dangerous. We 
discover the will of God as He transforms the mind 
(Rom. 12:1-2); and this transformation is the result of 
the Word of God, prayer, meditation, and worship. If 
God gave you a mind, then He expects you to use it. This 
means that learning His will involves gathering facts, 
examining them, weighing them, and praying for His 
wisdom (James 1:5). God does not want us simply to 
know His will; He wants us to understand His will. 

God has a plan for our lives (v. 17b). Paul alluded 
to this plan (Eph. 2:10). If God saved me, He has a 
purpose for my life, and I should discover that purpose 
and then guide my life accordingly. He reveals His plan 
through His Word (Col. 1:9-10), His Spirit in our 
hearts (Col. 3:15), and the working of circumstances 
(Rom. 8:28). The Christian can walk carefully and 
accurately because he knows what God wants him to 
do. Like the builder following the blueprint, he accom- 
plishes what the architect planned. 

This completes the section we have called “Walk in 
Purity.” The emphasis is on the new life as contrasted 
with the old life, imitating God and not the evil world 
around us. In the next section, “Walk in Harmony,” 
Paul deals with the relationships of life and shows how 
life in Christ can bring heaven to the home. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 
Ephesians 5:18-33 


HEAVEN IN YOUR HOME 


hen home is ruled according to God’s Word,” 
We Charles Haddon Spurgeon, “angels might 

be asked to stay with us, and they would not 
find themselves out of their element.” 
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The trouble is that many homes are not governed by 
God’s Word—even homes where the members are pro- 
fessing Christians—and the consequences are tragic. 
Instead of angels being guests in some homes, it seems 
that demons are the masters. Too many marriages end 
in the divorce court, and nobody knows how many hus- 
bands and wives are emotionally divorced even though 
they share the same address. The poet William Cowper 
called the home “the only bliss of Paradise that hast sur- 
vivd the Fall,” but too many homes are an outpost of 
hell instead of a parcel of paradise. 

The answer is the Holy Spirit of God! It is only 
through the power of the Holy Spirit that we can walk 
in harmony as husbands and wives (Eph. 5:22-33), 
parents and children (Eph. 6:1—4), and employers and 
employees (Eph. 6:5-9). The unity of the people of 
God that Paul described (Eph. 4:1-16) must be trans- 
lated into daily living if we are to enjoy the harmony 
that is a foretaste of heaven on earth. 

“Be filled with the Spirit” is God’s command, and 
He expects us to obey. The command is plural, so it 
applies to all Christians and not just to a select few. The 
verb is in the present tense—‘“keep on being filled”— 
so it is an experience we should enjoy constantly and 
not just on special occasions. And the verb is passive. 
We do not fill ourselves but permit the Spirit to fill us. 
The verb “fill” has nothing to do with contents or 
quantity, as though we are empty vessels that need a 
required amount of spiritual fuel to keep going. In the 
Bible, filled means “controlled by.” “They ... were 
filled with wrath” (Luke 4:28) means “they were con- 
trolled by wrath” and for that reason tried to kill Jesus. 
“The Jews were filled with envy” (Acts 13:45) means 
that the Jews were controlled by envy and opposed the 
ministry of Paul and Barnabas. To be “filled with the 
Spirit” means to be constantly controlled by the Spirit 
in our mind, emotions, and will. 

When a person trusts Christ as his Savior, he is 
immediately baptized by the Spirit into the body of 
Christ (1 Cor. 12:13). Nowhere in the New Testament 
are we commanded to be baptized by the Spirit, 
because this is a once-for-all experience that takes place 
at conversion. When the Spirit came at Pentecost, the 
believers were baptized by the Spirit, and thus the body 
of Christ was formed (Acts 1:4-5). But they were also 
“filled with the Spirit” (Acts 2:4), and it was this filling 
that gave them the power they needed to witness for 
Christ (Acts 1:8). In Acts 2, the Jewish believers were 
baptized by the Spirit, and in Acts 10 the Gentile 
believers had the same experience (Acts 10:44—48; 
11:15-17). Thus the body of Christ was made up of 
Jews and Gentiles (Eph. 2:11-22). That historic bap- 
tism, in two stages, has never been repeated any more 
than Calvary has been repeated. But that baptism is 
made personal when the sinner trusts Christ and the 
Spirit enters in to make him a member of the body of 
Christ. The baptism of the Spirit means that I belong 
to Christ’s body. The filling of the Spirit means that my 
body belongs to Christ. 
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We usually think of the power of the Spirit as nec- 
essary for preaching and witnessing, and this is true. 
(See Acts 4:8, 31; 6:3, 5; 7:55; 13:9. The apostles expe- 
rienced repeated fillings after that initial experience at 
Pentecost.) But Paul wrote that the Spirit’s fullness is 
also needed in the home. If our homes are to be a 
heaven on earth, then we must be controlled by the 
Holy Spirit. But how can a person tell whether or not 
he is filled with the Spirit? Paul stated that there are 
three evidences of the fullness of the Spirit in the life of 
the believer: he is joyful (Eph. 5:19), thankful (Eph. 
5:20), and submissive (Eph. 5:21-33). Paul said noth- 
ing about miracles or tongues or other special 
manifestations. He stated that the home can be a 
heaven on earth if each family member is controlled by 
the Spirit, and is joyful, thankful, and submissive. 


Joyful (5:19) 
Joy is one of the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22). 
Christian joy is not a shallow emotion that, like a ther- 
mometer, rises and falls with the changing atmosphere 
of the home. Rather, Christian joy is a deep experience 
of adequacy and confidence in spite of the circum- 
stances around us. The Christian can be joyful even in 
the midst of pain and suffering. This kind of joy is not 
a thermometer but a thermostat. Instead of rising and 
falling with the circumstances, it determines the spiri- 
tual temperature of the circumstances. Paul put it 
beautifully when he wrote, “I have learned in whatso- 
ever state I am, therewith to be content” (Phil. 4:11). 

To illustrate this joy, Paul used the familiar image of 
drunkenness: “Be not drunk with wine ... but be filled 
with the Spirit” (Eph. 5:18). When the believers at 
Pentecost were filled with the Spirit, the crowd accused 
them of being drunk with new wine (Acts 2:13-15). 
There was such a joyfulness about them that the unbe- 
lievers could think of no better comparison. But some 
practical lessons can be learned from the contrasts. To 
begin with, the drunk is under the control of another 
force, since alcohol is actually a depressant. He feels a 
great sense of release—all his troubles are gone. He can 
“lick anybody in the house!” The drunk is not ashamed 
to express himself (though what he says and does is 
shameful), nor can he hide what is going on in his life. 

Transfer this picture to the believer who is filled 
with the Spirit. God controls his life, and he experi- 
ences a deep joy he is not afraid to express to the glory 
of God. Of course, the drunk is really out of control, 
since the alcohol affects his brain, while the believer 
experiences a beautiful self-control that is really God in 
control. Self-control is among the fruit of the Spirit 
(Gal. 5:23). “The spirits of the prophets are subject to 
the prophets” (1 Cor. 14:32). The drunk makes a fool 
of himself, but the Spirit-filled Christian glorifies God 
and is willing to be a “fool for Christ’s sake” (1 Cor. 
4:10). The drunk calls attention to himself, while the 
Spirit-filled believer is a witness for Christ. 

It is certainly not difficult to live or work with 
someone who is filled with the Spirit and joyful. He has 
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a song in his heart and on his lips. The drunk often 
sings, but his songs only reveal the corruption in his 
heart. The Spirit-filled Christian’s song comes from 
God, a song he could never sing apart from the Spirit’s 
power. God even gives us songs in the night (Ps. 42:8). 
In spite of pain and shame, Paul and Silas were able to 
sing praises to God in the Philippian jail (Acts 16:25), 
and the result was the conversion of the jailer and his 
family. What a happy time they all had that midnight 
hour—and they did not need to get drunk to enjoy it! 

“Your neighborhood tavern is the friendliest place 
in town!” That slogan appeared in a headline of a spe- 
cial newspaper insert during “National Tavern Month,” 
so I decided to test its veracity. I watched the newspa- 
pers for several weeks and cut out items that related to 
taverns—and all of them were connected with brawls 
and murders. The friendliest place in town! But this 
headline reminded me that people who drink together 
often experience a sympathy and conviviality. This fact 
is no argument for alcohol, but it does illustrate a 
point: Christians who are filled with the Holy Spirit 
enjoy being together and experience a sense of joyful 
oneness in the Lord. They do not need the false stimu- 
lants of the world. They have the Spirit of God—and 
He is all they need. 


Thankful (5:20) 

Someone defined the home as “the place where we are 
treated the best—and complain the most!” How true 
this is! “My father never talks to me unless he wants to 
bawl me out or ask about my grades,” a teenager once 
told me. “After all, a guy needs some encouragement 
once in a while!” Marriage counselors tell us that “tak- 
ing each other for granted” is one of the chief causes of 
marital problems. Being thankful to God for each 
other is a secret of a happy home, and it is the Holy 
Spirit who gives us the grace of thankfulness. 

How does a grateful heart promote harmony in the 
home? For one thing, the sincerely grateful person real- 
izes that he is enriched because of others, which is a mark 
of humility. The person who thinks the world owes him 
a living is never thankful for anything. He thinks he is 
doing others a favor by permitting them to serve him. 
The thankful heart is usually humble, a heart that gladly 
acknowledges God as the “Giver of every good and per- 
fect gift” (James 1:17). Like Mary’s gift to Jesus in John 
12, gratitude fills the house with fragrance. 

To be sure, all of us are grateful for some things at 
some special occasions, but Paul commanded his read- 
ers to be thankful for all things at all times. This 
exhortation in itself proves our need of the Spirit of 
God, because in our own strength we could never obey 
this commandment. Can we really be thankful in times 
of suffering, disappointment, and even bereavement? 
Keep in mind that Paul was a prisoner when he wrote 
those words, yet he was thankful for what God was 
doing in him and for him (Eph. 1:16; 5:4, 20; Phil. 
1:3; Col. 1:3, 12; 2:7; 3:17; 4:2). When a Christian 
finds himself in a difficult situation, he should 


immediately give thanks to the Father, in the name of 
Jesus Christ, by the power of the Spirit, to keep his 
heart from complaining and fretting. The devil moves 
in when a Christian starts to complain, but thanksgiv- 
ing in the Spirit defeats the devil and glorifies the Lord. 
“In everything give thanks: for this is the will of God 
in Christ Jesus concerning you” (1 Thess. 5:18). 

The word gratitude comes from the same root word 
as grace. If we have experienced the grace of God, then 
we ought to be grateful for what God brings to us. 
Thank and think also come from the same root word. 
If we would think more, we would thank more. 


Submissive (5:21-33) 

Paul applied the principle of harmony to husbands and 
wives (Eph. 5:21-33), parents and children (Eph. 
6:1—4), and masters and servants (Eph. 6:5-9), and he 
began with the admonition that each submit to the 
other (Eph. 5:21). Does this suggest that the children tell 
the parents what to do, or that the masters obey the ser- 
vants? Of course not! Submission has nothing to do with 
the order of authority, but rather governs the operation of 
authority, how it is given and how it is received. Often 
Jesus tried to teach His disciples not to throw their 
weight around, or seek to become great at somebody 
else’s expense. Unfortunately, they failed to learn the les- 
son, and even at the Last Supper they were arguing over 
who was the greatest (Luke 22:24-27). When Jesus 
washed their feet, He taught them that the greatest is the 
person who uses his authority to build up people and 
not, like the Pharisees, to build up his authority and 
make himself important. We are to esteem others “more 
important than ourselves” (Rom. 12:10; Phil. 2:1-4). By 
nature, we want to promote ourselves, but the Holy 
Spirit enables us to submit ourselves. 

As you study Paul’s words to husbands and wives, 
remember that he was writing to believers. He was 
nowhere suggesting that women are inferior to men, or 
that all women must be in subjection to all men in every 
situation. The fact that he uses Christ and the church as 
his illustration is evidence that he has the Christian 
home in mind. 

Wives, submit yourselves (vv. 22-24). He gives 
two reasons for this command: the lordship of Christ 
(Eph. 5:22) and the headship of the man in Christ (Eph. 
5:23). When the Christian wife submits herself to Christ 
and lets Him be the Lord of her life, she will have no dif- 
ficulty submitting to her husband. This does not mean 
that she becomes a slave, for the husband is also to sub- 
mit to Christ. And if both are living under the lordship 
of Christ, there can be only harmony. Headship is not 
dictatorship. “Each for the other, both for the Lord.” 
The Christian husband and wife should pray together 
and spend time in the Word, so that they might know 
God’s will for their individual lives and for their home. 
Most of the marital conflicts I have dealt with as a pas- 
tor have stemmed from failure of the husband and/or 
wife to submit to Christ, spend time in His Word, and 
seek to do His will each day. 
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This explains why a Christian should marry a 
Christian and not become “unequally yoked together” 
with an unbeliever (2 Cor. 6:14—18). If the Christian is 
submitted to Christ, he will not try to establish a home 
that disobeys the Word of God. Such a home invites 
civil war from the beginning. But something else is 
important. The Christian couple must be careful to 
submit to Christ’s lordship even before they are mar- 
ried. Unless the couple prays together and sincerely 
seeks God’s will in His Word, their marriage begins on 
a weak foundation. Sins committed before marriage 
(“Were Christians—we can get away with this!”) have 
a way of causing problems after marriage. Certainly 
God is able to forgive, but something very precious is 
lost just the same. Dr. William Culbertson, former 
president of Moody Bible Institute, used to warn about 
“the sad consequences of forgiven sins,” and engaged 
Christian couples need to take that warning to heart. 

Husbands, love your wives (vv. 25-33). Paul had 
much more to say to the Christian husbands than to 
the wives. He set for them a very high standard: Love 
your wives “even as Christ also loved the church.” Paul 
was lifting married love to the highest level possible, for 
he saw in the Christian home an illustration of the rela- 
tionship between Christ and the church. God 
established marriage for many reasons. For one thing, 
it meets man’s emotional needs. “It is not good that the 
man should be alone” (Gen. 2:18). Marriage also has a 
social purpose in the bearing of children to continue 
the race (Gen. 1:28). Paul indicated a physical purpose 
for marriage—to help man and woman fulfill the nor- 
mal desires given them by God (1 Cor. 7:1-3). But in 
Ephesians 5, Paul indicated also a spiritual purpose in 
marriage, as the husband and wife experience with each 
other the submission and the love of Christ (Eph. 
5:22-33). 

If the husband makes Christ’s love for the church the 
pattern for loving his wife, then he will love her sacrifi- 
cially (Eph. 5:25). Christ gave Himself for the church, so 
the husband, in love, gives himself for his wife. Jacob so 
loved Rachel that he sacrificially worked fourteen years 
to win her. True Christian love “seeketh not her own” (1 
Cor. 13:5)—it is not selfish. If a husband is submitted to 
Christ and filled with the Spirit, his sacrificial love will 
willingly pay a price that she might be able to serve 
Christ in the home and glorify Him. 

The husband’s love will also be a sanctifying love 
(Eph. 5:26-27). The word sanctify means “to set 
apart.” In the marriage ceremony, the husband is set 
apart to belong to the wife, and the wife is set apart to 
belong to the husband. Any interference with this 
God-given arrangement is sin. Today, Christ is cleans- 
ing His church through the ministry of His Word 
(John 15:3; 17:17). The love of the husband for his 
wife ought to be cleansing her (and him) so that both 
are becoming more like Christ. Even their physical 
relationship should be so controlled by God that it 
becomes a means of spiritual enrichment as well as per- 
sonal enjoyment (1 Cor. 7:3-5). The husband is not to 
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“use” his wife for his own pleasure, but rather is to 
show the kind of love that is mutually rewarding and 
sanctifying. The marriage experience is one of constant 
growth when Christ is the Lord of the home. Love 
always enlarges and enriches, while selfishness does just 
the opposite. 

The church today is not perfect; it has spots and 
wrinkles. Spots are caused by defilement on the out- 
side, while wrinkles are caused by decay on the inside. 
Because the church becomes defiled by the world, it 
needs constant cleansing, and the Word of God is the 
cleansing agent. “Keep yourselves unspotted from the 
world” (James 1:27). Strictly speaking, there should be 
no wrinkles in the church, because wrinkles are evi- 
dence of old age and internal decay. As the church is 
nourished by the Word, these wrinkles ought to disap- 
pear. Like a beautiful bride, the church ought to be 
clean and youthful, which is possible through the Spirit 
of God using the Word of God. One day the church 
will be presented in heaven “a glorious church” at the 
coming of Jesus Christ (Jude 24). 

The husband’s love for his wife should be sacrificial 
and sanctifying, but it should also be satisfying (Eph. 
5:28-30). In the marriage relationship, the husband 
and wife become “one flesh.” Therefore, whatever each 
does to the other, he or she does to himself or herself. 
It is a mutually satisfying experience. The man who 
loves his wife is actually loving his own body, since he 
and his wife are one flesh. As he loves her, he is nour- 
ishing her. Just as love is the circulatory system of the 
body of Christ (Eph. 4:16), so love is the nourishment 
of the home. How many people have confessed, “I am 
starved for love.” There should be no starvation for love 
in the Christian home, for the husband and wife 
should so love each other that their physical, emo- 
tional, and spiritual needs are met. If both are 
submitted to the Lord, and to each other, they will be 
so satisfied that they will not be tempted to look any- 
where else for fulfillment. 

Our Christian homes are to be pictures of Christ’s 
relationship to His church. Each believer is a member of 
Christ’s body, and each believer is to help nourish the 
body in love (Eph. 4:16). We are one with Christ. The 
church is His body and His bride, and the Christian 
home is a divinely ordained illustration of this relation- 
ship. This certainly makes marriage a serious matter. 

Paul referred to the creation of Eve and the forming 
of the first home (Gen. 2:18-24). Adam had to give 
part of himself in order to get a bride, but Christ gave 
all of Himself to purchase His bride at the cross. God 
opened Adams side, but sinful men pierced Christ’s 
side. So united are a husband and wife that they are 
“one flesh.” Their union is even closer than that of par- 
ents and children. The believer’s union with Christ is 
even closer and, unlike human marriage, will last for all 
eternity. Paul closed with a final admonition that the 
husband love his wife and that the wife reverence 
(respect) her husband, both of which require the power 
of the Holy Spirit. 
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If Christian husbands and wives have the power of 
the Spirit to enable them, and the example of Christ to 
encourage them, why do too many Christian marriages 
fail? Somebody is out of the will of God. Just because 
two Christians know each other and get along together 
does not mean they are supposed to get married. In 
fact, not every believer is supposed to marry. It is some- 
times God’s will for a Christian to remain single (Matt. 
19:12; 1 Cor. 7:7-9). It is wrong for a believer to marry 
an unbeliever, but it is also wrong for two Christians to 
marry out of the will of God. 

But even if two Christians marry in the will of God, 
they must stay in God’s will if their home is to be the cre- 
ative fellowship God wants it to be. “The fruit of the 
Spirit is love” (Gal. 5:22), and unless both husband and 
wife are walking in the Spirit they cannot share the love 
of Christ, the love that is so beautifully described in 1 
Corinthians 13. The root of most marital problems is 
sin, and the root of all sin is selfishness. Submission to 
Christ and to one another is the only way to overcome 
selfishness, for when we submit, the Holy Spirit can fill 
us and enable us to love one another in a sacrificial, sanc- 
tifying, satisfying way—the way Christ loves the church. 

To experience the fullness of the Spirit a person must 
first possess the Spirit—be a Christian. Then there 
must be a sincere desire to glorify Christ, since this is 
why the Holy Spirit was given (John 16:14). We do not 
use the Holy Spirit; He uses us. There must be a deep 
thirst for God’s fullness, a confession that we cannot do 
His will apart from His power. We must claim the prom- 
ise of John 7:37-39: “If any man thirst, let him come 
unto me, and drink!” By faith yield yourself to Christ; by 
faith ask Him for the fullness of the Spirit. By faith 
receive. When you find yourself joyful, thankful, and 
submissive, you will know that God has answered. 

One more important factor should be considered. 
The Spirit of God uses the Word of God to work in our 
lives. Read Colossians 3:16—4:1 and you will see a 
parallel to our Ephesians passage. And you will note 
that to be filled with the Word of God produces joy, 
thanksgiving, and submission. In other words, when 
you are controlled by the Word of God, you are filled 
with the Spirit of God. Not only husbands and wives, 
but all Christians need to spend time daily letting the 
Word of Christ dwell in them richly, for then the Spirit 
of God can work in our lives to make us joyful, thank- 
ful, and submissive. And this means heaven in the 
home—or wherever God may put us. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 
Ephesians 6:1-9 
LIVING THE LORDSHIP OF CHRIST 


fter watching a television presentation about 
Aisi youth, a husband said to his wife, 
“What a mess! Where did our generation go 
wrong?” The wife calmly answered, “We had children.” 


It seems no matter where we look in modern soci- 
ety, we see antagonism, division, and rebellion. 
Husbands and wives are divorcing each other; children 
are rebelling against their parents; and employers and 
employees are seeking for new ways to avoid strikes and 
keep the machinery of industry running productively. 
We have tried education, legislation, and every other 
approach, but nothing seems to work. Paul’s solution 
to the antagonisms in the home and in society was 
regeneration—a new heart from God and a new sub- 
mission to Christ and to one another. God’s great 
program is to “gather together in one all things in 
Christ” (Eph. 1:10). Paul indicated that this spiritual 
harmony begins in the lives of Christians who are sub- 
mitted to the lordship of Christ. 

In this section Paul admonished four groups of 
Christians about how they could have harmony in 


Christ. 


Christian Children (6:1-3) 

Paul did not tell the parents to admonish the children; 
he did it himself. Children were present in the assem- 
bly when this letter was read. Did they understand all 
that Paul wrote? Do we understand it all? Christian 
families attended the public worship together, and no 
doubt the parents explained the Word to the children 
when they were at home. He gave them four reasons 
why they should obey their parents. 

They are Christians (“in the Lord,” v. la). This 
argument is an application of the theme of the entire 
section, which is “submitting yourselves one to another 
in the fear of God” (Eph. 5:21). When a person 
becomes a Christian, he is not released from normal 
obligations of life. If anything, his faith in Christ ought 
to make him a better child in the home. 

To the Colossians Paul enforced his admonition 
with “for this is well pleasing unto the Lord” (Col. 
3:20). Here is harmony in the home: the wife submits 
to the husband “as unto Christ”; the husband loves his 
wife “even as Christ also loved the church’; and the 
children obey “in the Lord.” 

Obedience is right (v. 1b). There is an order in 
nature, ordained of God, that argues for the rightness 
of an action. Since the parents brought the child into 
the world, and since they have more knowledge and 
wisdom than the child, it is right that the child obey his 
parents. Even young animals are taught to obey. The 
“modern version” of Ephesians 6:1 would be, “Parents, 
obey your children, for this will keep them happy and 
bring peace to the home.” But this is contrary to God’s 
order in nature. 

Obedience is commanded (v. 2a). Here Paul cited 
the fifth commandment (Ex. 20:12; Deut. 5:16) and 
applies it to the New Testament believer. This does not 
mean that the Christian is “under the law,” for Christ 
has set us free from both the curse and the bondage of 
the law (Gal. 3:13; 5:1). But the righteousness of the 
law is still a revelation of the holiness of God, and the 
Holy Spirit enables us to practice that righteousness in 
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our daily lives (Rom. 8:1—4). All of the Ten 
Commandments are repeated in the New Testament 
epistles for the Christian to observe except “Remember 
the sabbath day, to keep it holy.” It is just as wrong for 
a New Testament Christian to dishonor his parents as 
it was for an Old Testament Jew. 

To “honor” our parents means much more than 
simply to obey them. It means to show them respect 
and love, to care for them as long as they need us, and 
to seek to bring honor to them by the way we live. A 
young couple came to see me about getting married, 
and I asked if their parents agreed to the wedding. 
They looked at each other in embarrassment, then 
confessed, “We were hoping you wouldn't ask about 
that.” I spent the next hour trying to convince them 
that their parents had a right to rejoice in this event, 
and that to exclude them would cause wounds that 
might never heal. “Even if they are not believers,” I 
said, “they are your parents, and you owe them love 
and respect.” They finally agreed, and the plans we 
made together made both families happy. Had we fol- 
lowed the couple’s original plans, the two of them 
would have lost their testimony with their relatives, 
but, instead, they were able to give a good witness for 
Jesus Christ. 

Obedience brings blessing (vv. 2b—3). The fifth 
commandment has a promise attached to it: “That thy 
days may be long upon the land which the Lord thy God 
giveth thee” (Ex. 20:12). This promise originally applied 
to the Jews as they entered Canaan, but Paul applied 
it to believers today. He substituted “earth” for “land” 
and told us that the Christian child who honors his par- 
ents can expect two blessings. It will be well with him, 
and he will live long on the earth. This does not mean 
that everyone who died young dishonored his parents. 
He was stating a principle: when children obey their par- 
ents in the Lord, they will escape a good deal of sin and 
danger and thus avoid the things that could threaten or 
shorten their lives. But life is not measured only by 
quantity of time. It is also measured by quality of expe- 
rience. God enriches the life of the obedient child no 
matter how long he may live on the earth. Sin always 
robs us; obedience always enriches us. 

So, the child must learn early to obey father and 
mother, not only because they are his parents, but also 
because God has commanded it to be so. Disobedience 
to parents is rebellion against God. The sad situation in 
homes today is the result of rejecting God’s Word 
(Rom. 1:28-30; 2 Tim. 3:1-5). By nature, a child is 
selfish, but in the power of the Holy Spirit, a child can 
learn to obey his parents and glorify God. 


Christian Fathers (6:4) 

If left to themselves, children will be rebels, so it is nec- 
essary for the parents to train their children. Years ago, 
the then Duke of Windsor said, “Everything in the 
American home is controlled by switches—except the 
children!” The Bible records the sad results of parents 
neglecting their children, either by being bad examples 
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to them or failing to discipline them properly. David 
pampered Absalom and set him a bad example, and the 
results were tragic. Eli failed to discipline his sons, and 
they brought disgrace to his name and defeat to the 
nation of Israel. In his latter years, even Isaac pampered 
Esau, while his wife showed favoritism to Jacob; and the 
result was a divided home. Jacob was showing favoritism 
to Joseph when God providentially rescued the lad and 
made a man out of him in Egypt. Paul told us that the 
father has several responsibilities toward his children. 

He must not provoke them. In Paul’s day, the 
father had supreme authority over the family. When a 
baby was born into a Roman family, for example, it was 
brought out and laid before the father. If he picked it 
up, it meant he was accepting it into the home. But if 
he did not pick it up, it meant the child was rejected. 
It could be sold, given away, or even killed by exposure. 
No doubt a father’s love would overcome such mon- 
strous acts, but these practices were legal in that day. 
Paul told the parents, “Don’t use your authority to 
abuse the child, but to encourage and build the child.” 
To the Colossians he wrote, “Fathers, provoke not your 
children to anger, lest they be discouraged” (Col. 3:21). 
So, the opposite of “provoke” is “encourage.” 

I was addressing a group of Christian students on 
the subject of prayer, and was pointing out that our 
Father in heaven is always available when we call. To 
illustrate it, I told them that the receptionist at our 
church office has a list of names prepared by me, and 
these people could get to me at any time, no matter 
what I was doing. Even if I was in a staff meeting or in 
a counseling session, if any of these people phoned, she 
was to call me immediately. At the top of this list was 
my family. Even if the matter seems to me inconse- 
quential, I want my family to know that I am available. 
After the service, one of the students said to me, 
“Would you adopt me? I can never get through to my 
father, and I need his encouragement so much!” 

Fathers provoke their children and discourage them 
by saying one thing and doing another—by always 
blaming and never praising, by being inconsistent and 
unfair in discipline, and by showing favoritism in the 
home, by making promises and not keeping them, and 
by making light of problems that, to the children, are 
very important. Christian parents need the fullness of 
the Spirit so they can be sensitive to the needs and 
problems of their children. 

He must nurture them. The text reads, “But nur- 
ture them in the discipline and admonition of the 
Lord.” The verb translated “bring them up” is the same 
word that is translated “nourisheth” in Ephesians 5:29. 
The Christian husband is to nourish his wife and his 
children by sharing love and encouragement in the 
Lord. It is not enough to nurture the children physi- 
cally by providing food, shelter, and clothing. He must 
also nurture them emotionally and spiritually. The 
development of the Boy Jesus is our example: “And 
Jesus increased in wisdom and stature, and in favor 
with God and man” (Luke 2:52). Here is balanced 
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growth: intellectual, physical, spiritual, and social. 
Nowhere in the Bible is the training of children 
assigned to agencies outside the home, no matter how 
they might assist. God looks to the parents for the kind 
of training that the children need. 

He must discipline them. The word “nurture” car- 
ries with it the idea of learning through discipline. It is 
translated “chastening” in Hebrews 12. Some modern 
psychologists oppose the old-fashioned idea of disci- 
pline, and many educators follow their philosophy. 
“Let the children express themselves!” they tell us. “If 
you discipline them, you may warp their characters.” 
Yet discipline is a basic principle of life and an evidence 
of love. “Whom the Lord loveth he chasteneth” (Heb. 
12:6). “He that spareth him chasteneth him diligently” 
(Prov. 13:24, literal translation). 

We must be sure, however, that we discipline our 
children in the right manner. To begin with, we must 
discipline in love and not in anger, lest we injure either 
the body or the spirit of the child, or possibly both. If 
we are not disciplined, we surely cannot discipline oth- 
ers, and “flying off the handle” never made either a 
better child or a better parent. 

Also, our discipline must be fair and consistent “My 
father would use a cannon to kill a mosquito!” a 
teenager once told me. “I either get away with murder, 
or get blamed for everything!” Consistent, loving disci- 
pline gives assurance to the child. He may not agree 
with us, but at least he knows that we care enough to 
build some protective walls around him until he can 
take care of himself. 

“T never knew how far I could go,” a wayward girl 
told me, “because my parents never cared enough to 
discipline me. I figured that if it wasn’t important to 
them, why should it be important to me?” 

He must instruct and encourage them. This is the 
meaning of the word admonition. The father and 
mother not only use actions to raise the child, but also 
words. In the book of Proverbs, for example, we have 
an inspired record of a father sharing wise counsel with 
his son. Our children do not always appreciate our 
counsel, but that does not eliminate the obligation we 
have to instruct and encourage them. Of course, our 
instruction must always be tied to the Word of God 
(see 2 Tim. 3:13-17). 

When the Supreme Court handed down its ruling 
against required prayer in the public schools, the 
famous editorial cartoonist Herblock published a car- 
toon in the Washington Post showing an angry father 
waving a newspaper at his family and shouting, “What 
do they expect us to do—listen to the kids pray at 
home?” The answer is yes! Home is the place where the 
children ought to learn about the Lord and the 
Christian life. It is time that Christian parents stop pass- 
ing the buck to Sunday school teachers and Christian 
day-school teachers, and start nurturing their children. 


Christian Servants (6:5-8) 


The word servants undoubtedly refers to Christian 


slaves, but we may certainly apply these words to the 
Christian employee today. There were probably sixty 
million slaves in the Roman Empire in that day, and 
slavery was an accepted institution. Nowhere in the 
New Testament is slavery per se attacked or con- 
demned, though the overall thrust of the gospel is 
against it. Paul’s ministry was not to overthrow the 
Roman government or any of its institutions, but to 
preach the gospel and win the lost to Christ. Certainly 
the results of his evangelism ultimately led to the over- 
throw of the Roman Empire, but that was not Paul’s 
main motive. Just as the preaching of Wesley and 
Whitefield resulted in the abolition of slavery and child 
labor, the elevation of women, and the care of the 
needy, so Paul’s ministry contributed to the death of 
slavery and the encouragement of freedom. However, 
he was careful not to confuse the social system with the 
spiritual order in the church (1 Cor. 7:20-24). 

Paul admonished the servants to be obedient, with 
several good reasons. First, they were really serving 
Christ. True, they had “masters according to the flesh,” 
but their true Master was in heaven (Eph. 6:9). The 
fact that an employee and his employer are both 
Christians is no excuse for either one to do less work. 
Rather, it is a good reason to be more faithful to each 
other. The employee should show proper respect for 
employer, and not try to take advantage of him. He 
should devote his full attention and energy to the job 
at hand (“singleness of heart”). The best way to be a 
witness on the job is to do a good day’s work. The 
Christian worker will avoid “eye service’—working 
only when the boss is watching, or working extra hard 
when he is watching, to give the impression he is doing 
a very good job. 

The second reason is that doing a good job is the 
will of God. Christianity knows nothing of sacred and 
secular. A Christian can perform any good work as a 
ministry to Christ, to the glory of God. For this reason, 
the worker must do his job “from the heart,” since he 
is serving Christ and doing the will of God. There were 
tasks assigned to these slaves that they detested, but 
they were to perform them just the same, so long as 
they were not disobeying the will of God. “Singleness 
of heart” and “doing the will of God from the heart” 
both indicate the importance of a right heart attitude 
on the job. 

Paul’s third argument is that they will be rewarded 
by the Lord (Eph. 6:8). In that day, slaves were treated 
like pieces of property, no matter how well educated 
they might be. An educated, cultured slave who 
became a Christian might receive even harsher treat- 
ment from his master because of his faith, but harsh 
treatment was not to keep him from doing his best (1 
Peter 2:18—25). We are to serve Christ, not men. We 
shall receive our rewards from Christ, not from men. 


Christian Masters (6:9) 
The Christian faith does not bring about harmony by 
erasing social or cultural distinctions. Servants are still 
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servants when they trust Christ, and masters are still 
masters. Rather, the Christian faith brings harmony by 
working in the heart. Christ gives us a new motivation, 
not a new organization. Both servant and master are 
serving the Lord and seeking to please Him, and in this 
way they are able to work together to the glory of God. 
What are the responsibilities of a Christian master (or 
employer) to his workers? 

He must seek their welfare. “Do the same things 
unto them.” If the employer expects the workers to do 
their best for him, he must do his best for them. The 
master must serve the Lord from his heart if he expects 
his servants to do the same. He must not exploit them. 

One of the greatest examples of this in the Bible is 
Boaz in the book of Ruth. He greeted his workers with 
“The Lord be with you.” And they replied, “The Lord 
bless thee” (Ruth 2:4). Boaz was sensitive to the needs 
of his workers and generous to the stranger, Ruth. His 
relationship with his workers was one of mutual respect 
and a desire to glorify the Lord. It is unfortunate when 
an employee says, “My boss is supposed to be a 
Christian, but you'd never know it!” 

He must not threaten. Roman masters had the 
power and lawful authority to kill a slave who was 
rebellious, though few of them did so. Slaves cost too 
much money to destroy them. Paul suggested that the 
Christian master has a better way to encourage obedi- 
ence and service than threats of punishment. The 
negative power of fear could result in the worker doing 
less instead of more, and this kind of motivation could 
not be continued over a long period of time. Far better 
was the positive motivation of “that which is just and 
equal” (Col. 4:1). Let a man share the results of his 
labor and he will work better and harder. Even the Old 
Testament gives this same counsel: “Thou shalt not 
rule over him with rigor, but shalt fear thy God” (Lev. 
25:43). 

He must be submitted to the Lord. “Your master 
also is in heaven” (Eph. 6:9). This is practicing the 
lordship of Christ. The wife submits to her own hus- 
band “as unto the Lord” (Eph. 5:22), and the husband 
loves the wife “as Christ also loved the church” (Eph. 
5:25). Children obey their parents “in the Lord” (Eph. 
6:1), and parents raise their children “in the nurture 
and admonition of the Lord” (Eph. 6:4). Servants are 
obedient “as unto Christ” (Eph. 6:5), and masters treat 
their servants as their “Master in heaven” would have 
them do. Each person, in submission to the Lord, has 
no problems submitting to those over him. 

Jesus said the way to be a ruler is first to be a ser- 
vant (Matt. 25:21). The person who is not under 
authority has no right to exercise authority. This 
explains why many of the great men of the Bible were 
first servants before God made them rulers: Joseph, 
Moses, Joshua, David, and Nehemiah are just a few 
examples. Even after a man becomes a leader, he must 
still lead by serving. An African proverb says, “The 
chief is servant of all.” “And whosoever will be chief 
among you, let him be your servant” (Matt. 20:27). 
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A friend of mine was promoted to a place of execu- 
tive leadership and, unfortunately, it went to his head. 
He enjoyed all of his executive privileges and more, and 
never lost an opportunity to remind his employees who 
was in charge. But he lost the respect of his workers, 
and production and efficiency went down so fast that 
the board had to replace him. Because my friend forgot 
that he had a “Master in heaven,” he failed to be a good 
“master on earth.” 

He must not play favorites. God is no respecter of 
persons. He will judge a master or a servant if he sins, 
or He will reward a master or a servant if he obeys 
(Eph. 6:8). A Christian employer cannot take privileges 
with God simply because of his position; nor should a 
Christian employer play favorites with those under his 
authority. Paul warned Timothy to “observe these 
things without preferring one before another, doing 
nothing by partiality” (1 Tim. 5:21). One of the fastest 
ways for a leader to divide his followers and lose their 
confidence is for the leader to play favorites and show 
partiality. 

This closes the section we have called “Walk in 
Harmony.” If we are filled with the Holy Spirit and are 
joyful, thankful, and submissive, then we can enjoy 
harmony in the relationships of life as we live and work 
with other Christians. We will also find it easier to 
work with and witness to the unbelievers who may dis- 
agree with us. The fruit of the Spirit is love, and love is 
the greatest adhesive in the world! 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
Ephesians 6:10-24 


YOU'RE IN THE ARMY NOW! 


ooner or later every believer discovers that the 
S Christian life is a battleground, not a playground, 

and that he faces an enemy who is much stronger 
than he is—apart from the Lord. That Paul should use 
the military to illustrate the believer’s conflict with 
Satan is reasonable. He himself was chained to a 
Roman soldier (Eph. 6:20), and his readers were cer- 
tainly familiar with soldiers and the equipment they 
used. In fact, military illustrations were favorites with 
Paul (2 Cor. 10:4; 1 Tim. 6:12; 2 Tim. 2:3; 4:7). 

As Christians, we face three enemies: the world, the 
flesh, and the devil (Eph. 2:1-3). “The world” refers to 
the system around us that is opposed to God, that 
caters to “the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, 
and the pride of life” (1 John 2:15-17). “Society apart 
from God” is a simple, but accurate, definition of “the 
world.” “The flesh” is the old nature that we inherited 
from Adam, a nature that is opposed to God and can 
do nothing spiritual to please God. By His death and 
resurrection, Christ overcame the world (John 16:33; 
Gal. 6:14), and the flesh (Rom. 6:1—6; Gal. 2:20), and 
the devil (Eph. 1:19-23). In other words, as believers, 
we do not fight for victory—we fight from victory! The 
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Spirit of God enables us, by faith, to appropriate 
Christ’s victory for ourselves. 

In these closing verses of the letter, Paul discussed 
four topics so that his readers, by understanding and 
applying these truths, might walk in victory. 


The Enemy (6:10-12) 

The intelligence corps plays a vital part in warfare 
because it enables the officers to know and understand 
the enemy. Unless we know who the enemy is, where 
he is, and what he can do, we have a difficult time 
defeating him. Not only in Ephesians 6, but through- 
out the entire Bible, God instructs us about the enemy, 
so there is no reason for us to be caught off guard. 

The leader—the devil. The enemy has many dif- 
ferent names. Devil means “accuser,” because he 
accuses God’s people day and night before the throne 
of God (Rev. 12:7-11). Satan means “adversary,” 
because he is the enemy of God. He is also called the 
tempter (Matt. 4:3), and the murderer and the liar 
(John 8:44). He is compared to a lion (1 Peter 5:8), a 
serpent (Gen. 3:1; Rev. 12:9), and an angel of light (2 
Cor. 11:13—-15), as well as “the god of this age” (2 Cor. 
4:4 ntv). 

Where did he come from, this spirit-creature that 
seeks to oppose God and defeat His work? Many stu- 
dents believe that in the original creation, he was 
“Lucifer, son of the morning” (Isa. 14:12-15) and that 
he was cast down because of his pride and his desire to 
occupy God’s throne. Many mysteries are connected 
with the origin of Satan, but what he is doing and 
where he is going are certainly no mystery! Since he is 
a created being, and not eternal (as God is), he is lim- 
ited in his knowledge and activity. Unlike God, Satan 
is not all-knowing, all-powerful, or everywhere-pres- 
ent. Then how does he accomplish so much in so many 
different parts of the world? The answer is in his organ- 
ized helpers. 

Satan’s helpers. Paul called them “principalities ... 
powers ... rulers ... spiritual wickedness in high places” 
(Eph. 6:12). Charles B. Williams translated it, “For our 
contest is not with human foes alone, but with the 
rulers, authorities, and cosmic powers of this dark 
world; that is, with the spirit forces of evil challenging 
us in the heavenly contest” (WiLL1aMs). This suggests a 
definite army of demonic creatures that assist Satan in 
his attacks against believers. The apostle John hinted 
that one third of the angels fell with Satan when he 
rebelled against God (Rev. 12:4), and Daniel wrote 
that Satan’s angels struggle against God’s angels for 
control of the affairs of nations (Dan. 10:13-20). A 
spiritual battle is going on in this world and in the 
sphere of “the heavenlies,” and you and I are a part of 
this battle. Knowing this makes “walking in victory” a 
vitally important thing to us—and to God. 

The important point is that our battle is not against 
human beings. It is against spiritual powers. We are 
wasting our time fighting people when we ought to be 
fighting the devil who seeks to control people and 


make them oppose the work of God. During Paul’s 
ministry in Ephesus, a riot took place that could have 
destroyed the church (Acts 19:21-41). It wasn’t caused 
only by Demetrius and his associates, for behind them 
were Satan and his associates. Certainly Paul and the 
church prayed, and the opposition was silenced. The 
advice of the king of Syria to his soldiers can be applied 
to our spiritual battle: “Fight neither with small nor 
great, save only with the king” (1 Kings 22:31). 
Satan’s abilities. The admonitions Paul gave indi- 
cate that Satan is a strong enemy (Eph. 6:10-12) and 
that we need the power of God to be able to stand 
against him. Never underestimate the power of the 
devil. He is not compared to a lion and a dragon just 
for fun! The book of Job tells what his power can do to 
a man’s body, home, wealth, and friends. Jesus called 
Satan a thief who comes “to steal, and to kill, and to 
destroy” (John 10:10). Not only is Satan strong, but he 
is also wise and subtle, and we fight against “the wiles 
of the devil.” Wiles means “cunning, crafty arts, 
strategems.” The Christian cannot afford to be “igno- 
rant of his devices” (2 Cor. 2:11). Some men are 
cunning and crafty and “lie in wait to deceive” (Eph. 
4:14), but behind them is the arch-deceiver, Satan. He 
masquerades as an angel of light (2 Cor. 11:14) and 
seeks to blind men’s minds to the truth of God’s Word. 
The fact that Paul uses the word wrestle indicates that 
we are involved in a hand-to-hand battle and are not 
mere spectators at a game. Satan wants to use our exter- 
nal enemy, the world, and our internal enemy, the 
flesh, to defeat us. His weapons and battle plans are 


formidable. 


The Equipment (6:13-17) 

Since we are fighting against enemies in the spirit 
world, we need special equipment both for offense and 
defense. God has provided the “whole armor” for us, 
and we dare not omit any part. Satan looks for that 
unguarded area where he can get a beachhead (Eph. 
4:27). Paul commanded his readers to put on the 
armor, take the weapons, and withstand Satan, all of 
which we do by faith. Knowing that Christ has already 
conquered Satan, and that the spiritual armor and 
weapons are available, by faith we accept what God 
gives us and go out to meet the foe. The day is evil, and 
the enemy is evil, but “if God be for us, who can be 
against us?” (Rom. 8:31). 

The girdle of truth (v. 14a). Satan is a liar (John 
8:44), but the believer whose life is controlled by truth 
will defeat him. The girdle held the other parts of the 
armor together, and truth is the integrating force in the 
life of the victorious Christian. A man of integrity, with 
a clear conscience, can face the enemy without fear. 
The girdle also held the sword. Unless we practice the 
truth, we cannot use the Word of truth. Once a lie gets 
into the life of a believer, everything begins to fall 
apart. For over a year, King David lied about his sin 
with Bathsheba, and nothing went right. Psalms 32 
and 51 tell of the price he paid. 
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The breastplace of righteousness (v. 14b). This 
piece of armor, made of metal plates or chains, covered 
the body from the neck to the waist, both front and 
back. It symbolizes the believer’s righteousness in Christ 
(2 Cor. 5:21) as well as his righteous life in Christ (Eph. 
4:24). Satan is the accuser, but he cannot accuse the 
believer who is living a godly life in the power of the 
Spirit. The life we live either fortifies us against Satan’s 
attacks or makes it easier for him to defeat us (2 Cor. 
6:1-10). When Satan accuses the Christian, it is the 
righteousness of Christ that assures the believer of his 
salvation. But our positional righteousness in Christ, 
without practical righteousness in the daily life, only 
gives Satan opportunity to attack us. 

The shoes of the gospel (v. 15). The Roman sol- 
dier wore sandals with hobnails in the soles to give him 
better footing for the battle. If we are going to “stand” 
and “withstand,” then we need the shoes of the gospel. 
Because we have the peace with God (Rom. 5:1) that 
comes from the gospel, we need not fear the attack of 
Satan or men. We must be at peace with God and with 
each other if we are to defeat the devil (James 4:1-7). 
But the shoes have another meaning. We must be pre- 
pared each day to share the gospel of peace with a lost 
world. The most victorious Christian is a witnessing 
Christian. If we wear the shoes of the gospel, then we 
have the “beautiful feet” mentioned in Isaiah 52:7 and 
Romans 10:15. Satan has declared war, but you and I 
are ambassadors of peace (2 Cor. 5:18-21); and, as 
such, we take the gospel of peace wherever we go. 

The shield of faith (v. 16). The shield was large, 
usually about four feet by two feet, made of wood, and 
covered with tough leather. As the soldier held it before 
him, it protected him from spears, arrows, and “fiery 
darts.” The edges of these shields were so constructed 
that an entire line of soldiers could interlock shields 
and march into the enemy like a solid wall. This sug- 
gests that we Christians are not in the battle alone. The 
“faith” mentioned here is not saving faith, but rather 
living faith, a trust in the promises and the power of 
God. Faith is a defensive weapon that protects us from 
Satan's fiery darts. In Paul’s day, arrows, dipped in some 
inflammable substance and ignited, were shot at the 
enemy. Satan shoots “fiery darts” at our hearts and 
minds: lies, blasphemous thoughts, hateful thoughts 
about others, doubts, and burning desires for sin. If we 
do not by faith quench these darts, they will light a fire 
within and we will disobey God. We never know when 
Satan will shoot a dart at us, so we must always walk by 
faith and use the shield of faith. 

The helmet of salvation (v. 17). Satan wants to 
attack the mind, the way he defeated Eve (Gen. 3; 2 
Cor, 11:1—3). The helmet refers to the mind controlled 
by God. It is too bad that many Christians have the 
idea that the intellect is not important, when in reality 
it plays a vital role in Christian growth, service, and 
victory. When God controls the mind, Satan cannot 
lead the believer astray. The Christian who studies his 
Bible and learns the meaning of Bible doctrines is not 
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going to be led astray too easily. We need to be “taught 
by him, as the truth is in Jesus” (Eph. 4:21). We are to 
“grow in grace, and in the knowledge of our Lord and 
Saviour Jesus Christ” (2 Peter 3:18). Wherever Paul 
ministered, he taught the new converts the truths of 
the Word of God, and this helmet protected them from 
Satan’s lies. 

One Sunday afternoon, I visited a man who had 
been a deacon in a local church, but was at that time 
involved in a false cult. We sat at the table with open 
Bibles, and I tried to show him the truth of God's 
Word, but it seemed his mind was blinded by lies. 
“How did you happen to turn away from a Bible- 
preaching church and get involved in this belief?” I 
asked, and his reply stunned me. 

“Preacher, I blame the church. I didn’t know any- 
thing about the Bible, and they didn’t teach me much 
more. I wanted to study the Bible, but nobody told me 
how. Then they made me a deacon, and I wasn’t ready 
for it. It was too much for me. I heard this man preach- 
ing the Bible over the radio and it sounded as if he 
knew something. I started reading his magazine and 
studying his books, and now I’m convinced he’s right.” 

What a tragedy that when his local church took him 
in, they failed to fit him with the helmet of salvation. 
Had they practiced the truth found in 2 Timothy 2:2, 
this man might not have been a casualty in the battle. 

The sword of the Spirit (v. 17b). This sword is the 
offensive weapon God provides us. The Roman soldier 
wore on his girdle a short sword which was used for 
close-in fighting. Hebrews 4:12 compares the Word of 
God to a sword, because it is sharp and is able to pierce 
the inner man just as a material sword pierces the body. 
You and I were “cut to the heart” (Acts 2:37; 5:33) 
when the Word convicted us of our sins. Peter tried to 
use a sword to defend Jesus in the garden (Luke 
22:47-51), but he learned at Pentecost that the “sword 
of the Spirit” does a much better job. Moses also tried 
to conquer with a physical sword (Ex. 2:11-15), only 
to discover that God’s Word alone was more than 
enough to defeat Egypt. 

A material sword pierces the body, but the Word of 
God pierces the heart. The more you use a physical 
sword, the duller it becomes, but using God’s Word 
only makes it sharper in our lives. A physical sword 
requires the hand of a soldier, but the sword of the 
Spirit has its own power, for it is “living and powerful” 
(Heb. 4:12). The Spirit wrote the Word, and the Spirit 
wields the Word as we take it by faith and use it. A 
physical sword wounds to hurt and kill, while the 
sword of the Spirit wounds to heal and give life. But 
when we use the sword against Satan, we are out to deal 
him a blow that will cripple him and keep him from 
hindering God’s work. 

When He was tempted by Satan in the wilderness, 
Christ used the sword of the Spirit and defeated the 
enemy. Three times Jesus said, “It is written” (Luke 
4:1-13). Note that Satan can also quote the Word— 
“For it is written” (Luke 4:10)—but he does not quote 
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it completely. Satan tries to use the Word of God to 
confuse us, so it is important that we know every word 
that God has given us. “You can prove anything by the 
Bible,” someone said. True—if you take verses out of 
context, leave out words, and apply verses to Christians 
today that do not really apply. The better you know the 
Word of God, the easier it will be for you to detect 
Satan’s lies and reject his offers. 

In one sense, the “whole armor of God” is a picture 
of Jesus Christ. Christ is the Truth (John 14:6), and He 
is our righteousness (2 Cor. 5:21) and our peace (Eph. 
2:14). His faithfulness makes possible our faith (Gal. 
2:20); He is our salvation (Luke 2:30); and He is the 
Word of God (John 1:1, 14). This means that when we 
trusted Christ, we received the armor. Paul told the 
Romans what to do with the armor (Rom. 13:11-14): 
wake up (Rom. 13:11), cast off sin, and “put on the 
armor of light” (Rom. 13:12). We do this by putting 
“on the Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 13:14). By faith, put 
on the armor and trust God for the victory. Once and 
for all, we have put on the armor at the moment of sal- 
vation. But there must be a daily appropriation. When 
King David put off his armor and returned to his 
palace, he was in greater danger than when he was on 
the battlefield (2 Sam. 11). We are never out of reach 
of Satan’s devices, so we must never be without the 
whole armor of God. 


The Energy (6:18-20) 

Prayer is the energy that enables the Christian soldier 
to wear the armor and wield the sword. We cannot 
fight the battle in our own power, no matter how 
strong or talented we may think we are. When Amalek 
attacked Israel, Moses went to the mountaintop to 
pray, while Joshua used the sword down in the valley 
(Ex. 17:8-16). It took both to defeat Amalek—Moses’ 
intercession on the mountain and Joshua's use of the 
sword in the valley. Prayer is the power for victory, but 
not just any kind of prayer. Paul told how to pray if we 
would defeat Satan. 

Pray always. This obviously does not mean “always 
saying prayers.” We are not heard for our “much speak- 
ing” (Matt. 6:7). “Pray without ceasing” (1 Thess. 
5:17) says to us, “Always be in communion with the 
Lord. Keep the receiver off the hook!” Never have to 
say when you pray, “Lord, we come into Thy pres- 
ence,” because you never left His presence! A Christian 
must “pray always” because he is always subject to 
temptations and attacks of the devil. A surprise attack 
has defeated more than one believer who forgot to 
“pray without ceasing.” 

Pray with all prayer. There is more than one 
kind of praying: prayer, supplication, intercession, 
thanksgiving (Phil. 4:6; 1 Tim. 2:1). The believer 
who prays only to ask for things is missing out on 
blessings that come with intercessions and giving of 
thanks. In fact, thanksgiving is a great prayer weapon 
for defeating Satan. “Praise changes things” as much 
as “prayer changes things.” Intercession for others 


can bring victory to our own lives. “And the Lord 
turned the captivity of Job when he prayed for his 
friends” (Job 42:10). 

Pray in the Spirit. The Bible formula is that we 
pray to the Father, through the Son, and in the Spirit. 
Romans 8:26-27 tells us that only in the Spirits power 
can we pray in the will of God. Otherwise, our praying 
could be selfish and out of the will of God. In the Old 
Testament tabernacle, there was a small golden altar 
standing before the veil, and here the priest burned the 
incense (Ex. 30:1—10; Luke 1:1—-11). The incense is a 
picture of prayer. It had to be mixed according to God’s 
plan and could not be counterfeited by man. The fire 
on the altar is a picture of the Holy Spirit, for it is He 
who takes our prayers and “ignites” them in the will of 
God. It is possible to pray fervently in the flesh and 
never get through to God. It is also possible to pray qui- 
etly in the Spirit and see God’s hand do great things. 

Pray with your eyes open. Watching means “keep- 
ing on the alert.” The phrase “watch and pray” occurs 
often in the Bible. When Nehemiah was repairing the 
walls of Jerusalem and the enemy was trying to stop the 
work, Nehemiah defeated the enemy by watching and 
praying. “Nevertheless we made our prayer unto our 
God, and set a watch” (Neh. 4:9). “Watch and pray” is 
the secret of victory over the world (Mark 13:33), the 
flesh (Mark 14:38), and the devil (Eph. 6:18). Peter 
went to sleep when he should have been praying, and 
the result was victory for Satan (Mark 14:29-31, 
67-72). God expects us to use our God-given senses, 
led by the Spirit, so that we detect Satan when he is 
beginning to work. 

Keep on praying. The word perseverance simply 
means “to stick to it and not quit.” The early believers 
prayed this way (Acts 1:14; 2:42; 6:4), and we also 
should pray this way (Rom. 12:12). Perseverance in 
prayer does not mean we are trying to twist God’s arm, 
but rather that we are deeply concerned and burdened 
and cannot rest until we get God’s answer. As Robert 
Law put it, “Prayer is not getting man’s will done in 
heaven; it is getting God’s will done on earth” (Zésts of 
Life, [Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1968]). Most of us 
quit praying just before God is about to give the vic- 
tory. Not everybody is so constituted that he can 


Ephesians 6 


sincerely spend a whole night in prayer, but all of us 
can persevere in prayer far more than we do. The early 
church prayed without ceasing when Peter was in 
prison and, at the last moment, God gave them their 
answer (Acts 12:1-19). Keep on praying until the 
Spirit stops you or the Father answers you. Just about 
the time you feel like quitting, God will give the 
answer. 

Pray for all the saints. The Lord’s Prayer begins 
with “Our Father”—not “My Father.” We pray as part 
of a great family that is also talking to God, and we 
ought to pray for the other members of the family. 
Even Paul asked for the prayer support of the 
Ephesians—and he had been to the third heaven and 
back. If Paul needed the prayers of the saints, how 
much more do you and I need them! If my prayers help 
another believer defeat Satan, then that victory will 
help me too. Note that Paul did not ask them to pray 
for his comfort or safety, but for the effectiveness of his 
witness and ministry. 


The Encouragement (6:21-24) 

We are not fighting the battle alone. There are other 
believers who stand with us in the fight, and we ought 
to be careful to encourage one another. Paul encour- 
aged the Ephesians; Tychicus was an encouragement to 
Paul (Acts 20:4); and Paul was going to send Tychicus 
to Ephesus to be an encouragement to them. Paul was 
not the kind of missionary who kept his affairs to him- 
self. He wanted the people of God to know what God 
was doing, how their prayers were being answered, and 
what Satan was doing to oppose the work. His motive 
was not selfish. He was not trying to get something out 
of them. 

What an encouragement it is to be a part of the 
family of God! Nowhere in the New Testament do we 
find an isolated believer. Christians are like sheep; they 
flock together. The church is an army, and the soldiers 
need to stand together and fight together. 

Note the words Paul used as he closed this letter: 
peace—love—faith—grace! He was a prisoner of 
Rome, yet he was richer than the emperor. No matter 
what our circumstances may be, in Jesus Christ we are 
“blessed with all spiritual blessings”! 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Philippians 1:1-11 


HOW TO INCREASE YOUR JOY 


ow about corning over to the house for some fel- 
H lowship?” “What a golf game! Man, did we have 
great fellowship!” 

“The fellowship at the retreat was just terrific!” 

That word fellowship seems to mean many things to 
many different people. Perhaps, like a worn coin, it 
may be losing its true impression. If so, we had better 
take some steps to rescue it. After all, a good Bible 
word like fellowship needs to stay in circulation as long 
as possible. 

In spite of his difficult circumstances as a prisoner 
in Rome, Paul was rejoicing. The secret of his joy was 
the single mind; he lived for Christ and the gospel. 
(Christ is named eighteen times in Philippians 1, and 
the gospel is mentioned six times.) “For to me to live 
is Christ, and to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21). But what 
really is “the single mind”? It is the attitude that says, 
“It makes no difference what happens to me, just as 
long as Christ is glorified and the gospel shared with 
others.” Paul rejoiced in spite of his circumstances, 
because his circumstances strengthened the fellowship 
of the gospel (Phil. 1:1-11), promoted the furtherance of 
the gospel (Phil. 1:12-26), and guarded the faith of the 
gospel (Phil. 1:27-30). 

The word fellowship simply means “to have in com- 
mon” But true Christian fellowship is really much 
deeper than sharing coffee and pie, or even enjoying a 
golf game together. Too often what we think is “fellow- 
ship” is really only acquaintanceship or friendship. You 
cannot have fellowship with someone unless you have 
something in common, and for Christian fellowship, 
this means the possessing of eternal life within the 
heart. Unless a person has trusted Christ as his Savior, 
he knows nothing of “the fellowship of the gospel.” In 
Philippians 2:1, Paul wrote about “the fellowship of the 
Spirit,” because when a person is born again he receives 
the gift of the Spirit (Rom. 8:9). There is also “the fel- 
lowship of his sufferings” (Phil. 3:10). When we share 
what we have with others, this is also fellowship (Phil. 
4:15, translated “communicate” in KJV). 

So, true Christian fellowship is much more than 
having a name on a church roll or being present at a 
meeting. It is possible to be close to people physically 
and miles away from them spiritually. One of the 
sources of Christian joy is this fellowship that believers 
have in Jesus Christ. Paul was in Rome, his friends were 
miles away in Philippi, but their spiritual fellowship was 
real and satisfying. When you have the single mind, you 
will not complain about circumstances because you 
know that difficult circumstances will result in the 
strengthening of the fellowship of the gospel. 

Paul used three thoughts in Philippians 1:1-11 that 
describe true Christian fellowship: I have you in my 
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mind (Phil. 1:3-6), I have you in my heart (Phil. 
1:7-8), I have you in my prayers (Phil. 1:9-11). 


| Have You in My Mind (1:3-6) 

Isn't it remarkable that Paul was thinking of others and 
not of himself? As he awaited his trial in Rome, Paul’s 
mind went back to the believers in Philippi, and every 
recollection he had brought him joy. Read Acts 16; you 
may discover that some things happened to Paul at 
Philippi, the memory of which could produce sorrow. 
He was illegally arrested and beaten, was placed in the 
stocks, and was humiliated before the people. But even 
those memories brought joy to Paul, because it was 
through this suffering that the jailer found Christ! Paul 
recalled Lydia and her household, the poor slave girl 
who had been demon possessed, and the other dear 
Christians at Philippi, and each recollection was a 
source of joy. (It is worth asking, “Am I the kind of 
Christian who brings joy to my pastor’s mind when he 
thinks of me?”) 

It is possible that Philippians 1:5 is talking about 
their financial fellowship with Paul, a topic he picks up 
again in Philippians 4:14-19. The church at Philippi 
was the only church that entered into fellowship with 
Paul to help support his ministry. The “good work” of 
Philippians 1:6 may refer to the sharing of their means; 
it was started by the Lord, and Paul was sure the Lord 
would continue it and complete it. 

But we will not go astray if we apply these verses to 
the work of salvation and Christian living. We are not 
saved by our good works (Eph. 2:8-9). Salvation is the 
good work God does in us when we trust His Son. In 
Philippians 2:12—13 we are told that God continues to 
work in us through His Spirit. In other words, salva- 
tion includes a threefold work: 

e the work God does for us—salvation; 

e the work God does im us—sanctification; 

e the work God does through us—service. 

This work will continue until we see Christ, and 
then the work will be fulfilled. “We shall be like him, 
for we shall see him as he is” (1 John 3:2). 

It was a source of joy to Paul to know that God was 
still working in the lives of his fellow believers at 
Philippi. After all, this is the real basis for joyful 
Christian fellowship, to have God at work in our lives 
day by day. 

“There seems to be friction in our home,” a con- 
cerned wife said to a marriage counselor. “I really don't 
know what the trouble is.” 

“Friction is caused by one of two things,” said the 
counselor, and to illustrate he picked up two blocks of 
wood from his desk. “If one block is moving and one 
is standing still, there’s friction. Or, if both are moving 
but in opposite directions, there’s friction. Now, which 
is it?” 

“TIl have to admit that I’ve been going backward in 
my Christian life, and Joe has really been growing,” the 
wife admitted. “What I need is to get back to fellow- 
ship with the Lord.” 


| Have You in My Heart (1:7-8) 

Now we move a bit deeper, for it is possible to have 
others in our minds without really having them in our 
hearts. (Someone has observed that many people today 
would have to confess, “I have you on my nerves!”) 
Paul’s sincere love for his friends was something that 
could not be disguised or hidden. 

Christian love is “the tie that binds.” Love is the evi- 
dence of salvation: “We know that we have passed from 
death unto life, because we love the brethren” (1 John 
3:14). It is the “spiritual lubrication” that keeps the 
machinery of life running smoothly. Have you noticed 
how often Paul used the phrase “you all” as he wrote? 
There are at least nine instances in this letter. He did 
not want to leave anyone out! (Some translations read, 
“You have me in your heart” in Phil. 1:7, but the basic 
truth is the same.) 

How did Paul evidence his love for them? For one 
thing, he was suffering on their behalf. His bonds were 
proof of his love. He was “the prisoner of Jesus Christ 
for you Gentiles” (Eph. 3:1). Because of Paul’s trial, 
Christianity was going to get a fair hearing before the 
officials of Rome. Since Philippi was a Roman colony, 
the decision would affect the believers there. Paul’s love 
was not something he merely talked about; it was 
something he practiced. He considered his difficult cir- 
cumstances an opportunity for defending and 
confirming the gospel, and this would help his 
brethren everywhere. 

But how can Christians learn to practice this kind 
of love? “I get along better with my unsaved neighbors 
than I do my saved relatives!” a man confided to his 
pastor. “Maybe it takes a diamond to cut a diamond, 
but I’ve just about had it!” Christian love is not some- 
thing we work up; it is something that God does in us 
and through us. Paul longed for his friends “in the 
bowels [love] of Jesus Christ” (Phil. 1:8). It was not 
Paul’s love channeled through Christ; it was Christ’s 
love channeled through Paul. “God has poured out 
his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he 
has given us” (Rom. 5:5 Nrv). When we permit God to 
perform His “good work” in us, then we grow in our 
love for one another. 

How can we tell that we are truly bound in love to 
other Christians? For one thing, we are concerned about 
them. The believers at Philippi were concerned 
about Paul and sent Epaphroditus to minister to him. 
Paul was also greatly concerned about his friends at 
Philippi, especially when Epaphroditus became ill and 
could not return right away (Phil. 2:25-28). “My little 
children, let us not love in word, neither in tongue; but 
in deed and in truth” (1 John 3:18). 

Another evidence of Christian love is a willingness 
to forgive one another. “And above all things have fer- 
vent charity [love] among yourselves: for charity [love] 
shall cover the multitude of sins” (1 Peter 4:8). 

“Tell us some of the blunders your wife has made,” 
a radio quizmaster asked a contestant. 

“I can't remember any,” the man replied. 
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“Oh, surely you can remember something!” the 
announcer said. 

“No, I really can’t,” said the contestant. “I love my 
wife very much, and I just don’t remember things like 
that.” First Corinthians 13:5 states that “love keeps no 
record of wrongs” (NIv). 

Christians who practice love always experience joy; 
both come as a result of the presence of the same Holy 


Spirit. “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy” (Gal. 5:22). 


| Have You in My Prayers (1:9-11) 

Paul found joy in his memories of the friends at 
Philippi and in his growing love for them. He also 
found joy in remembering them before the throne of 
grace in prayer. The high priest in the Old Testament 
wore a special garment, the ephod, over his heart. On 
it were twelve stones with the names of the twelve 
tribes of Israel engraved on them, a jewel for each tribe 
(Ex. 28:15-29). He carried the people over his heart in 
love, and so did Paul. Perhaps the deepest Christian fel- 
lowship and joy we can experience in this life is at the 
throne of grace, praying with and for one another. 

This is a prayer for maturity, and Paul began with 
love. After all, if our Christian love is what it ought to be, 
everything else should follow. He prayed that they might 
experience abounding love and discerning love. Christian 
love is not blind! The heart and mind work together so 
that we have discerning love and loving discernment. 
Paul wanted his friends to grow in discernment, in being 
able to “distinguish the things that differ.” 

The ability to distinguish is a mark of maturity. 
When a baby learns to speak, it may call every four- 
legged animal a “bow-wow.” But then the child 
discovers that there are cats, white mice, cows, and 
other four-legged creatures. To a little child, one auto- 
mobile is just like another, but not to a car-crazy 
teenager! He can spot the differences between models 
faster than his parents can even name the cars! One of 
the sure marks of maturity is discerning love. 

Paul also prayed that they might have mature 
Christian character, “sincere and without offense.” The 
Greek word translated “sincere” may have several 
meanings. Some translate it “tested by sunlight.” The 
sincere Christian is not afraid to “stand in the light!” 

Sincere may also mean “to whirl in a sieve,” suggest- 
ing the idea of a winnowing process that removes chaff. 
In both cases the truth is the same: Paul prayed that his 
friends would have the kind of character that can pass 
the test. (Our English word sincere comes from a Latin 
word that means “unadulterated, pure, unmixed.”) 

Paul prayed for them to have mature Christian love 
and character, “without offense till the day of Christ” 
(Phil. 1:10). This means that our lives do not cause oth- 
ers to stumble, and that they are ready for the judgment 
seat of Christ when He returns (see 2 Cor. 5:10; 1 John 
2:28). Here are two good tests for us to follow as we 
exercise spiritual discernment: (1) Will it make others 
stumble? (2) Will I be ashamed if Jesus should return? 

Paul also prayed that they might have mature 
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Christian service. He wanted them filled and fruitful 
(Phil. 1:11). He was not interested simply in “church 
activities,” but in the kind of spiritual fruit that is pro- 
duced when we are in fellowship with Christ. “Abide in 
me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of 
itself, except it abide in the vine; no more can ye, 
except ye abide in me” (John 15:4). Too many 
Christians try to “produce results” in their own efforts 
instead of abiding in Christ and allowing His life to 
produce the fruit. 

What is the “fruit” God wants to see from our lives? 
Certainly He wants the “fruit of the Spirit” (Gal. 
5:22-23), Christian character that glorifies God. Paul 
compared winning lost souls to Christ to bearing fruit 
(Rom. 1:13), and he also names “holiness” as a spiritual 
fruit (Rom. 6:22). He exhorted us to be “fruitful in 
every good work” (Col. 1:10), and the writer to the 
Hebrews reminded us that our praise is the “fruit of our 
lips” (Heb. 13:15). 

The fruit tree does not make a great deal of noise 
when it produces its crop; it merely allows the life 
within to work in a natural way, and fruit is the result. 
“He that abideth in me, and I in him, the same 
bringeth forth much fruit: for without me ye can do 
nothing” (John 15:5). 

The difference between spiritual fruit and human 
“religious activity” is that the fruit brings glory to Jesus 
Christ. Whenever we do anything in our own strength, 
we have a tendency to boast about it. True spiritual 
fruit is so beautiful and wonderful that no man can 
claim credit for it; the glory must go to God alone. 

This, then, is true Christian fellowship—a having- 
in-common that is much deeper than mere friendship. 
“I have you in my mind ... I have you in my heart ... 
I have you in my prayers.” This is the kind of fellow- 
ship that produces joy, and it is the single mind that 
produces this kind of fellowship! 

Jerry had to go to New York City for special surgery, 
and he hated to go. “Why can’t we have it done at 
home?” he asked his doctor. “I don’t know a soul in 
that big, unfriendly city!” But when he and his wife 
arrived at the hospital, there was a pastor to meet them 
and invite them to stay at his home until they got set- 
tled. The operation was serious, and the wait in the 
hospital was long and difficult, but the fellowship of 
the pastor and his wife brought a new joy to Jerry and 
his wife. They learned that circumstances need not rob 
us of joy if we will but permit these circumstances to 
strengthen the fellowship of the gospel. 


CHAPTER TWO 
Philippians 1:12-26 
PIONEERS WANTED 


ore than anything else, Paul’s desire as a mission- 
ary was to preach the gospel in Rome. The hub 


of the great empire, Rome was the key city of its 
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day. If Paul could conquer it for Christ, it would mean 
reaching millions with the message of salvation. It was 
critically important on Paul’s agenda, for he said, “After 
I have been there [Jerusalem], I must also see Rome” 
(Acts 19:21). From Corinth he wrote, “So, as much as 
in me is, I am ready [eager] to preach the gospel to you 
that are at Rome also” (Rom. 1:15). 

Paul wanted to go to Rome as a preacher, but 
instead he went as a prisoner! He could have written a 
long letter about that experience alone. Instead, he 
summed it all up as “the things which happened unto 
me” (Phil. 1:12). The record of these things is given in 
Acts 21:17—28:31, and it begins with Paul’s illegal 
arrest in the temple in Jerusalem. The Jews thought he 
had desecrated their temple by bringing in Gentiles, 
and the Romans thought he was an Egyptian renegade 
who was on their “most-wanted” list. Paul became the 
focal point of both political and religious plotting and 
remained a prisoner in Caesarea for two years. When 
he finally appealed to Caesar (which was the privilege 
of every Roman citizen), he was sent to Rome. En 
route, the ship was wrecked! The account of that storm 
and Paul’s courage and faith is one of the most dra- 
matic in the Bible (Acts 27). After three months of 
waiting on the Island of Malta, Paul finally embarked 
for Rome and the trial he had requested before Caesar. 

To many, all of this would have looked like failure, 
but not to this man with a “single mind,” concerned 
with sharing Christ and the gospel. Paul did not find 
his joy in ideal circumstances; he found his joy in win- 
ning others to Christ. And if his circumstances 
promoted the furtherance of the gospel, that was all 
that mattered! The word furtherance means “pioneer 
advance.” It is a Greek military term referring to the 
army engineers who go before the troops to open the 
way into new territory. Instead of finding himself con- 
fined as a prisoner, Paul discovered that his 
circumstances really opened up new areas of ministry. 

Everyone has heard of Charles Haddon Spurgeon, 
the famous British preacher, but few know the story of 
his wife, Susannah. Early in their married life, Mrs. 
Spurgeon became an invalid. It looked as though her 
only ministry would be encouraging her husband and 
praying for his work. But God gave her a burden to 
share her husband’s books with pastors who were 
unable to purchase them. This burden soon led to the 
founding of the “Book Fund.” As a work of faith, the 
“Book Fund” provided thousands of pastors with tools 
for their work. All this was supervised by Mrs. 
Spurgeon from her home. It was a pioneer ministry. 

God still wants His children to take the gospel into 
new areas. He wants us to be pioneers, and sometimes 
He arranges circumstances so that we can be nothing 
else but pioneers. In fact, that is how the gospel origi- 
nally came to Philippi! Paul had tried to enter other 
territory, but God had repeatedly shut the door (Acts 
16:6-10). Paul wanted to take the message eastward 
into Asia, but God directed him to take it westward 
into Europe. What a difference it would have made in 


the history of mankind if Paul had been permitted to 
follow his plan! 

God sometimes uses strange tools to help us pio- 
neer the gospel. In Paul’s case, there were three tools 
that helped him take the gospel even into the elite 
Praetorian Guard, Caesar’s special troops: his chains 
(Phil. 1:12-14), his critics (Phil. 1:15-19), and his cri- 
sis (Phil. 1:20-26). 


Paul’s Chains (1:12-14) 

The same God who used Moses’ rod, Gideon’s pitchers, 
and David’s sling, used Paul’s chains. Little did the 
Romans realize that the chains they affixed to his wrists 
would release Paul instead of bind him! Even as he 
wrote during a later imprisonment, “I suffer trouble, as 
an evildoer, even unto bonds; but the word of God is 
not bound” (2 Tim. 2:9). He did not complain about 
his chains; instead he consecrated them to God and 
asked God to use them for the pioneer advance of the 
gospel. And God answered his prayers. 

To begin with, these chains gave Paul contact with 
the lost. He was chained to a Roman soldier twenty- 
four hours a day! The shifts changed every six hours, 
which meant Paul could witness to at least four men 
each day! Imagine yourself as one of those soldiers, 
chained to a man who prayed “without ceasing,” who 
was constantly interviewing people about their spiri- 
tual condition, and who was repeatedly writing letters 
to Christians and churches throughout the empire! It 
was not long before some of these soldiers put their 
faith in Christ. Paul was able to get the gospel into the 
elite Praetorian Guard, something he could not have 
done had he been a free man. 

But the chains gave Paul contact with another 
group of people: the officials in Caesar’s court. He was 
in Rome as an official prisoner, and his case was an 
important one. The Roman government was going to 
determine the official status of this new “Christian” 
sect. Was it merely another sect of the Jews? Or was it 
something new and possibly dangerous? Imagine how 
pleased Paul must have been knowing that the court 
officials were forced to study the doctrines of the 
Christian faith! 

Sometimes God has to put “chains” on His people 
to get them to accomplish a “pioneer advance” that 
could never happen any other way. Young mothers may 
feel chained to the home as they care for their children, 
but God can use those “chains” to reach people with 
the message of salvation. Susannah Wesley was the 
mother of nineteen children, before the days of labor- 
saving devices and disposable diapers! Out of that large 
family came John and Charles Wesley, whose com- 
bined ministries shook the British Isles. At six weeks of 
age, Fanny Crosby was blinded, but even as a young- 
ster she determined not to be confined by the chains of 
darkness. In time, she became a mighty force for God 
through her hymns and gospel songs. 

The secret is this: When you have the single mind, 
you look on your circumstances as God-given opportu- 
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nities for the furtherance of the gospel, and you rejoice 
at what God is going to do instead of complaining about 
what God did not do. 

Paul’s chains not only gave contact with the lost, 
but they also gave courage to the saved. Many of the 
believers in Rome took fresh courage when they saw 
Paul’s faith and determination (Phil. 1:14). They were 
“much more bold to speak the word without fear.” 
That word speak does not mean “preach.” Rather, it 
means “everyday conversation.” No doubt many of the 
Romans were discussing Paul’s case, because such legal 
matters were of primary concern to this nation of law- 
makers. And the Christians in Rome who were 
sympathetic to Paul took advantage of this conversa- 
tion to say a good word for Jesus Christ. 
Discouragement has a way of spreading, but so does 
encouragement! Because of Paul’s joyful attitude, the 
believers in Rome took fresh courage and witnessed 
boldly for Christ. 

While recovering in the hospital from a serious auto 
accident, I received a letter from a total stranger who 
seemed to know just what to say to make my day 
brighter. In fact, I received several letters from him, and 
each one was better than the one before. When I was 
able to get around, I met him personally. I was amazed 
to discover that he was blind, a diabetic, handicapped 
because of a leg amputation (and since then the other 
leg has been removed), and that he lived with and cared 
for his elderly mother! If a man ever wore chains, this 
man did! But if a man ever was free to pioneer the 
gospel, this man was! He was able to share Christ in 
high school assemblies, before service clubs, at the “Y,” 
and before professional people in meetings that would 
have been closed to an ordained minister. My friend 
had the single mind; he lived for Christ and the gospel. 
Consequently, he shared the joy of furthering the 
gospel. 

Our chains may not be as dramatic or difficult, but 
there is no reason why God cannot use them in the 
same way. 


Paul’s Critics (1:15-19) 

It is hard to believe that anyone would oppose Paul, 
but there were believers in Rome doing just that. The 
churches there were divided. Some preached Christ 
sincerely, wanting to see people saved. Some preached 
Christ insincerely, wanting to make the situation more 
difficult for Paul. The latter group was using the gospel 
to further their own selfish purposes. Perhaps they 
belonged to the “legalistic” wing of the church that 
opposed Paul’s ministry to the Gentiles and his empha- 
sis on the grace of God as opposed to obedience to the 
Jewish law. Envy and strife go together, just as love and 
unity go together. 

Paul used an interesting word in Philippians 1:16— 
contention. It means “to canvass for office, to get people 
to support you.” Paul’s aim was to glorify Christ and 
get people to follow Him; his critics’ aim was to pro- 
mote themselves and win a following of their own. 
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Instead of asking, “Have you trusted Christ?” they 
asked, “Whose side are you on—ours or Paul’s?” 
Unfortunately, this kind of “religious politics” is still 
seen today. And the people who practice it need to real- 
ize that they are only hurting themselves. 

When you have the single mind, you look on your 
critics as another opportunity for the furtherance of the 
gospel. Like a faithful soldier, Paul was “set [appointed] 
for the defense of the gospel” (Phil. 1:17). He was able 
to rejoice, not in the selfishness of his critics, but in the 
fact that Christ was being preached! There was no envy 
in Paul’s heart. It mattered not that some were for him 
and some were against him. All that mattered was the 
preaching of the gospel of Jesus Christ! 

It is a matter of historic record that the two great 
English evangelists, John Wesley and George 
Whitefield, disagreed on doctrinal matters. Both of 
them were very successful, preaching to thousands of 
people and seeing multitudes come to Christ. It is 
reported that somebody asked Wesley if he expected to 
see Whitefield in heaven, and the evangelist replied, 
“No, I do not.” 

“Then you do not think Whitefield is a converted 
man?” 

“Of course he is a converted man!” Wesley said. 
“But I do not expect to see him in heaven—because he 
will be so close to the throne of God and I so far away 
that I will not be able to see him!” Though he differed 
with his brother in some matters, Wesley did not have 
any envy in his heart, nor did he seek to oppose 
Whitefield’s ministry. 

Criticism is usually very hard to take, particularly 
when we are in difficult circumstances, as Paul was. 
How was the apostle able to rejoice even in the face of 
such diverse criticism? He possessed the single mind! 
Philippians 1:19 indicates that Paul expected his case 
to turn out victoriously (“to my salvation”) because of 
the prayers of his friends and the supply of the Holy 
Spirit of God. The word supply gives us our English 
word chorus. Whenever a Greek city was going to put 
on a special festival, somebody had to pay for the 
singers and dancers. The donation called for had to be 
a lavish one, and so this word came to mean “to pro- 
vide generously and lavishly.” Paul was not depending 
on his own dwindling resources; he was depending on 
the generous resources of God, ministered by the Holy 
Spirit. 

Paul shared in the pioneer advance of the gospel in 
Rome through his chains and his critics, but he had a 
third tool that he used. 


Paul’s Crisis (1:20-26) 

Because of Paul’s chains, Christ was known (Phil. 1:13), 
and because of Paul’s critics, Christ was preached (Phil. 
1:18). But because of Paul’s crisis, Christ was magni- 
fied! (Phil. 1:20). It was possible that Paul would be 
found a traitor to Rome and then executed. His pre- 
liminary trial had apparently gone in his favor. The 
final verdict, however, was yet to come. But Paul’s body 
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was not his own, and his only desire (because he had 
the single mind) was to magnify Christ in his body. 

Does Christ need to be magnified? After all, how 
can a mere human being ever magnify the Son of God? 
Well, the stars are much bigger than the telescope, and 
yet the telescope magnifies them and brings them 
closer. The believer’s body is to be a telescope that 
brings Jesus Christ close to people. To the average per- 
son, Christ is a misty figure in history who lived 
centuries ago. But as the unsaved watch the believer go 
through a crisis, they can see Jesus magnified and 
brought so much closer. To the Christian with the sin- 
gle mind, Christ is with us here and now. 

The telescope brings distant things closer, and the 
microscope makes tiny things look big. To the unbe- 
liever, Jesus is not very big. Other people and other 
things are far more important. But as the unbeliever 
watches the Christian go through a crisis experience, he 
ought to be able to see how big Jesus Christ really is. 
The believers body is a “lens” that makes a “little 
Christ” look very big, and a “distant Christ” come very 
close. 

Paul was not afraid of life or death! Either way, he 
wanted to magnify Christ in his body. No wonder he 
had joy! 

Paul confessed that he was facing a difficult deci- 
sion. To remain alive was necessary for the believers’ 
benefit in Philippi, but to depart and be with Christ 
was far better. Paul decided that Christ would have him 
remain, not only for the “furtherance of the gospel” 
(Phil. 1:12) but also for the “furtherance and joy of 
[their] faith” (Phil. 1:25). He wanted them to make 
some “pioneer advance” into new areas of spiritual 
growth. (By the way, Paul admonished Timothy, the 
young pastor, to be sure to pioneer new spiritual terri- 
tory in his own life and ministry. See 1 Tim. 4:15, 
where “profiting” is our phrase “pioneer advance.”) 

What a man Paul was! He was willing to postpone 
going to heaven in order to help Christians grow, and 
he was willing to go to hell in order to win the lost to 
Christ! (Rom. 9:1—3) 

Of course, death had no terrors for Paul. It simply 
meant “departing.” This word was used by the soldiers; 
it meant “to take down your tent and move on.” What 
a picture of Christian death! The “tent” we live in is 
taken down at death, and the spirit goes home to be 
with Christ in heaven. (Read 2 Cor. 5:1—8.) The sailors 
also used this word; it meant “to loosen a ship and set 
sail.” Lord Tennyson used this figure of death in his 
famous poem “Crossing the Bar.” 

But departure was also a political term; it described 
the setting free of a prisoner. God’s people are in 
bondage because of the limitations of the body and the 
temptations of the flesh, but death will free them. Or 
they will be freed at the return of Christ (Rom. 
8:18-23) if that should come first. Finally, departure 
was a word used by the farmers; it meant “to unyoke 
the oxen.” Paul had taken Christ’s yoke, which is an 
easy yoke to bear (Matt. 11:28-30), but how many 


burdens he carried in his ministry! (If you need your 
memory refreshed, read 2 Cor. 11:22—12:10.) To 
depart to be with Christ would mean laying aside the 
burdens, his earthly work completed. 

No matter how you look at it, nothing can steal a 
man’s joy if he possesses the single mind! “For to me to 
live is Christ, and to die is gain” (Phil. 1:21). Maltbie 
Babcock, who wrote “This Is My Father’s World,” said, 
“Life is what we are alive to.” When my wife and I go 
shopping, I dread going to the fabric department, but 
I often have to go because my wife enjoys looking at 
fabrics. If on the way to the fabric section I spot the 
book department, I suddenly come alive! The thing 
that excites us and motivates us is the thing that really 
is “life” to us. In Paul’s case, Christ was his life. Christ 
excited him and made his life worth living. 

Philippians 1:21 becomes a valuable test of our 
lives. “For to me to live is and to die is 

.” Fill in the blanks yourself. 

“For to me to live is money and to die is to leave it 
all behind.” 

“For to me to live is fame and to die is to be for- 
gotten.” 

“For to me to live is power and to die is to lose it all.” 

No, we must echo Paul’s convictions if we are going 
to have joy in spite of circumstances, and if we are 
going to share in the furtherance of the gospel. “For to 
me to live is Christ, and to die is gain!” 


CHAPTER THREE 
Philippians 1:27-30 
BATTLE STATIONS! 


he Christian life is not a playground; it is a battle- 
Jem We are sons in the family, enjoying the 

fellowship of the gospel (Phil. 1:1-11); we are ser- 
vants sharing in the furtherance of the gospel (Phil. 
1:12-26); but we are also soldiers defending the faith 
of the gospel. And the believer with the single mind 
can have the joy of the Holy Spirit even in the midst 
of battle. 

“The faith of the gospel” is that body of divine 
truth given to the church. Jude called it “the faith 
which was once delivered unto the saints” (Jude 3). 
Paul warned in 1 Timothy 4:1 that “in the latter times 
some shall depart from the faith.” God committed this 
spiritual treasure to Paul (1 Tim. 1:11), and he in turn 
committed it to others, like Timothy (1 Tim. 6:20), 
whose responsibility was to commit this deposit to still 
others (2 Tim. 2:2). This is why the church must 
engage in a teaching ministry, so that each new gener- 
ation of believers will know, appreciate, and use the 
great heritage of the faith. 

But there is an enemy who is out to steal the treas- 
ure from God’s people. Paul had met the enemy in 
Philippi, and he was now facing him in Rome. If Satan 
can only rob believers of their Christian faith, the doc- 
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trines that are distinctively theirs, then he can cripple 
and defeat the ministry of the gospel. It is sad to hear 
people say, “I don’t care what you believe, just so long 
as you live right.” What we believe determines how we 
behave, and wrong belief ultimately means a wrong 
life. Each local church is but one generation short of 
potential extinction. No wonder Satan attacks our 
young people in particular, seeking to get them away 
from “the faith.” 

How can a group of Christians fight this enemy? 
“For the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh” (2 
Cor. 10:4 Nass). Peter took up a sword in the garden, 
and Jesus rebuked him (John 18:10-11). We use spiri- 
tual weapons—the Word of God and prayer (Eph. 
6:11-18; Heb. 4:12), and we must depend on the Holy 
Spirit to give us the power that we need. But an army 
must fight together, and this is why Paul sent these 
admonitions to his friends at Philippi. He was explain- 
ing in this paragraph that there are three essentials for 
victory in the battle to protect “the faith.” 


Consistency (1:27a) 

The old English word conversation, of course, means 
walk and not talk. “Only conduct yourselves in a man- 
ner worthy of the gospel of Christ” (Nass). The most 
important weapon against the enemy is not a stirring 
sermon or a powerful book; it is the consistent life of 
believers. 

The verb Paul used is related to our word politics. 
He was saying, “Behave the way citizens are supposed 
to behave.” My wife and I were visiting in London and 
one day decided to go to the zoo. We boarded the bus 
and sat back to enjoy the ride; but it was impossible to 
enjoy it because of the loud, coarse conversation of the 
passengers at the front of the bus. Unfortunately, they 
were Americans, and we could see the Britishers 
around us raising their eyebrows and shaking their 
heads, as though to say, “Oh, yes, theyre from 
America!” We were embarrassed because we knew that 
these people did not really represent the best of 
American citizens. 

Paul was suggesting that we Christians are the citi- 
zens of heaven, and while we are on earth we ought to 
behave like heaven's citizens. He brought this concept 
up again in Philippians 3:20. It would be a very mean- 
ingful expression to the people in Philippi because 
Philippi was a Roman colony, and its citizens were 
actually Roman citizens, protected by Roman law. The 
church of Jesus Christ is a colony of heaven on earth! 
And we ought to behave like the citizens of heaven. 

“Am I conducting myself in a manner worthy of the 
gospel?” is a good question for us to ask ourselves reg- 
ularly. We should “walk ... worthy of the calling” that 
we have in Christ (Eph. 4:1 Nass), which means walk- 
ing “worthy of the Lord unto all pleasing” (Col. 1:10). 
We do not behave in order to go to heaven, as though 
we could be saved by our good works; but we behave 
because our names are already written in heaven, and 
our citizenship is in heaven. 
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It is worth remembering that the world around us 
knows only the gospel that it sees in our lives. 


You are writing a gospel, 
A chapter each day, 
By the deeds that you do 
And the words that you say. 
Men read what you write, 
Whether faithful or true: 
Just what is the gospel 
According to you? 
SOURCE UNKNOWN 


“The gospel” is the good news that Christ died for 
our sins, was buried, and rose again (1 Cor. 15:1-8). 
There is only one “good news” of salvation; any other 
gospel is false (Gal. 1:6-10). The message of the 
gospel is the good news that sinners can become the 
children of God through faith in Jesus Christ, God’s 
Son (John 3:16). To add anything to the gospel is to 
deprive it of its power. We are not saved from our sins 
by faith in Christ plus something else; we are saved by 
faith in Christ alone. 

“We have some neighbors who believe a false 
gospel,” a church member told his pastor. “Do you 
have some literature I can give them?” 

The pastor opened his Bible to 2 Corinthians 3:2: 
“You are our letter, written in our hearts, known and 
read by all men” (Nass). He said, “The best literature 
in the world is no substitute for your own life. Let 
them see Christ in your behavior, and this will open up 
opportunities to share Christ’s gospel with them.” 

The greatest weapon against the devil is a godly life. 
And a local church that practices the truth, that 
“behaves what it believes,” is going to defeat the enemy. 
This is the first essential for victory in this battle. 


Cooperation (1:27b) 

Paul now changed the illustration from politics to 
athletics. The word translated “striving together” gives 
us our English word athletics. Paul pictured the church 
as a team, and he reminded them that it is teamwork 
that wins victories. 

Keep in mind that there was division in the church 
at Philippi. For one thing, two women were not getting 
along with each other (Phil. 4:2). Apparently the mem- 
bers of the fellowship were taking sides, as is often the 
case, and the resulting division was hindering the work 
of the church. The enemy is always happy to see inter- 
nal divisions in a local ministry. “Divide and conquer!” 
is his motto, and too often he has his way. It is only as 
believers stand together that they can overcome the 
wicked one. 

Throughout this letter, Paul used an interesting 
device to emphasize the importance of unity. In the 
Greek language, the prefix sun- means “with, together,” 
and when used with different words, strengthens the 
idea of unity. (It is somewhat like our prefix co-.) At 
least sixteen times, Paul used this prefix in Philippians, 
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and his readers could not have missed the message! In 
Philippians 1:27, the Greek word is sunathleo—‘striv- 
ing together as athletes.” 

Jerry was disgusted, and he decided to tell the coach 
how he felt. “There’s no sense coming out for practice 
anymore,” he complained. “Mike is the team—you 
don’t need the rest of us.” 

Coach Gardner knew the trouble. “Look, Jerry, just 
because Mike gets many of the chances to shoot doesn’t 
mean the rest of you guys aren't needed. Somebody has 
to set things up at the basket, and that’s where you 
come in.” 

Sometimes a team has a “glory hound” who has to 
be in the spotlight and get all the praise. Usually he 
makes it difficult for the rest of the team. They aren't 
working equally together, but are working to make one 
person look good. It is this attitude that makes for 
defeat. Unfortunately, we have some “glory hounds” in 
the church. John had to deal with a man named 
Diotrephes because the man “loved to have the preem- 
inence” (3 John 9). Even the apostles James and John 
asked to have special thrones (Matt. 20:20-28). The 
important word is together: standing firmly together in 
one spirit, striving together against the enemy, and 
doing it with one mind and heart. 

It would not be difficult to expand this idea of the 
local church as a team of athletes. Each person has his 
assigned place and job, and if each one is doing his job, 
it helps all the others. Not everybody can be captain or 
quarterback! The team has to follow the rules, and the 
Word of God is our “rule book.” There is one goal—to 
honor Christ and do His will. If we all work together, 
we can reach the goal, win the prize, and glorify the 
Lord. But the minute any one of us starts disobeying 
the rules, breaking training (the Christian life does 
demand discipline), or looking for glory, the teamwork 
disappears and division and competition take over. 

In other words, Paul was reminding us again of the 
need for the single mind. There is joy in our lives, even 
as we battle the enemy, if we live for Christ and the 
gospel and practice “Christian teamwork.” To be sure, 
there are some people with whom we cannot cooperate 
(2 Cor. 6:14-18; Eph. 5:11), but there are many with 
whom we can—and should! 

We are citizens of heaven and therefore should walk 
consistently. We are members of the same “team” and 
should work cooperatively. But there is a third essential 
for success as we face the enemy, and that is confidence. 


Confidence (1:28-30) 
“Dont be alarmed by your opponents!” The word Paul 
used pictures a horse shying away from battle. To be 
sure, nobody blindly runs into a fight, but then, no 
true believer should deliberately avoid facing the 
enemy. In these verses, Paul gave us several encourage- 
ments that give us confidence in the battle. 

First, these battles prove that we are saved (Phil. 
1:29). We not only believe on Christ but also suffer for 
Christ. Paul called this “the fellowship of his sufferings” 


(Phil. 3:10). For some reason, many new believers have 
the idea that trusting Christ means the end of their bat- 
tles. In reality, it means the beginning of new battles. 
“In the world ye shall have tribulation” (John 16:33). 
“Yea, and all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall 
suffer persecution” (2 Tim. 3:12). 

But the presence of conflict is a privilege; we suffer 
“for his sake.” In fact, Paul told us that this conflict is 
“granted” to us—it is a gift! If we were suffering for 
ourselves, it would be no privilege, but because we are 
suffering for and with Christ, it is a high and holy 
honor. After all, He suffered for us, and a willingness to 
suffer for Him is the very least we can do to show our 
love and gratitude. 

A third encouragement is this: others are experienc- 
ing the same conflict (Phil. 1:30). Satan wants us to 
think we are alone in the battle, that our difficulties are 
unique, but such is not the case. Paul reminded the 
Philippians that he was going through the same diffi- 
culties they were experiencing hundreds of miles from 
Rome! A change in geography is usually no solution to 
spiritual problems, because human nature is the same 
wherever you go, and the enemy is everywhere. 
Knowing that my fellow believers are also sharing in 
the battle is an encouragement for me to keep going 
and to pray for them as I pray for myself. 

Actually, going through spiritual conflict is one way 
we have to grow in Christ. God gives us the strength we 
need to stand firm against the enemy, and this confi- 
dence is proof to him that he will lose and we are on 
the winning side (Phil. 1:28). The Philippians had seen 
Paul go through conflict when he was with them (read 
Acts 16:19ff.), and they had witnessed his firmness in 
the Lord. The word conflict gives us our word agony 
(agonia), and is the same word that is used for Christ’s 
struggle in the garden (Luke 22:44). As we face the 
enemy and depend on the Lord, He gives us all that we 
need for the battle. When the enemy sees our God- 
given confidence, it makes him fear. 

So, the single mind enables us to have joy in the 
midst of battle because it produces in us consistency, 
cooperation, and confidence. We experience the joy of 
“spiritual teamwork” as we strive together for the faith 


of the gospel. 


CHAPTER FOUR 
Philippians 2:1-11 
THE GREAT EXAMPLE 


eople can rob us of our joy. Paul was facing his 
p problems with people at Rome (Phil. 1:15-18) as 

well as with people in Philippi, and it was the lat- 
ter who concerned him the most. When Epaphroditus 
brought a generous gift from the church in Philippi, 
and good news of the church’s concern for Paul, he also 
brought the bad news of a possible division in the 
church family. Apparently there was a double threat to 
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the unity of the church; false teachers coming in from 
without (Phil. 3:1-3) and disagreeing members within 
(Phil. 4:1-3). What Euodia (“fragrance”) and Syntyche 
(“fortunate”) were debating about, Paul did not state. 
Perhaps they both wanted to be president of the mis- 
sionary guild or the choir! 

Paul knew what some church workers today do not 
know: that there is a difference between unity and uni- 
formity. True spiritual unity comes from within; it is a 
matter of the heart. Uniformity is the result of pressure 
from without. This is why Paul opened this section 
appealing to the highest possible spiritual motives 
(Phil. 2:14). Since the believers at Philippi were “in 
Christ,” this ought to have encouraged them to work 
toward unity and love, not division and rivalry. In a 
gracious way, Paul was saying to the church, “Your dis- 
agreements reveal that there is a spiritual problem in 
your fellowship. It isnt going to be solved by rules or 
threats; it’s going to be solved when your hearts are 
right with Christ and with each other.” Paul wanted 
them to see that the basic cause was selfishness, and the 
cause of selfishness is pride. There can be no joy in the 
life of the Christian who puts himself above others. 

The secret of joy in spite of circumstances is the sin- 
gle mind. The secret of joy in spite of people is the 
submissive mind. The key verse is “Let nothing be done 
through strife or vainglory; but in lowliness of mind let 
each esteem other better [more important] than them- 
selves” (Phil. 2:3). In Philippians 1, it is “Christ first” 
and in Philippians 2 it is “others next.” Paul the soul- 
winner in Philippians 1 becomes Paul the servant in 
Philippians 2. 

It is important that we understand what the Bible 
means by “humility.” The humble person is not one 
who thinks meanly of himself; he simply does not 
think of himself at all! (I think Andrew Murray said 
that.) Humility is that grace that, when you know you 
have it, you have lost it. The truly humble person 
knows himself and accepts himself (Rom. 12:3). He 
yields himself to Christ to be a servant, to use what he 
is and has for the glory of God and the good of others. 
“Others” is the key idea in this chapter (Phil. 2:3-4); 
the believer’s eyes are turned away from himself and 
focused on the needs of others. 

The “submissive mind” does not mean that the 
believer is at the beck and call of everybody else or that 
he is a “religious doormat” for everybody to use! Some 
people try to purchase friends and maintain church 
unity by “giving in” to everybody else’s whims and 
wishes. This is not what Paul is suggesting at all. The 
Scripture puts it perfectly: “ourselves your servants for 
Jesus’ sake” (2 Cor. 4:5). If we have the single mind of 
Philippians 1, then we will have no problem with the 
submissive mind of Philippians 2. 

Paul gave us four examples of the submissive mind: 
Jesus Christ (Phil. 2:1-11), Paul himself (Phil. 
2:12-18), Timothy (Phil. 2:19-24), and Epaphroditus 
(Phil. 2:25-30). Of course, the great example is Jesus, 
and Paul began with Him. Jesus Christ illustrates the 
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four characteristics of the person with the submissive 
mind. 


He Thinks of Others, Not Himself (2:5-6) 

The “mind” of Christ means the “attitude” Christ 
exhibited. “Your attitude should be the same as that of 
Christ Jesus” (Phil. 2:5 nrv). After all, outlook deter- 
mines outcome. If the outlook is selfish, the actions 
will be divisive and destructive. James said the same 
thing (see James 4:1-10). 

These verses in Philippians take us to eternity past. 
“Form of God” has nothing to do with shape or size. 
God is Spirit (John 4:24), and as such is not to be 
thought of in human terms. When the Bible refers to 
“the eyes of the Lord” or “the hand of the Lord,” it is 
not claiming that God has a human shape. Rather, it is 
using human terms to describe divine attributes (the 
characteristics of God) and activities. The word form 
means “the outward expression of the inward nature.” 
This means that in eternity past, Jesus Christ was God. 
In fact, Paul stated that Jesus was “equal with God.” 
Other verses such as John 1:1—4; Colossians 1:15; and 
Hebrews 1:1-3 also state that Jesus Christ is God. 

Certainly as God, Jesus Christ did not need any- 
thing! He had all the glory and praise of heaven. With 
the Father and the Spirit, He reigned over the universe. 
But Philippians 2:6 states an amazing fact: He did not 
consider His equality with God as “something selfishly 
to be held on to.” Jesus did not think of Himself; He 
thought of others. His outlook (or attitude) was that of 
unselfish concern for others. This is “the mind of 
Christ,” an attitude that says, “I cannot keep my priv- 
ileges for myself, I must use them for others; and to do 
this, I will gladly lay them aside and pay whatever price 
is necessary.” 

A reporter was interviewing a successful job coun- 
selor who had placed hundreds of workers in their 
vocations quite happily. When asked the secret of his 
success, the man replied, “If you want to find out what 
a worker is really like, don't give him responsibilities— 
give him privileges. Most people can handle 
responsibilities if you pay them enough, but it takes a 
real leader to handle privileges. A leader will use his 
privileges to help others and build the organization; a 
lesser man will use privileges to promote himself.” Jesus 
used His heavenly privileges for the sake of others—for 
our sake. 

It would be worthwhile to contrast Christ’s attitude 
with that of Lucifer (Isa. 14:12-15) and Adam (Gen. 
3:1-7). Many Bible students believe that the fall of 
Lucifer is a description of the fall of Satan. He once was 
the highest of the angelic beings, close to the throne of 
God (Ezek. 28:11-19), but he desired to be on the 
throne of God! Lucifer said, “I will!” but Jesus said, 
“Thy will.” Lucifer was not satisfied to be a creature; he 
wanted to be the Creator! Jesus was the Creator, yet He 
willingly became man. Christ’s humility is a rebuke to 
Satan’s pride. 

Lucifer was not satisfied to be a rebel himself; he 
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invaded Eden and tempted man to be a rebel. Adam 
had all that he needed; he was actually the “king” of 
God’s creation (“let them have dominion,” Gen. 1:26). 
But Satan said, “You will be like God!” Man deliber- 
ately grasped after something that was beyond his 
reach, and as a result plunged the whole human race 
into sin and death. Adam and Eve thought only of 
themselves; Jesus Christ thought of others. 

We expect unsaved people to be selfish and grasp- 
ing, but we do not expect this of Christians, who have 
experienced the love of Christ and the fellowship of the 
Spirit (Phil. 2:1-2). More than twenty times in the 
New Testament, God instructs us how to live with “one 
another.” We are to prefer one another (Rom. 12:10), 
edify one another (1 Thess. 5:11), and bear each other’s 
burdens (Gal. 6:2). We should not judge one another 
(Rom. 14:13) but rather admonish one another (Rom. 
15:14). Others is the key word in the vocabulary of the 
Christian who exercises the submissive mind. 


He Serves (2:7) 

Thinking of “others” in an abstract sense only is insuf- 
ficient; we must get down to the nitty-gritty of true 
service. A famous philosopher wrote glowing words 
about educating children but abandoned his own. It 
was easy for him to love children in the abstract, but 
when it came down to practice, that was something 
else. Jesus thought of others and became a servant! Paul 
traced the steps in the humiliation of Christ: (1) He 
emptied Himself, laying aside the independent use of 
His own attributes as God; (2) He permanently 
became a human, in a sinless physical body; (3) He 
used that body to be a servant; (4) He took that body 
to the cross and willingly died. 

What grace! From heaven to earth, from glory to 
shame, from Master to servant, from life to death, 
“even the death of the cross!” In the Old Testament age, 
Christ had visited earth on occasion for some special 
ministry (Gen. 18 is a case in point), but these visits 
were temporary. When Christ was born at Bethlehem, 
He entered into a permanent union with humanity 
from which there could be no escape. He willingly 
humbled Himself that He might lift us up! Note that 
Paul used the word form again in Philippians 2:7, “the 
outward expression of the inward nature.” Jesus did not 
pretend to be a servant; He was not an actor playing a 
role. He actually was a servant! This was the true expres- 
sion of His innermost nature. He was the God-Man, 
Deity and humanity united in one, and He came as a 
servant. 

Have you noticed as you read the four gospels that 
it is Jesus who serves others, not others who serve Jesus? 
He is at the beck and call of all kinds of people—fish- 
ermen, harlots, tax collectors, the sick, the sorrowing. 
“Even as the Son of man came not to be ministered 
unto, but to minister, and to give his life a ransom for 
many” (Matt. 20:28). In the upper room, when His 
disciples apparently refused to minister, Jesus arose, 
laid aside His outer garments, put on the long linen 


towel, and washed their feet (John 13)! He took the 
place of a menial slave! This was the submissive mind 
in action—and no wonder Jesus experienced such joy! 

During the American Civil War, General George B. 
McClellan was put in charge of the great army of the 
Potomac, mainly because public opinion was on his 
side. He fancied himself to be a great military leader 
and enjoyed hearing the people call him “a young 
Napoleon.” However, his performance was less than 
sensational. President Lincoln commissioned him 
General-in-Chief, hoping this would get some action, 
but still he procrastinated. One evening, Lincoln and 
two of his staff members went to visit McClellan, only 
to learn that he was at a wedding. The three men sat 
down to wait, and an hour later the general arrived 
home. Without paying any attention to the president, 
McClellan went upstairs and did not return. Half an 
hour later, Lincoln sent the servant to tell McClellan 
that the men were waiting. The servant came back to 
report McClellan had gone to bed! 

His associates angry, Lincoln merely got up and led 
the way home. “This is no time to be making points of 
etiquette and personal dignity,” the president 
explained. “I would hold McClellan’s horse if he will 
only bring us success.” This attitude of humility was 
what helped to make Lincoln a great man and a great 
president. He was not thinking of himself; he was 
thinking of serving others. Service is the second mark 
of the submissive mind. 


He Sacrifices (2:8) 

Many people are willing to serve others if it does not 
cost them anything. But if there is a price to pay, they 
suddenly lose interest. Jesus “became obedient unto 
death, even the death of the cross” (Phil. 2:8). His was 
not the death of a martyr but the death of a Savior. He 
willingly laid down His life for the sins of the world. 

Dr. J. H. Jowett said, “Ministry that costs nothing 
accomplishes nothing.” If there is to be any blessing, 
there must be some “bleeding.” At a religious festival in 
Brazil, a missionary was going from booth to booth, 
examining the wares. He saw a sign above one booth: 
“Cheap Crosses.” He thought, “Thats what many 
Christians are looking for these days—cheap crosses. 
My Lord’s cross was not cheap. Why should mine be?” 

The person with the submissive mind does not 
avoid sacrifice. He lives for the glory of God and the 
good of others, and if paying a price will honor Christ 
and help others, he is willing to do it. This was Paul’s 
attitude (Phil. 2:17), Timothy’s (Phil. 2:20), and also 
Epaphroditus’s (Phil. 2:30). Sacrifice and service go 
together if service is to be true Christian ministry. 

In his book Dedication and Leadership, Douglas 
Hyde explained how the Communists succeeded in 
their program. A member of the Communist Party 
himself for twenty years, Hyde understands their phi- 
losophy. He pointed out that the Communists never 
ask a man to do a “mean, little job.” They always ask 
him boldly to undertake something that will cost him. 
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They make big demands, and they get a ready 
response. Mr. Hyde called “the willingness to sacrifice” 
one of the most important factors in the success of the 
Communist program. Even the youths in the move- 
ment are expected to study, serve, give, and obey, and 
this is what attracts and holds them. 

A church council was planning the annual “Youth 
Sunday” program, and one of the members suggested 
that the teenagers serve as ushers, lead in prayer, bring 
special music. One of the teens stood up and said, 
“Quite frankly, we're tired of being asked to do little 
things. Wed like to do something difficult this year, 
and maybe keep it going all year long. The kids have 
talked and prayed about this, and we'd like to work 
with our trustees in remodeling that basement room so 
it can be used for a classroom. And we'd like to start 
visiting our elderly members each week and taking 
them cassettes of the services. And, if it’s OK, we'd like 
to have a weekly witness on Sunday afternoons in the 
park. We hope this is OK with you.” 

He sat down, and the new youth pastor smiled to 
himself. He had privately challenged the teens to do 
something that would cost them—and they enthusias- 
tically responded to the challenge. He knew that 
sacrifice is necessary if there is going to be true growth 
and ministry. 

The test of the submissive mind is not just how 
much we are willing to take in terms of suffering, but 
how much we are willing to give in terms of sacrifice. 
One pastor complained that his men were changing 
the words of the hymn from “Take my life and let it be” 
to “Take my wife and let me be!” They were willing for 
others to make the sacrifices, but they were unwilling 
to sacrifice for others. 

It is one of the paradoxes of the Christian life that 
the more we give, the more we receive; the more we 
sacrifice, the more God blesses. This is why the submis- 
sive mind leads to joy; it makes us more like Christ. 
This means sharing His joy as we also share in His suf- 
ferings. Of course, when love is the motive (Phil. 2:1), 
sacrifice is never measured or mentioned. The person 
who constantly talks about his sacrifices does not have 
the submissive mind. 

Is it costing you anything to be a Christian? 


He Glorifies God (2:9-11) 
This, of course, is the great goal of all that we do—to 
glorify God. Paul warns us against “vainglory” in 
Philippians 2:3. The kind of rivalry that pits Christian 
against Christian and ministry against ministry is not 
spiritual, nor is it satisfying. It is vain, empty. Jesus 
humbled Himself for others, and God highly exalted 
Him; and the result of this exaltation is glory to God. 
Our Lord’s exaltation began with His resurrection. 
When men buried the body of Jesus, that was the last 
thing any human hands did to Him. From that point 
on, it was God who worked. Men had done their worst 
to the Savior, but God exalted Him and honored Him. 
Men gave Him names of ridicule and slander, but the 
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Father gave Him a glorious name! Just as in His humil- 
iation He was given the name “Jesus” (Matt. 1:21), so 
in His exaltation He was given the name “Lord” (Phil. 
2:11; see Acts 2:32—36). He arose from the dead and 
then returned in victory to heaven, ascending to the 
Father’s throne. 

His exaltation included sovereign authority over all 
creatures in heaven, on earth, and under the earth. All 
will bow to Him (see Isa. 45:23). It is likely that “under 
the earth” refers to the lost, since God’s family is either 
in heaven or on earth (Eph. 3:14-15). One day all will 
bow before Him and confess that He is Lord. Of 
course, it is possible for people to bow and confess 
today, and receive His gift of salvation (Rom. 10:9-10). 
To bow before Him now means salvation; to bow 
before Him at the judgment means condemnation. 

The whole purpose of Christ's humiliation and 
exaltation is the glory of God (Phil. 2:11). As Jesus 
faced the cross, the glory of the Father was uppermost 
in His mind: “Father, the hour is come; glorify thy Son, 
that thy Son also may glorify thee” (John 17:1). In fact. 
He has given this glory to us (John 17:22), and one day 
we shall share it with Him in heaven (John 17:24; see 
Rom. 8:28-30). The work of salvation is much greater 
and grander than simply the salvation of a lost soul, as 
wonderful as that is. Our salvation has as its ultimate 
purpose the glory of God (Eph. 1:6, 12, 14). 

The person with the submissive mind, as he lives 
for others, must expect sacrifice and service; but in the 
end, it is going to lead to glory. “Humble yourselves 
therefore under the mighty hand of God, that he may 
exalt you in due time” (1 Peter 5:6). Joseph suffered 
and served for thirteen years, but then God exalted him 
and made him the second ruler of Egypt. David was 
anointed king when he was but a youth. He experi- 
enced years of hardship and suffering, but at the right 
time, God exalted him as king of Israel. 

The joy of the submissive mind comes not only 
from helping others and sharing in the fellowship of 
Christ's sufferings (Phil. 3:10), but primarily from the 
knowledge that we are glorifying God. We are letting 
our light shine through our good works, and this glori- 
fies the Father in heaven (Matt. 5:16). We may not see 
the glory today, but we shall see it when Jesus comes 
and rewards His faithful servants. 


CHAPTER FIVE 

Philippians 2:12-18 

THE INS AND OUTS OF CHRISTIAN 
LIVING 


ew things are harder to put up with,” wrote Mark 
Fis: “than the annoyance of a good example.” 
Perhaps the thing most annoying about a good 
example is its inability to accomplish the same achieve- 
ments in our own lives. Admiration for a great person 
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can inspire us, but it cannot enable us. Unless the per- 
son can enter into our own lives and share his skills, we 
cannot attain to his heights of accomplishment. It takes 
more than an example on the outside; it takes power on 
the inside. 

Paul has just presented Jesus Christ as our great 
Example in the exercise of the submissive mind. We 
read it, and we agree with it, but how do we go about 
practicing it? How could any mortal man ever hope to 
achieve what Jesus Christ achieved? It seems almost 
presumptuous to even try! Here we are, trying to 
develop humility, and we are exercising pride by daring 
to imitate the Lord Jesus Christ! 

The problem is really not that difficult. Paul was 
not asking us to “reach for the stars,” though the higher 
the goal the more we ought to achieve. Rather, he was 
setting before us the divine pattern for the submissive 
mind and the divine power to accomplish what God 
has commanded. “It is God which worketh in you” 
(Phil. 2:13). It is not by imitation, but by incarna- 
tion—“Christ liveth in me” (Gal. 2:20). The Christian 
life is not a series of ups and downs. It is rather a 
process of “ins and outs.” God works im, and we work 
out. We cultivate the submissive mind by responding to 
the divine provisions God makes available to us. 


There Is a Purpose to Achieve (2:12, 14-16) 

“Work out your own salvation” (Phil. 2:12) does 
not suggest, “Work for your own salvation.” To begin 
with, Paul was writing to people who were already 
“saints” (Phil. 1:1), which means they had trusted 
Christ and had been set apart for Him. The verb “work 
out” carries the meaning of “work to full completion,” 
such as working out a problem in mathematics. In 
Paul’s day it was also used for “working a mine,” that 
is, getting out of the mine all the valuable ore possible; 
or “working a field” so as to get the greatest harvest 
possible. The purpose God wants us to achieve is 
Christlikeness, “to be conformed to the image of his 
Son” (Rom. 8:29). There are problems in life, but God 
will help us to “work them out.” Our lives have 
tremendous potential, like a mine or a field, and He 
wants to help us fulfill that potential. 

Cindy did not seem very happy when she arrived 
home from college to spend the holiday with her fam- 
ily. Her parents noticed her unusual behavior but were 
wise enough to wait until she was ready to share her 
problem with them. It happened after dinner. 

“Mother, Dad, I have something to tell you, and 
Tm afraid it’s going to hurt you.” 

“Just tell us what’s on your heart,” her father said, 
“and we'll understand. We want to pray with you about 
it—whatever it is.” 

“Well, you know that all during high school I 
talked about becoming a nurse, mainly because Mom 
is a nurse, and I guess you expected me to follow in her 
footsteps. But I can’t go on. The Lord just doesn’t want 
me to be a nurse!” 

Her mother smiled and took Cindy’s hand. “Dear, 


your father and I want God’s will for your life. If you 
do anything else, we'll a// be unhappy!” 

Cindy had done the courageous thing; she had 
faced God’s will and decided that she wanted to work 
out her own salvation—her own Christian life—and 
not what somebody else wanted her to do. One of the 
wonderful things about being a Christian is the knowl- 
edge that God has a plan for our lives (Eph. 2:10) and 
will help us to work it out for His glory. Our God is a 
God of infinite variety! No two flowers are the same, 
no two snowflakes are the same; why should two 
Christians be the same? All of us must be like Christ, 
but we must also be ourselves. 

The phrase “work out your own salvation” probably 
has reference particularly to the special problems in the 
church at Philippi, but the statement also applies to the 
individual Christian. We are not to be “cheap imita- 
tions” of other people, especially “great Christians.” We 
are to follow only what we see of Christ in their lives. 
“Be ye followers of me, even as I also am of Christ” (1 
Cor. 11:1). Every “great saint” has feet of clay and ulti- 
mately may disappoint you, but Jesus Christ can never 
fail you. 

In Philippians 2:14-15, Paul contrasted the life of 
the believer with the lives of those who live in the 
world. Unsaved people complain and find fault, but 
Christians rejoice. Society around us is “twisted and 
distorted,” but the Christian stands straight because he 
measures his life by God’s Word, the perfect standard. 
The world is dark, but Christians shine as bright lights. 
The world has nothing to offer, but the Christian holds 
out the Word of life, the message of salvation through 
faith in Christ. In other words, as we allow God to 
achieve this purpose in our lives, we become better wit- 
nesses in a world that desperately needs Christ. Apply 
these characteristics to Jesus and you will see that He 
lived a perfect life in an imperfect world. 

It is important to note that this purpose is achieved 
“in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation” 
(Phil. 2:15). Paul did not admonish us to retreat from 
the world and go into a spiritual isolation ward. It is 
only as we are confronted with the needs and problems 
of real life that we can begin to become more like 
Christ. The Pharisees were so isolated and insulated 
from reality that they developed an artificial kind of 
self-righteousness that was totally unlike the righteous- 
ness God wanted them to have. Consequently, the 
Pharisees forced a religion of fear and bondage on the 
people (read Matt. 23), and they crucified Christ 
because He dared to oppose that kind of religion. It is 
not by leaving the world but by ministering to it that 
we see God’s purpose fulfilled in our lives. 


There Is a Power to Receive (2:13) 

The principle Paul laid down is this: God must work in 
us before He can work through us. This principle is seen 
at work throughout the Bible in the lives of men like 
Moses, David, the apostles, and others. God had a spe- 
cial purpose for each man to fulfill, and each man was 
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unique and not an imitation of somebody else. For 
example, it took God forty years to bring Moses to the 
place where He could use him to lead the people of 
Israel. As Moses tended sheep during those forty years, 
God was working in him so that one day He might 
work through him. God is more interested in the work- 
man than in the work. If the workman is what he ought 
to be, the work will be what it ought to be. 

Too many Christians obey God only because of 
pressure on the outside, and not power on the inside. 
Paul warned the Philippians that not his presence with 
them but their desire to obey God and please Him was 
the important thing (Phil. 1:27; 2:12). They could not 
build their lives on Paul because he might not be with 
them very long. It is sad to see the way some ministries 
in the church weaken or fall apart because of a change 
in leadership. We have a tendency to please men and to 
obey God only when others are watching. But when 
you surrender to the power of God within you, then 
obedience becomes a delight and not a battle. 

The power that works in us is the power of the 
Holy Spirit of God (John 14:16-17, 26; Acts 1:8; 1 
Cor. 6:19-20). Our English word energy comes from 
the word translated “worketh” in Philippians 2:13. It is 
God’s divine energy at work in us and through us! The 
same Holy Spirit who empowered Christ when He was 
ministering on earth can empower us as well. But we 
must recognize the fact that the energy of the flesh 
(Rom. 7:5) and of the devil (Eph. 2:2; 2 Thess. 2:7) are 
also at work. Because of the death, resurrection, and 
ascension of Christ, God’s divine energy is available to 
us (Eph. 1:18-23). The power is here, but how do we 
use it? What “tools” does God use, by His Spirit, to 
work in our lives? There are three “tools”: the Word of 
God, prayer, and suffering. 

The Word of God. “For this cause also thank we 
God without ceasing, because, when ye received the 
word of God, which ye heard of us, ye received it not 
as the word of men, but as it is in truth, the word of 
God, which effectually worketh also in you that 
believe” (1 Thess. 2:13). God’s divine energy is released 
in our lives through His inspired Word. The same 
Word that spoke the universe into being can release 
divine power in our lives! But we have a responsibility 
to appreciate the Word, and not treat it the way we treat 
the words of men. The Word of God is unique: it is 
inspired, authoritative, and infallible. If we do not 
appreciate the Word, then God’s power cannot energize 
our lives. 

But we must also appropriate the Word—“receive 
it.” This means much more than listening to it, or even 
reading and studying it. To “receive” Gods Word 
means to welcome it and make it a part of our inner 
being. God’s truth is to the spiritual man what food is 
to the physical man. 

Finally, we must apply the Word; it works only in 
those “that believe.” When we trust God’s Word and act 
on it, then God’s power is released in our lives. The 
angel’s promise to Mary in Luke 1:37—“For with God 
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nothing shall be impossible’—is translated “For no 
word from God shall be void of power” in the American 
Standard Version (1901). God’s Word has the power of 
accomplishment in it, and faith releases that power. 

We see this truth operating in the life of Jesus. He 
commanded the crippled man to stretch out his hand, 
and the very command gave him the power to obey 
and be healed (Matt. 12:13). He commanded Peter to 
walk to Him on the water, and the command enabled 
Peter to do so, as long as he exercised faith (Matt. 
14:22-33). It is faith in God’s promises that releases 
God’s power. His commandments are His enable- 
ments. The Holy Spirit wrote down the promises for us 
in the Word, and He gives us the faith to lay hold of 
these promises. “For no matter how many promises 
God has made, they are ‘Yes’ in Christ. And so through 
him the ‘Amen is spoken by us to the glory of God” (2 
Cor. 1:20 Nrv). 

Prayer. So, if we want God’s power working in us, 
we must spend time daily with the Word of God. But we 
must also pray, because prayer is the second “tool” God 
uses to work in the lives of His children. “Now unto 
him that is able to do exceeding abundantly above all 
that we ask or think, according to the power that wor- 
keth in us” (Eph. 3:20). The Holy Spirit is closely 
related to the practice of prayer in our lives (Rom. 
8:26-27; Zech. 12:10). The book of Acts makes it clear 
that prayer is a divinely ordained source of spiritual 
power (Acts 1:14; 4:23-31; 12:5, 12), and the Word of 
God and prayer go together (Acts 6:4). Unless the 
Christian takes time for prayer, God cannot work in 
him and through him. In the Bible and in church his- 
tory, the people God used were people who prayed. 

Suffering. God’s third “tool” is suffering. The Spirit 
of God works in a special way in the lives of those who 
suffer for the glory of Christ (1 Peter 4:12-19). The 
“fiery trial” has a way of burning away the dross and 
empowering the believer to serve Christ. Paul himself 
had experienced God’s power in that Philippian jail 
when he was beaten and thrust into the stocks in the 
inner prison, for he was able to sing and praise God in 
spite of his suffering (Acts 16:19-33). His “fiery trial” 
also enabled him to forgive the jailer. It was not the 
earthquake that brought conviction to the man; the 
earthquake almost led him to suicide! It was Paul’s 
encouraging word, “Don't do it! We are all here!” (TB). 
This kind of love broke the man’s heart, and he fell 
before Paul asking how to be saved. 

The Word of God, prayer, and suffering are the 
three tools that God uses in our lives. Just as electricity 
must run through a conductor, so the Holy Spirit must 
work through the means God has provided. As the 
Christian reads the Word and prays, he becomes more 
like Christ, and the more he becomes like Christ, the 
more the unsaved world opposes him. This daily “fel- 
lowship of his sufferings” (Phil. 3:10) drives the 
believer back to the Word and prayer, so that all three 
tools work together to provide the spiritual power he 


needs to glorify Christ. 
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If we are to have the submissive mind, and the joy 
that goes with it, we must recognize that there is a pur- 
pose to achieve (God’s plan for our lives), a power to 
receive (the Holy Spirit), and a promise to believe. 


There Is a Promise to Believe (2:16-18) 

What is this promise? That joy comes from submission. 
The world’s philosophy is that joy comes from aggres- 
sion: fight everybody to get what you want, and you 
will get it and be happy. The example of Jesus is proof 
enough that the world’s philosophy is wrong. He never 
used a sword or any other weapon, yet He won the 
greatest battle in history—the battle against sin and 
death and hell. He defeated hatred by manifesting love; 
He overcame lies with truth. Because He surrendered He 
was victorious! And you and I must dare to believe His 
promise, “For whosoever exalteth himself shall be 
abased; and he that humbleth himself shall be exalted” 
(Luke 14:11). “How happy are the humble-minded, 
for the kingdom of heaven is theirs” (Matt. 5:3 pH). 

There is a twofold joy that comes to the person who 
possesses and practices the submissive mind: a joy here- 
after (Phil. 2:16) and a joy here and now (Phil. 
2:17-18). In the day of Christ (see Phil. 1:6, 10), God 
is going to reward those who have been faithful to 
Him. “The joy of thy Lord” is going to be a part of that 
reward (Matt. 25:21). The faithful Christian will dis- 
cover that his sufferings on earth have been 
transformed into glory in heaven! He will see that his 
work was not in vain (1 Cor. 15:58). It was this same 
kind of promise of future joy that helped our Savior in 
His sufferings on the cross (Heb. 12:1-2). 

But we do not have to wait for the return of Christ 
to start experiencing the joy of the submissive mind. 
That joy is a present reality (Phil. 2:17—18), and it comes 
through sacrifice and service. It is remarkable that in two 
verses that discuss sacrifice, Paul used the words joy and 
rejoice—and repeats them! Most people would associate 
sorrow with suffering, but Paul saw suffering and sacri- 
fice as doorways to a deeper joy in Christ. 

In Philippians 2:17, Paul was comparing his experi- 
ence of sacrifice to that of the priest pouring out the 
drink offering (Num. 15:1-10). It was possible that 
Paul’s trial would go against him and he would be exe- 
cuted. But this did not rob Paul of his joy. His death 
would be a willing sacrifice, a priestly ministry, on 
behalf of Christ and His church, and this would give 
him joy. “Sacrifice and service” are marks of the submis- 
sive mind (Phil. 2:7-8, 21-22, 30), and the submissive 
mind experiences joy even in the midst of suffering. 

It takes faith to exercise the submissive mind. We 
must believe that God’s promises are true and that they 
are going to work in our lives just as they worked in 
Paul’s life. God works im us through the Word, prayer, 
and suffering, and we work out in daily living and serv- 
ice. God fulfills His purposes in us as we receive and 
believe His Word. Life is not a series of disappointing 
“ups and downs.” Rather, it is a sequence of delightful 
“ins and outs.” God works in—we work out! The 


example comes from Christ, the energy comes from the 
Holy Spirit, and the result is—JOY! 


CHAPTER SIX 
Philippians 2:19-30 
A PRICELESS PAIR 


reporter in San Bernardino, California arranged 
A: a man to lie in the gutter on a busy street. 

Hundreds of people passed the man, but not one 
stopped to help him or even show sympathy! 

Newspapers across the country a few years ago told 
how thirty-eight people watched a man stalk a young 
lady and finally attack her—and none of the spectators 
even picked up a phone to call the police! 

A couple of teenagers in Detroit discovered a 
woman in a telephone booth who had suffered a heart 
attack. They carried her to a nearby house and rang the 
bell, asking for help. The only reply they received was, 
“Get off my porch—and take her with you!” 

A Kentucky doctor was driving down the highway 
to visit a patient when he saw an accident take place. 
He stopped and gave aid to the injured and then made 
his visit. One of the drivers he helped sued him! 

Is it possible to be a “Good Samaritan” today? Must 
everybody harden his heart in order to protect himself? 
Perhaps “sacrifice and service” are ancient virtues that 
somehow do not fit into our so-called modern civiliza- 
tion. It is worth noting that even in Paul’s day mutual 
concern was not a popular virtue. The Christians at 
Rome were not too interested in the problems at 
Philippi; Paul could not find one person among them 
willing to go to Philippi (Phil. 2:19-21). Times have 
not changed too much. 

In this paragraph, Paul was still discussing the sub- 
missive mind. He has given us a description of the 
submissive mind in the example of Jesus Christ (Phil. 
2:1-11). He has explained the dynamics of the submis- 
sive mind in his own experience (Phil. 2:12-18). Now 
he introduced us to two of his helpers in the ministry, 
Timothy and Epaphroditus, and he did this for a rea- 
son. He knew that his readers would be prone to say, 
“It is impossible for us to follow such examples as 
Christ and Paul! After all, Jesus is the very Son of God, 
and Paul is a chosen apostle who has had great spiritual 
experiences!” For this reason, Paul introduced us to two 
“ordinary saints,” men who were not apostles or spec- 
tacular miracle workers. He wanted us to know that the 
submissive mind is not a luxury enjoyed by a chosen 
few; it is a necessity for Christian joy, and an opportu- 
nity for all believers. 


Timothy (Phil. 2:19-24) 

Paul probably met Timothy on his first missionary 
journey (Acts 14:6ff.), at which time, perhaps, the 
youth was converted (1 Cor. 4:17). Apparently, 
Timothy's mother and grandmother had been con- 
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verted first (2 Tim. 1:3-5). He was the son of a Jewish 
mother and Gentile father, but Paul always considered 
the young man his own “dearly beloved son” in the 
faith (2 Tim. 1:2). When Paul returned to Derbe and 
Lystra while on his second journey, he enlisted young 
Timothy as one of his fellow laborers (Acts 16:1—4). In 
one sense, Timothy replaced John Mark, whom Paul 
had refused to take along on the journey because of 
Mark’s previous abandonment of the cause (Acts 
13:13; 15:36-41). 

In Timothy’s experience, we learn that the submis- 
sive mind is not something that suddenly, 
automatically appears in the life of the believer. 
Timothy had to develop and cultivate the “mind of 
Christ.” It was not natural for him to be a servant; but, 
as he walked with the Lord and worked with Paul, he 
became the kind of servant that Paul could trust and 
God could bless. Notice the characteristics of this 
young man. 

He had a servant’s mind (vv. 19-21). To begin 
with, Timothy naturally cared for people and was con- 
cerned about their needs. He was not interested in 
“winning friends and influencing people”; he was gen- 
uinely interested in their physical and spiritual welfare. 
Paul was concerned about the church at Philippi and 
wanted to send someone to convey his concern and 
get the facts. There were certainly hundreds of 
Christians in Rome (Paul greeted twenty-six of them 
by name in Rom. 16); yet not one of them was avail- 
able to make the trip! “All seek their own, not the 
things which are Jesus Christ’s” (Phil. 2:21). In a very 
real sense, all of us live either in Philippians 1:21 or 
Philippians 2:21! 

But Timothy had a natural concern for the welfare 
of others; he had a servant’s mind. It is too bad that the 
believers in Rome were so engrossed in themselves and 
their own internal wranglings (Phil. 1:15—16) that they 
had no time for the important work of the Lord. This 
is one of the tragedies of church problems; they divert 
time, energy, and concern away from the things that 
matter most. Timothy was not interested in promoting 
any party or supporting any divisive cause. He was 
interested only in the spiritual condition of God’s peo- 
ple, and this concern was natural to him. How did this 
concern develop? The answer is in the next characteris- 
tic of this remarkable young man. 

He had a servant's training (v. 22). Paul did not 
add Timothy to his “team” the very day the boy was 
saved. Paul was too wise to make an error like that. He 
left him behind to become a part of the church fellow- 
ship in Derbe and Lystra, and it was in that fellowship 
that Timothy grew in spiritual matters and learned how 
to serve the Lord. When Paul returned to that area a 
few years later, he was happy to discover that young 
Timothy “was well reported of the brethren” (Acts 
16:2). Years later, Paul would write to Timothy about 
the importance of permitting new converts to grow 
before thrusting them into important places of min- 


istry (1 Tim. 3:6-7). 


641 


Philippians 2 


A popular local nightclub performer visited a pastor 
and announced that he had been saved and wanted to 
serve the Lord. “What should I do next?” he asked. 

“Well, I'd suggest you unite with a good church and 
start growing,” the pastor replied. “Is your wife a 
Christian?” 

“No, she isn’t,” the musician replied. “I hope to win 
her. But, do I have to wait? I mean, Td like to do some- 
thing for God right now.” 

“No, you dont have to wait to witness for the 
Lord,” explained the pastor. “Get busy in a church, and 
use your talents for Christ.” 

“But you don’t know who I am!” the man protested. 
‘Tm a big performer—everybody knows me. I want to 
start my own organization, make records, and appear 
before big crowds!” 

“If you go too far too fast,” warned the pastor, “you 
may hurt yourself and your testimony. And the place to 
start winning people is right at home. God will open 
up places of service for you as He sees you are ready. 
Meanwhile, study the Bible and give yourself a chance 
to grow.” 

The man did not take the pastor’s counsel. Instead, 
he set up a big organization and started out on his own. 
His “success” lasted less than a year. Not only did he 
lose his testimony because he was not strong enough to 
carry the heavy burdens, but his constant traveling 
alienated him from his wife and family. He drifted into 
a “fringe group” and disappeared from public ministry, 
a broken and bankrupt man. 

“His branches went out farther than his roots went 
deep,” the pastor said. “When that happens, you eventu- 
ally topple.” 

Paul did not make this mistake with Timothy. He 
gave him time to get his roots down, and then he 
enlisted the young man to work with him on his mis- 
sionary tours. He taught Timothy the Word and 
permitted him to watch the apostle in his ministry (2 
Tim. 3:10-17). This was the way Jesus trained His dis- 
ciples. He gave personal instruction balanced by 
on-the-job experience. Experience without teaching 
can lead to discouragement, and teaching without 
experience can lead to spiritual deadness. It takes both. 

He had a servant’s reward (vv. 23-24). Timothy 
knew the meaning of “sacrifice and service” (Phil. 
2:17), but God rewarded him for his faithfulness. To 
begin with, Timothy had the joy of helping others. To 
be sure, there were hardships and difficulties, but there 
were also victories and blessings. Because Timothy was 
a “good and faithful servant,” faithful over a few things, 
God rewarded him with “many things,” and he entered 
into the joy of the submissive mind (Matt. 25:21). He 
had the joy of serving with the great apostle Paul and 
assisting him in some of his most difficult assignments 
(1 Cor. 4:17ff; Timothy is mentioned at least twenty- 
four times in Paul’s letters). 

But perhaps the greatest reward God gave to Timothy 
was to choose him to be Paul’s replacement when the 
great apostle was called home (see 2 Tim. 4:1-11). Paul 
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himself wanted to go to Philippi, but had had to send 
Timothy in his place. But, what an honor! Timothy was 
not only Paul’s son and Paul's servant, but he became 
Paul’s substitute! His name is held in high regard by 
Christians today, something that young Timothy never 
dreamed of when he was busy serving Christ 

The submissive mind is not the product of an 
hour’s sermon, or a week’s seminar, or even a year’s 
service. The submissive mind grows in us as, like 
Timothy, we yield to the Lord and seek to serve others. 


Epaphroditus (2:25-30) 

Paul was a “Hebrew of the Hebrews”; Timothy was 
part Jew and part Gentile (Acts 16:1); and 
Epaphroditus was a full Gentile as far as we know. He 
was the member of the Philippian church who risked 
his health and life to carry their missionary offering to 
the apostle in Rome (Phil. 4:18). His name means 
“charming,” and a charming Christian he is! 

He was a balanced Christian (v. 25). Paul could 
not say enough about this man—“my brother, and 
companion in labor, and fellow-soldier.” These three 
descriptions parallel what Paul wrote about the gospel 
in the first chapter of this letter: 


“my brother” the “fellowship in the 
gospel” (Phil. 1:5) 

“the furtherance of the 
labor gospel” (Phil. 
1:12) 

“the faith of the gospel” 
(Phil. 1:27) 


Epaphroditus was a balanced Christian! 

Balance is important in the Christian life. Some 
people emphasize “fellowship” so much that they forget 
the furtherance of the gospel. Others are so involved in 
defending the “faith of the gospel” that they neglect 
building fellowship with other believers. Epaphroditus 
did not fall into either of these traps. He was like 
Nehemiah, the man who rebuilt the walls of Jerusalem 
with his sword in one hand and his trowel in the other 
(Neh. 4:17). You cannot build with a sword nor battle 
with a trowel! It takes both to get the Lord’s work 
accomplished. 

Dr. H. A. Ironside used to tell about a group of 
believers who thought only of “fellowship.” They had 
little concern for reaching the lost or for defending the 
faith against its enemies. In front of their meeting place 
they hung a sign: JESUS ONLY. But the wind blew 
away some of the letters, and the sign read—US 
ONLY. It was a perfect description of a group of peo- 
ple who were not balanced Christians. 

He was a burdened Christian (vv. 26-27, 30). Like 
Timothy, Epaphroditus was concerned about others. To 
begin with, he was concerned about Paul. When he heard 
in Philippi that Paul was a prisoner in Rome, he volun- 
teered to make that long, dangerous trip to Rome to 
stand at Paul’s side and assist him. He carried the church’s 
love gift with him, protecting it with his own life. 


“my companion in 


“my fellow-soldier 


Our churches today need men and women who are 
burdened for missions and for those in difficult places 
of Christian service. “The problem in our churches,” 
states one missionary leader, “is that we have too many 
spectators and not enough participants.” Epaphroditus 
was not content simply to contribute to the offering. 
He gave himself to help carry the offering! 

But this man was also burdened for Ais own home 
church. After arriving in Rome, he became very ill. In 
fact, he almost died. This delayed his return to 
Philippi, and the people there became concerned about 
him. But Epaphroditus was not burdened about him- 
self; he was burdened over the people in Philippi 
because they were worried about him! This man lived in 
Philippians 1:21, not Philippians 2:21. Like Timothy, 
he had a natural concern for others. The phrase “full of 
heaviness” in Philippines 2:26 is the same description 
used of Christ in Gethsemane (Matt. 26:37). Like 
Christ, Epaphroditus knew the meaning of sacrifice 
and service (Phil. 2:30), which are two of the marks of 
the submissive mind. 

He was a blessed Christian (vv. 28—30). What a 
tragedy it would be to go through life and not be a bless- 
ing to anyone! Epaphroditus was a blessing to Paul. He 
stood with him in his prison experience and did not per- 
mit even his own sickness to hinder his service. What 
times he and Paul must have had together! But he was 
also a blessing to his own church. Paul admonished the 
church to honor him because of his sacrifice and service. 
(Christ gets the glory, but there is nothing wrong with 
the servant receiving honor. Read 1 Thess. 5:12-13.) 
There is no contradiction between Philippians 2:7 
(“made himself of no reputation”) and Philippians 2:29 
(“hold such in reputation”). Christ “emptied Himself” 
in His gracious act of humiliation, and God exalted 
Him. Epaphroditus sacrificed himself with no thought 
of reward, and Paul encouraged the church to hold him 
in honor to the glory of God. 

He was a blessing to Paul and to his own church, 
and he is also a blessing to us today! He proves to us 
that the joyful life is the life of sacrifice and service, that 
the submissive mind really does work. He and Timothy 
together encourage us to submit ourselves to the Lord, 
and to one another, in the Spirit of Christ. Christ is the 
pattern we follow. Paul shows us the power (Phil. 
4:12-19); and Timothy and Epaphroditus are the 
proof that this mind really works. 

Will you permit the Spirit to reproduce “the mind 
of Christ” in you? 


CHAPTER SEVEN 
Philippians 3:1-11 
LEARNING HOW TO COUNT 


ircumstances and people can rob us of joy, but so 
can things, and it is this “thief” that Paul deals 
with in Philippians 3. It is important to see the 
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total message of this chapter before examining it in 
detail, so perhaps the following outline will be helpful. 


vv. 1-11 vv. 12-16 vv. 17-21 
Paul’s past Paul’s present Paul’s future 
the accountant the athlete the alien 

“T count” “I press” “T look” 
new values new vigor new vision 


What Paul was describing is the “spiritual mind.” In 
Philippians 3:18-19, he described professed Christians 
who “mind earthly things,” but then in Philippians 
3:20 he described the believer with the spiritual mind, 
who “minds heavenly things.” You will recall that the 
city of Philippi was actually a Roman colony—a “Rome 
away from Rome.” In the same sense, the people of God 
are a colony of heaven on earth. “Our citizenship is in 
heaven” (Phil. 3:20 Nass), and we look at earth from 
heaven's point of view. This is the spiritual mind. 

It is easy for us to get wrapped up in “things,” not 
only the tangible things that we can see, but also the 
intangibles such as reputation, fame, achievement. Paul 
wrote about “what things were gain” to him (Phil. 3:7); 
he also mentioned “things which are behind” and 
“things which are before” (Phil. 3:13). In Paul’s case, 
some of these “things” were intangible, such as religious 
achievements (Gal. 1:14), a feeling of self-satisfaction, 
morality. We today can be snared both by tangibles and 
intangibles, and as a result lose our joy. 

But even the tangible things are not in themselves 
sinful. God made things, and the Bible declares that 
these things are good (Gen. 1:31). God knows that we 
need certain things in order to live (Matt. 6:31-34). In 
fact, He “giveth us richly all things to enjoy” (1 Tim. 
6:17). But Jesus warned us that our lives do not consist 
in the abundance of the things that we possess (Luke 
12:15). Quantity is no assurance of quality. Many peo- 
ple who have the things money can buy have lost the 
things that money cannot buy. 

The key word in Philippians 3:1-11 is count (Phil. 
3:7-8, 13). In the Greek, two different words are used, 
but the basic idea is the same: to evaluate, to assess. 
“The unexamined life is not worth living,” said 
Socrates. Yet, few people sit down to weigh seriously 
the values that control their decisions and directions. 
Many people today are the slaves of “things,” and as a 
result do not experience real Christian joy. 

In Paul’s case, the “things” he was living for before 
he knew Christ seemed to be very commendable: a 
righteous life, obedience to the law, the defense of the 
religion of his fathers. But none of these things satisfied 
him or gave him acceptance with God. 

Like most “religious” people today, Paul had enough 
morality to keep him out of trouble, but not 
enough righteousness to get him into heaven! It was 
not bad things that kept Paul away from Jesus—it 
was good things! He had to lose his “religion” to find 
salvation. 

One day, Saul of Tarsus, the rabbi, met Jesus Christ, 
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the Son of God, and on that day Saul’s values changed 
(read Acts 9:1-31). When Saul opened his books to 
evaluate his wealth, he discovered that apart from Jesus 
Christ, everything he lived for was only refuse. He 
explained in this section that there are only two kinds 
of righteousness (or spiritual wealth)—works righ- 
teousness and faith righteousness—and only faith 
righteousness is acceptable to God. 


Works Righteousness (3:1-6) 

The exhortation (vv. 1-3). “Finally” at this point does 
not mean Paul is about to close the letter, because he 
keeps on going. The word means “For the rest,” and 
introduces the new section. Paul’s “finally” at 
Philippians 4:18 is the one that means “I am about to 
close.” Paul has warned the believers at Philippi before, 
but now he warned them again. “Look out for dogs! 
Look out for the workers of evil! Look out for the 
mutilation!” To whom was he referring in this triple 
warning? The answer takes us back into the early his- 
tory of the church. 

From the very beginning, the gospel came “to the 
Jew first” (see Acts 3:26; Rom. 1:16), so that the first 
seven chapters of Acts deal only with Jewish believers or 
with Gentiles who were Jewish proselytes (Acts 2:10). 
In Acts 8:5-25, the message went to the Samaritans, but 
this did not cause too much of an upheaval since the 
Samaritans were at least partly Jewish. But when Peter 
went to the Gentiles in Acts 10, this created an uproar. 
Peter was called on the carpet to explain his activities 
(Acts 11). After all, the Gentiles in Acts 10 had become 
Christians without first becoming Jews, and this was a 
whole new thing for the church. Peter explained that it 
was God who had directed him to preach to the 
Gentiles, and the matter seemed to be settled. 

But it was not settled for long. Paul was sent out by 
the Holy Spirit to minister especially to the Gentiles 
(Acts 13:1-3; 22:21). Peter had opened the door of 
faith to the Gentiles in Acts 10, and Paul followed his 
example on his first missionary journey (see Acts 
14:26-28). It did not take long for the strict Jewish 
believers to oppose Paul’s ministry and come to 
Antioch teaching that it was necessary for the Gentiles 
to submit to Jewish rules before they could be saved 
(Acts 15:1). This disagreement led to the Conference at 
Jerusalem that is described in Acts 15. The result of the 
conference was an approval of Paul’s ministry and a vic- 
tory for the gospel of the grace of God. Gentiles did 
not have to become Jewish proselytes in order to 
become Christians! 

But the dissenters were not content. Having failed 
in their opposition to Paul at Antioch and Jerusalem, 
they followed him wherever he went and tried to steal 
his converts and his churches. Bible students call this 
group of false teachers who try to mix law and grace 
“Judaizers.” The epistle to the Galatians was written 
primarily to combat this false teaching. It is this group 
of “Judaizers” that Paul was referring to in Philippians 
3:1-2. He used three terms to describe them. 
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“Dogs.” The orthodox Jew would call the Gentile a 
“dog,” but here Paul called orthodox Jews “dogs”! Paul 
was not just using names; he was comparing these false 
teachers to the dirty scavengers so contemptible to 
decent people. Like those dogs, these Judaizers snapped 
at Paul’s heels and followed him from place to place 
“barking” their false doctrines. They were troublemak- 
ers and carriers of dangerous infection. 

“Evil workers.” These men taught that the sinner 
was saved by faith p/us good works, especially the works 
of the law. But Paul stated that their “good works” are 
really evil works because they are performed by the 
flesh (old nature) and not the Spirit, and they glorify 
the workers and not Jesus Christ. Ephesians 2:8-10 
and Titus 3:3-7 make it clear that nobody can be saved 
by doing good works, even religious works. A 
Christians good works are the result of his faith, not 
the basis for his salvation. 

“The mutilation.” Here Paul used a pun on the 
word circumcision. The word translated “circumcision” 
literally means “a mutilation.” The Judaizers taught 
that circumcision was essential to salvation (Acts 15:1; 
Gal. 6:12-18), but Paul stated that circumcision of 
itself is only a mutilation! The true Christian has expe- 
rienced a spiritual circumcision in Christ (Col. 2:11), 
and does not need any fleshly operations. 
Circumcision, baptism, the Lord’s Supper, tithing, or 
any other religious practice cannot save a person from 
his sins. Only faith in Jesus Christ can do that. 

In contrast to the false Christians, Paul described 
the true Christians, the “true circumcision” (see Rom. 
2:25-29 for a parallel). 

He worships God in the Spirit. He does not depend 
on his own good works, which are only of the flesh (see 
John 4:19-24). 

He boasts in Jesus Christ. People who depend on reli- 
gion are usually boasting about what they have done. 
The true Christian has nothing of which to boast (Eph. 
2:8-10). His boast is only in Christ! In Luke 18:9-14, 
Jesus gave a parable that describes these two opposite 
attitudes. 

He has no confidence in the flesh. The popular reli- 
gious philosophy of today is “The Lord helps those 
who help themselves.” It was also popular in Paul’s day, 
and it is just as wrong today as it was then. (By “the 
flesh” Paul meant “the old nature” that we received at 
birth.) The Bible has nothing good to say about “flesh,” 
and yet most people today depend entirely on what 
they themselves can do to please God. Flesh only cor- 
rupts Gods way on earth (Gen. 6:12). It profits 
nothing as far as spiritual life is concerned (John 6:63). 
It has nothing good in it (Rom. 7:18). No wonder we 
should put no confidence in the flesh! 

A lady was arguing with her pastor about this mat- 
ter of faith and works. “I think that getting to heaven 
is like rowing a boat,” she said. “One oar is faith, and 
the other is works. If you use both, you get there. If you 
use only one, you go around in circles.” 

“There is only one thing wrong with your illustra- 


tion,” replied the pastor. “Nobody is going to heaven 
in a rowboat!” 

There is only one “good work” that takes the sinner 
to heaven: the finished work of Christ on the cross 
(John 17:1-4; 19:30; Heb. 10:11-14). 

The example (vv. 4-6). Paul was not speaking 
from an ivory tower; he personally knew the futility of 
trying to attain salvation by means of good works. As a 
young student, he had sat at the feet of Gamaliel, the 
great rabbi (Acts 22:3). His career as a Jewish religious 
leader was a promising one (Gal. 1:13-14), and yet 
Paul gave it all up—to become a hated member of the 
“Christian sect” and a preacher of the gospel! Actually, 
the Judaizers were compromising in order to avoid per- 
secution (Gal. 6:12-13), while Paul was being true to 
Christ's message of grace and as a result was suffering 
persecution. 

In this intensely autobiographical section, Paul 
examined his own life. He became an “auditor” who 
opens the books to see what wealth he has, and he dis- 
covers that he is bankrupt! 

Paul’s relationship to the nation. He was born into 
a pure Hebrew family and entered into a covenantal 
relationship when he was circumcised. He was not a 
proselyte, nor was he descended from Ishmael 
(Abraham’s other son) or Esau (Isaac’s other son). The 
Judaizers would understand Paul’s reference to the tribe 
of Benjamin, because Benjamin and Joseph were 
Jacob’s favorite sons. They were born to Rachel, Jacob’s 
favorite wife. Israel’s first king came from Benjamin, 
and this little tribe was faithful to David during the 
rebellion under Absalom. Paul’s human heritage was 
something to be proud of! When measured by this 
standard, he passed with flying colors. 

Paul’ relationship to the law. “As touching the law, a 
Pharisee ... touching the righteousness which is in the 
law, blameless” (Phil. 3:5-6). To the Jews of Paul’s day, 
a Pharisee had reached the very summit of religious 
experience, the highest ideal a Jew could ever hope to 
attain. If anybody was going to heaven, it was the 
Pharisee! He held to orthodox doctrine (see Acts 
23:6-9) and tried to fulfill the religious duties faith- 
fully (Luke 18:10-14). While we today are accustomed 
to use the word Pharisee as the equivalent of “hyp- 
ocrite,” this usage was not prevalent in Paul’s day. 
Measured by the righteousness of the law, Paul was 
blameless. He kept the law and the traditions perfectly. 

Paul’ relationship to Israels enemies. But it is not 
enough to believe the truth; a man must also oppose 
lies. Paul defended his orthodox faith by persecuting 
the followers of “that pretender,” Jesus (Matt. 
27:62-66). He assisted at the stoning of Stephen (Acts 
7:54-60), and after that he led the attack against the 
church in general (Acts 8:1-3). Even in later years, Paul 
admitted his role in persecuting the church (Acts 
22:1-5; 26:1-11; see also 1 Tim. 1:12-16). Every Jew 
could boast of his own blood heritage (though he cer- 
tainly could not take any credit for it). Some Jews 
could boast of their faithfulness to the Jewish religion. 
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But Paul could boast of those things p/ws his zeal in per- 
secuting the church. 

At this point we might ask, “How could a sincere 
man like Saul of Tarsus be so wrong?” The answer is, he 
was using the wrong measuring stick! Like the rich young 
ruler (Mark 10:17-22) and the Pharisee in Christs 
parable (Luke 18:10-14), Saul of Tarsus was looking at 
the outside and not the inside. He was comparing him- 
self with standards set by men, not by God. As far as 
obeying outwardly the demands of the law, Paul was a 
success, but he did not stop to consider the inward sins 
he was committing. In the Sermon on the Mount, 
Jesus made it clear that there are sinful attitudes and 
appetites as well as sinful actions (Matt. 5:21—48). 

When he looked at himself or looked at others, Saul 
of Tarsus considered himself to be righteous. But one 
day he saw himself as compared with Jesus Christ! It 
was then that he changed his evaluations and values, 
and abandoned “works righteousness” for the righ- 
teousness of Jesus Christ. 


Faith Righteousness (3:7-11) 

When Paul met Jesus Christ on the Damascus road 
(Acts 9), he trusted Him and became a child of God. It 
was an instantaneous miracle of the grace of God, the 
kind that still takes place today whenever sinners will 
admit their need and turn to the Savior by faith. When 
Paul met Christ, he realized how futile were his good 
works and how sinful were his claims of righteousness. 
A wonderful transaction took place. Paul lost some 
things, but he gained much more than he lost! 

Paul’s losses (v. 7). To begin with, he lost whatever 
was gain to him personally apart from God. Certainly 
Paul had a great reputation as a scholar (Acts 26:24) 
and a religious leader. He was proud of his Jewish her- 
itage and his religious achievements. All of these things 
were valuable to him; he could profit from them. He 
certainly had many friends who admired his zeal. But 
he measured these “treasures” against what Jesus Christ 
had to offer, and he realized that all he held dear was 
really nothing but “refuse” compared to what he had in 
Christ. His own “treasures” brought glory to him per- 
sonally, but they did not bring glory to God. They were 
“gain” to him only, and as such, were selfish. 

This does not mean that Paul repudiated his rich 
heritage as an orthodox Jew. As you read his letters and 
follow his ministry in the book of Acts, you see how he 
valued both his Jewish blood and his Roman citizen- 
ship. Becoming a Christian did not make him Jess a 
Jew. In fact, it made him a completed Jew, a true child 
of Abraham both spiritually and physically (Gal. 
3:6-9). Nor did he lower his standards of morality 
because he saw the shallowness of Pharisaical religion. 
He accepted the higher standard of living—conformity 
to Jesus Christ (Rom. 12:1-2). When a person 
becomes a Christian, God takes away the bad, but He 
also takes the good and makes it better. 

Paul’s gains (vv. 8-11). Again we are reminded of 
Jim Elliots words: “He is no fool who gives what he 
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cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.” This is what 
Paul experienced: he lost his religion and his reputa- 
tion, but he gained far more than he lost. 

The knowledge of Christ (v. 8). This means much 
more than knowledge about Christ, because Paul had 
that kind of historical information before he was saved. 
To “know Christ” means to have a personal relation- 
ship with Him through faith. It is this experience that 
Jesus mentioned in John 17:3. You and I know about 
many people, even people who lived centuries ago, but 
we know personally very few. “Christianity is Christ.” 
Salvation is knowing Him in a personal way. 

The righteousness of Christ (v. 9). Righteousness was 
the great goal of Paul's life when he was a Pharisee, but 
it was a self-righteousness, a works righteousness, that 
he never really could attain. But when Paul trusted 
Christ, he lost his own self-righteousness and gained 
the righteousness of Christ. The technical word for this 
transaction is imputation (read Rom. 4:1-8 carefully). 
It means “to put to one’s account.” Paul looked at his 
own record and discovered that he was spiritually 
bankrupt. He looked at Christ’s record and saw that He 
was perfect. When Paul trusted Christ, he saw God put 
Christ’s righteousness to his own account! More than 
that, Paul discovered that his sins had been put on 
Christ’s account on the cross (2 Cor. 5:21). And God 
promised Paul that He would never write his sins 
against him anymore. What a fantastic experience of 
God’s grace! 

Romans 9:30—10:13 is a parallel passage and you 
ought to read it carefully. What Paul said about the 
nation Israel was true in his own life before he was 
saved. And it is true in the lives of many religious peo- 
ple today; they refuse to abandon their own 
righteousness that they might receive the free gift of the 
righteousness of Christ. Many religious people will not 
even admit they need any righteousness. Like Saul of 
Tarsus, they are measuring themselves by themselves, 
or by the standards of the Ten Commandments, and 
they fail to see the zmwardness of sin. Paul had to give 
up his religion to receive righteousness, but he did not 
consider it a sacrifice. 

The fellowship of Christ (vv. 10-11). When he 
became a Christian, it was not the end for Paul, but the 
beginning. His experience with Christ was so tremen- 
dous that it transformed his life. And this experience 
continued in the years to follow. It was a personal expe- 
rience (“That I may know him”) as Paul walked with 
Christ, prayed, obeyed His will, and sought to glorify 
His name. When he was living under law, all Paul had 
was a set of rules. But now he had a Friend, a Master, 
a constant Companion! It was also a powerful experi- 
ence (“and the power of his resurrection”), as the 
resurrection power of Christ went to work in Paul’s life. 
“Christ liveth in me” (Gal. 2:20). Read Ephesians 
1:15-23 and 3:13-21 for Paul’s estimate of the resur- 
rection power of Christ and what it can do in your life. 

It was also a painful experience (“and the fellowship 
of his sufferings”). Paul knew that it was a privilege to 
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suffer for Christ (Phil. 1:29-30). In fact, suffering had 
been a part of his experience from the very beginning 
(Acts 9:16). As we grow in our knowledge of Christ 
and our experience of His power, we come under the 
attack of the enemy. Paul had been a persecutor at one 
time, but he learned what it means to be persecuted. 
But it was worth it! For walking with Christ was also a 
practical experience (“being made conformable unto 
his death”). Paul lived for Christ because he died to self 
(Rom. 6 explains this); he took up his cross daily and 
followed Him. The result of this death was a spiritual 
resurrection (Phil. 3:11) that caused Paul to walk “in 
newness of life? (Rom. 6:4). Paul summarized this 
whole experience in Galatians 2:20, so take time to 
read it. 

Yes, Paul gained far more than he lost. In fact, the 
gains were so thrilling that Paul considered all other 
“things” nothing but garbage in comparison! No won- 
der he had joy—his life did not depend on the cheap 
things of the world but on the eternal values found in 
Christ. Paul had the “spiritual mind” and looked at the 
things of earth from heaven’s point of view. People who 
live for things are never really happy, because they must 
constantly protect their treasures and worry lest they 
lose their value. Not so the believer with the spiritual 
mind; his treasures in Christ can never be stolen and 
they never lose their value. 

Maybe now is a good time for you to become an 
accountant and evaluate in your life the “things” that 
matter most to you. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
Philippians 3:12-16 
LET’S WIN THE RACE! 


M: people read biographies to satisfy their 


curiosity about great people, hoping also that 

they may discover the “secret” that made them 
great. I recall sitting in a grade school assembly pro- 
gram many years ago, listening to an aged doctor who 
promised to tell us the secret of his long, healthy life. 
(At one time he was a physician to the president of the 
United States. Ive forgotten which one, but at that 
stage in my life, it seemed it must have been 
Washington or Jefferson.) All of us sat there with great 
expectation, hoping to learn the secret of a long life. At 
the climax of his address, the doctor told us, “Drink 
eight glasses of water a day!” 

In Philippians 3, Paul gave us his spiritual biogra- 
phy, his past (Phil. 3:1-11), his present (Phil. 
3:12-16), and his future (Phil. 3:17-21). We have 
already met Paul “the accountant,” who discovered new 
values when he met Jesus Christ. In this section we 
meet Paul “the athlete” with his spiritual vigor, pressing 
toward the finish line in the Christian race. In the final 
section we will see Paul “the alien,” having his citizen- 
ship in heaven and looking for the coming of Jesus 


Christ. In each of these experiences, Paul was exercising 
the spiritual mind; he was looking at things on earth 
from God’s point of view. As a result, he was not upset 
by things behind him, around him, or before him— 
things did not rob him of his joy! 

In his letters, Paul used many illustrations from the 
world to communicate truth about the Christian life. 
Four are prominent: the military (“Put on the whole 
armor of God”), architecture (“You are the temple of 
God”), agriculture (“Whatsoever a man sows, that shall 
he also reap”), and athletics. In this paragraph, it is Paul 
the athlete. Bible students are not agreed as to the exact 
sport Paul was describing, whether the footrace or the 
chariot race. Either one will do, but my own preference 
is the chariot race. The Greek chariot, used in the 
Olympic Games and other events, was really only a 
small platform with a wheel on each side. The driver 
had very little to hold on to as he raced around the 
course. He had to lean forward and strain every nerve 
and muscle to maintain balance and control the horses. 
The verb “reaching forth” in Philippians 3:13 literally 
means “stretching as in a race.” 

It is important to note that Paul was not telling us 
how to be saved. If he were, it would be a picture of sal- 
vation by works or self-effort, and this would 
contradict what he wrote in the first eleven verses of 
Philippians 3. In order to participate in the Greek 
games, the athlete had to be a citizen. He did not run 
the race to gain his citizenship. In Philippians 3:20, 
Paul reminded us that “our conversation [citizenship] is 
in heaven.” Because we are already the children of God 
through faith in Christ, we have the responsibility of 
“running the race” and achieving the goals God has set 
for us. This is a graphic picture of Philippians 2:12-13: 
“Work out your own salvation ... for it is God which 
worketh in you.” Each believer is on the track; each has 
a special lane in which to run; and each has a goal to 
achieve. If we reach the goal the way God has planned, 
then we receive a reward. If we fail, we lose the reward, 
but we do not lose our citizenship. (Read 1 Cor. 
3:11-15 for the same idea, only using architecture as 
the symbol.) 

All of us want to be “winning Christians” and ful- 
fill the purposes for which we have been saved. What 
are the essentials for winning the race and one day 
receiving the reward that is promised? 


Dissatisfaction (3:12-13a) 

“Not as though I had already attained!” This is the 
statement of a great Christian who never permitted 
himself to be satisfied with his spiritual attainments. 
Obviously, Paul was satisfied with Jesus Christ (Phil. 
3:10), but he was not satisfied with his Christian life. A 
sanctified dissatisfaction is the first essential to progress 
in the Christian race. 

Harry came out of the manager’s office with a look 
on his face dismal enough to wilt the roses on the sec- 
retary’s desk. 

“You didn’t get fired?” she asked. 
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“No, it’s not that bad. But he sure did lay into me 
about my sales record. I can’t figure it out; for the past 
month I’ve been bringing in plenty of orders. I thought 
hed compliment me, but instead he told me to get 
with it.” 

Later in the day, the secretary talked to her boss 
about Harry. The boss chuckled. “Harry is one of our 
best salesmen and I'd hate to lose him. But he has a ten- 
dency to rest on his laurels and be satisfied with his 
performance. If I didn’t get him mad at me once a 
month, he'd never produce!” 

Many Christians are self-satisfied because they 
compare their “running” with that of other Christians, 
usually those who are not making much progress. Had 
Paul compared himself with others, he would have 
been tempted to be proud and perhaps to let up a bit. 
After all, there were not too many believers in Paul’s 
day who had experienced all that he had! But Paul did 
not compare himself with others; he compared himself 
with himself and with Jesus Christ! The dual use of the 
word perfect in Philippians 3:12 and 15 explains his 
thinking. He has not arrived yet at perfection (Phil. 
3:12), but he is “perfect” [mature] (Phil. 3:15), and one 
mark of this maturity is the knowledge that he is not 
perfect! The mature Christian honestly evaluates him- 
self and strives to do better. 

Often in the Bible we are warned against a false esti- 
mate of our spiritual condition. The church at Sardis 
had “a name that thou livest, and art dead” (Rev. 3:1). 
They had reputation without reality. The church at 
Laodicea boasted that it was rich, when in God’s sight 
it was “wretched, and miserable, and poor, and blind, 
and naked” (Rev. 3:17). In contrast to the Laodicean 
church, the believers at Smyrna thought they were poor 
when they were really rich! (Rev. 2:9). Samson thought 
he still had his old power, but in reality it had departed 
from him (Judg. 16:20). 

Self-evaluation can be a dangerous thing, because 
we can err in two directions: (1) making ourselves bet- 
ter than we are, or (2) making ourselves worse than we 
really are. Paul had no illusions about himself; he still 
had to keep “pressing forward” in order to “lay hold of 
that for which Christ laid hold” of him. A divine dis- 
satisfaction is essential for spiritual progress. “As the 
hart panteth after the water brooks, so panteth my soul 
after thee, O God. My soul thirsteth for God, for the 
living God” (Ps. 42:1-2). 


Devotion (3:13b) 

“One thing” is a phrase that is important to the 
Christian life. “One thing thou lackest,” said Jesus to 
the self-righteous rich young ruler (Mark 10:21). “One 
thing is needful,” He explained to busy Martha when 
she criticized her sister (Luke 10:42). “One thing I 
know,” exclaimed the man who had received his sight 
by the power of Christ (John 9:25). “One thing have I 
desired of the Lord, that will I seek after,” testified the 
psalmist (Ps. 27:4). Too many Christians are too 
involved in “many things,” when the secret of progress 
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is to concentrate on “one thing.” It was this decision 
that was a turning point in D. L. Moody’s life. Before 
the tragedy of the Chicago fire in 1871, Mr. Moody 
was involved in Sunday school promotion, YMCA 
work, evangelistic meetings, and many other activities, 
but after the fire, he determined to devote himself 
exclusively to evangelism. “This one thing I do!” 
became a reality to him. As a result, millions of people 
heard the gospel. 

The believer must devote himself to “running the 
Christian race.” No athlete succeeds by doing every- 
thing; he succeeds by specializing. There are those few 
athletes who seem proficient in many sports, but they 
are the exception. The winners are those who concen- 
trate, who keep their eyes on the goal and let nothing 
distract them. They are devoted entirely to their call- 
ing. Like Nehemiah the wall-building governor, they 
reply to the distracting invitations, “I am doing a 
great work, so that I cannot come down” (Neh. 6:3). 
“A double-minded man is unstable in all his ways” 
(James 1:8). Concentration is the secret of power. Ifa 
river is allowed to overflow its banks, the area around 
it becomes a swamp. But if that river is dammed and 
controlled, it becomes a source of power. It is wholly 
a matter of values and priorities, living for that which 
matters most. 


Direction (3:13c) 

The unsaved person is controlled by the past, but the 
Christian running the race looks toward the future. 
Imagine what would happen on the race course if the 
charioteers (or the runners) started looking behind 
them! It is bad enough for a plowman to look back 
(Luke 9:62), but for a charioteer to do so means a pos- 
sible collision and serious injury. 

We are accustomed to saying “past, present, future,” 
but we should view time as flowing from the future into 
the present and then into the past. At least, the believer 
should be future-oriented, “forgetting those things 
which are behind.” Please keep in mind that in Bible 
terminology, “to forget” does not mean “to fail to 
remember.” Apart from senility, hypnosis, or a brain 
malfunction, no mature person can forget what has 
happened in the past. We may wish that we could erase 
certain bad memories, but we cannot. “To forget” in 
the Bible means “no longer to be influenced by or 
affected by.” When God promises, “And their sins and 
iniquities will I remember no more” (Heb. 10:17), He 
is not suggesting that He will conveniently have a bad 
memory! This is impossible with God. What God is 
saying is, “I will no longer hold their sins against them. 
Their sins can no longer affect their standing with Me 
or influence My attitude toward them.” 

So, “forgetting those things which are behind” does 
not suggest an impossible feat of mental and psycho- 
logical gymnastics by which we try to erase the sins and 
mistakes of the past. Jt simply means that we break the 
power of the past by living for the future. We cannot 


change the past, but we can change the meaning of the 
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past. There were things in Paul’s past that could have 
been weights to hold him back (1 Tim. 1:12-17), but 
they became inspirations to speed him ahead. The 
events did not change, but his understanding of them 
changed. 

A good example of this principle is Joseph (Gen. 
45:1-15). When he met his brothers the second time 
and revealed himself to them, he held no grudge 
against them. To be sure, they had mistreated him, but 
he saw the past from God’s point of view. As a result he 
was unable to hold anything against his brothers. 
Joseph knew that God had a plan for his life—a race 
for him to run—and in fulfilling that plan and looking 
ahead, he broke the power of the past. 

Too many Christians are shackled by regrets of the 
past. They are trying to run the race by looking back- 
ward! No wonder they stumble and fall and get in the 
way of other Christians! Some Christian runners are 
being distracted by the successes of the past, not the fail- 
ures, and this is just as bad. “The things which are 
behind” must be set aside and “the things which are 
before” must take their place. 

It is possible to have dissatisfaction, devotion, and 
direction and still lose the race and the reward. There 
is a fourth essential. 


Determination (3:14) 

“T press.” This same verb is translated “I follow after” in 
Philippians 3:12, and it carries the idea of intense 
endeavor. The Greeks used it to describe a hunter 
eagerly pursuing his prey. A man does not become a 
winning athlete by listening to lectures, watching 
movies, reading books, or cheering at the games. He 
becomes a winning athlete by getting into the game 
and determining to win! The same zeal that Paul 
employed when he persecuted the church (Phil. 3:6), 
he displayed in serving Christ. Come to think of it, 
wouldn't it be wonderful if Christians put as much 
determination into their spiritual life as they do their 
golfing, fishing, or bowling? 

There are two extremes to avoid here: (1) “J must 
do it all” and (2) “God must do it all!” The first 
describes the activist, the second the quietist, and both 
are heading for failure. “Let go and let God!” is a clever 
slogan, but it does not fully describe the process of 
Christian living. What quarterback would say to his 
team, “OK, men, just let go and let the coach do it all!” 
On the other hand, no quarterback would say, “Listen 
to me and forget what the coach says!” Both extremes 
are wrong. 

The Christian runner with the spiritual mind real- 
izes that God must work iv him if he is going to win 
the race (Phil. 2:12-13). “Without me ye can do noth- 
ing” (John 15:5). God works 7 us that He might work 
through us. As we apply ourselves to the things of the 
spiritual life, God is able to mature us and strengthen 
us for the race. “Exercise thyself rather unto godliness” 
(1 Tim. 4:7-8). Some Christians are so busy “dying to 
self” that they never come back to life again to run the 


race! And others are so sure they can make it on their 
own that they never stop to read the Word, pray, or ask 
for the power of the Lord. 

Toward what goal is the runner pressing with such 
spiritual determination? “The prize of the high 
[upward] calling of God in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 3:14). 
When he reaches the goal he will receive the reward! 
Again, Paul was not suggesting that we attain to heaven 
by our own efforts. He was simply saying that just as 
the athlete is rewarded for his performance, so the 
faithful believer will be crowned when Jesus Christ 
returns. (See 1 Cor. 9:24-27 for a parallel, and note 
that while only one athlete may receive a prize, all 
Christians may receive the reward. Furthermore, the 
laurel wreath of the Olympic Games will fade, but the 
crown Christ gives will never fade.) The important 
thing is that we reach the goal He has established for 
us. No matter how successful we may be in the eyes of 
men, we cannot be rewarded unless we “take hold of 
that for which Christ Jesus took hold of [us]” (Phil. 
3:12 NIV). 


Discipline (3:15-16) 

It is not enough to run hard and win the race; the run- 
ner must also obey the rules. In the Greek games, the 
judges were very strict about this. Any infringement of 
the rules disqualified the athlete. He did not lose his 
citizenship (though he disgraced it), but he did lose his 
privilege to participate and win a prize. In Philippians 
3:15-16, Paul emphasized the importance of the 
Christian remembering the “spiritual rules” laid down 
in the Word. 

One of the greatest athletes ever to come out of the 
United States was Jim Thorpe. At the 1912 Olympics 
at Stockholm, he won the pentathlon and the 
decathlon, and was undoubtedly the hero of the games. 
But the next year officials found that Thorpe had 
played semiprofessional baseball and therefore had for- 
feited his amateur standing. This meant that he had to 
return his gold medals and his trophy, and that his 
Olympic achievements were erased from the records. It 
was a high price to pay for breaking the rules. (Thorpe’s 
medals were reinstated in 1985 by the Olympic 
Committee.) 

This was what Paul had in mind in 1 Corinthians 
9:24-27. “Any man who enters an athletic contest 
practices rigid self-control in training” (Phil. 3:25, 
wms). If the athlete breaks training, he is disquali- 
fied; if he breaks the rules of the game, he is 
disqualified. “No contestant in the games is crowned, 
unless he competes according to the rules” (2 Tim. 
2:5 wms). The issue is not what Ae thinks or what the 
spectators think but what the judges say. One day 
each Christian will stand before the judgment seat of 
Christ (Rom. 14:10-12). The Greek word for “judg- 
ment seat” is bema, the very same word used to 
describe the place where the Olympic judges gave out 
the prizes! If we have disciplined ourselves to obey 
the rules, we shall receive a prize. 
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Bible history is filled with people who began the 
race with great success but failed at the end because 
they disregarded God’s rules. They did not lose their 
salvation, but they did lose their rewards (1 Cor. 3:15). 
It happened to Lot (Gen. 19), Samson (Judg. 16), Saul 
(1 Sam. 28; 31), and Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5). 
And it can happen to us! It is an exciting experience to 
run the race daily, “looking unto Jesus” (Heb. 12:1-2). 
It will be even more exciting when we experience that 
“upward calling” and Jesus returns to take us to heaven! 
Then we will stand before the bema to receive our 
rewards! It was this future prospect that motivated 
Paul, and it can also motivate us. 


CHAPTER NINE 
Philippians 3:17-21 
LIVING IN THE FUTURE TENSE 


ow strange in a letter filled with joy to find Paul 
H weeping! Perhaps he was weeping over himself and 

his difficult situation! No, he was a man with a 
single mind, and his circumstances did not discourage 
him. Was he weeping because of what some of the 
Roman Christians were doing to him? No, he had the 
submissive mind and would not permit people to rob 
him of his joy. These tears were not for himself at all; 
they were shed because of others. Because Paul had the 
spiritual mind, he was heartbroken over the way some 
professed Christians were living, people who “mind 
earthly things.” 

While we cannot be sure, it is likely that Philippians 
3:18-19 describes the Judaizers and their followers. 
Certainly Paul was writing about professed Christians 
and not people outside the church. The Judaizers were 
the “enemies of the cross of Christ” in that they added 
the law of Moses to the work of redemption that Christ 
wrought on the cross. Their obedience to the Old 
Testament dietary laws would make a “god” out of the 
belly (see Col. 2:20-23), and their emphasis on cir- 
cumcision would amount to glorying in that about 
which they ought to be ashamed (see Gal. 6:12-15). 
These men were not spiritually minded; they were 
earthly minded. They were holding on to earthly ritu- 
als and beliefs that God had given to Israel, and they 
were opposing the heavenly blessings that the Christian 
has in Christ (Eph. 1:3; 2:6; Col. 3:1-3). 

The word spiritual has suffered as much abuse as the 
word fellowship. Too many people think that a “spiritual 
Christian” is mystical, dreamy, impractical, and distant. 
When he prays, he shifts his voice into a sepulchral tone 
in tremolo and goes to great lengths to inform God of 
the things He already knows. Unfortunately, this kind 
of unctuous piety is a poor example of true spirituality. 
To be spiritually minded does not require one to be 
impractical and mystical. Quite the contrary, the spiri- 
tual mind makes the believer think more clearly and get 
things done more efficiently. 
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To be “spiritually minded” simply means to look at 
earth from heaven's point of view. “Give your heart to 
the heavenly things, not to the passing things of earth” 
(Col. 3:2 px). “Practice occupying your minds with the 
things above, not with the things on earth” (Col. 3:2 
wms). D. L. Moody used to scold Christians for being 
“so heavenly minded they were no earthly good,” and 
that exhortation still needs to be heeded. Christians 
have a dual citizenship—on earth and in heaven—and 
our citizenship in heaven ought to make us better peo- 
ple here on earth. The spiritually minded believer is not 
attracted by the things of this world. He makes his 
decisions on the basis of eternal values and not the 
passing fads of society. Lot chose the well-watered plain 
of Jordan because his values were worldly, and ulti- 
mately he lost everything. Moses refused the pleasures 
and treasures of Egypt because he had something infi- 
nitely more wonderful to live for (Heb. 11:24-26). 
“What shall it profit a man, if he shall gain the whole 
world, and lose his own soul?” (Mark 8:36). 

“For our citizenship is in heaven” (Phil. 3:20 Nass). 
The Greek word translated “conversation” or “citizen- 
ship” is the word from which we get the English word 
politics. It has to do with one’s behavior as a citizen of 
a nation. Paul was encouraging us to have the spiritual 
mind, and he did this by pointing out the characteris- 
tics of the Christian whose citizenship is in heaven. Just 
as Philippi was a colony of Rome on foreign soil, so the 
church is a “colony of heaven” on earth. 


Our Names Are on Heaven’s Record 

The citizens of Philippi were privileged to be Roman 
citizens away from Rome. When a baby was born in 
Philippi, it was important that its name be registered 
on the legal records. When the lost sinner trusts Christ 
and becomes a citizen of heaven, his name is written in 
“the book of life” (Phil. 4:3). 

Citizenship is important. When you travel to 
another country, it is essential that you have a passport 
that proves your citizenship. None of us wants to suf- 
fer the fate of Philip Nolan in the classic tale The Man 
Without a Country. Because he cursed the name of his 
country, Nolan was sentenced to live aboard ship and 
never again see his native land or even hear its name or 
news about its progress. For fifty-six years he was on an 
endless journey from ship to ship and sea to sea, and 
finally was buried at sea. He was a “man without a 
country.” 

The Christian’s name is written in “the book of life,” 
and this is what determines his final entrance into the 
heavenly country (Rev. 20:15). When you confess 
Christ on earth, He confesses your name in heaven 
(Matt. 10:32-33). Your name is written down in 
heaven (Luke 10:20), and it stands written forever. (The 
Greek verb “written” in Luke 10:20 is in the perfect 
tense: “it is once-for-all written and stands written.”) 

A friend in Washington, D.C., arranged for my old- 
est son and me to tour the White House. She told us to 
be at a certain gate at eight o’clock in the morning and 
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to be prepared to show evidence of who we were. 
David and I walked up to the gate, and the guard 
politely asked our names. We told him, showing our 
credentials. He said, “Yes, sir! Mr. Warren Wiersbe and 
David! You may enter!” We got into the White House 
because our names were written down on the proper 
list, and our names got on that list through the inter- 
cession of another. So it is with our entrance into 
heaven: because we have trusted Christ, our names are 
written down, and we will enter glory on His merits 
and intercession alone. 


We Speak Heaven’s Language 

Those who “mind earthly things” talk about earthly 
things. After all, what comes out of the mouth reveals 
what is in the heart (Matt. 12:34-37). The unsaved 
person does not understand the things of God’s Spirit 
(1 Cor. 2:14—16), so how can he talk about them intel- 
ligently? The citizens of heaven understand spiritual 
things and enjoy discussing them and sharing them 
with one another. 

“They are of the world: therefore speak they of the 
world, and the world heareth them. We are of God: he 
that knoweth God heareth us; he that is not of God 
heareth not us. Hereby know we the spirit of truth, and 
the spirit of error” (1 John 4:5-6). 

But speaking heaven’s language not only involves 
what we say, but also the way we say it. The spiritually 
minded Christian doesn't go around quoting Bible 
verses all day! But he is careful to speak in a manner 
that glorifies God. “Let your speech be alway with 
grace, seasoned with salt, that ye may know how ye 
ought to answer every man” (Col. 4:6). No believer 
ought ever to say, “Now take this with a grain of salt!” 
Put the salt into your speech! Salt prevents corruption. 
“Let no corrupt communication proceed out of your 
mouth, but that which is good to the use of edifying, 
that it may minister grace unto the hearers” (Eph. 


4:29). 


We Obey Heaven’s Laws 

The citizens of Philippi were governed by Roman law, 
not Greek law, even though they were located hundreds 
of miles away from Rome. In fact, it was this policy that 
put Paul into jail when he first visited Philippi (Acts 
16:16-24). Paul himself used his Roman citizenship to 
guarantee his protection under Roman law (Acts 
16:35—40; 21:33—40; 22:24-30). 

In Philippians 3:17, Paul warned the Philippian 
believers against imitating the wrong kind of citizens. 
“Be followers together of me.” Of course, Paul was a 
follower of Christ, so his admonition is not egotistical! 
(1 Cor. 11:1). Paul knew himself to be an “alien” in this 
world, a “pilgrim and a stranger” (see 1 Peter 2:11). His 
life was governed by heaven's laws, and this is what 
made him different. He was concerned about others, 
not himself. He was interested in giving, not getting. 
His motive was love (2 Cor. 5:14), not hatred. By faith, 
Paul obeyed the Word of God, knowing that one day 


he would be rewarded. Men might oppose him and 
persecute him now, but in that final day of reckoning, 
he would be the winner. 

Sad to say, there are those today, like the Judaizers 
in Paul’s day, who profess to be citizens of heaven, but 
whose lives do not show it. They may be zealous in 
their religious activities and even austere in their disci- 
plines, but there is no evidence of the control of the 
Spirit of God in their lives. All that they do is energized 
by the flesh, and they get all the glory. It is bad enough 
that they are going astray, but they also lead other peo- 
ple astray. No wonder Paul wept over them. 


He Is Loyal to Heaven’s Cause 

The cross of Jesus Christ is the theme of the Bible, the 
heart of the gospel, and the chief source of praise in 
heaven (Rev. 5:8-10). The cross is the proof of God’s 
love for sinners (Rom. 5:8) and God’s hatred for sin. 
The cross condemns what the world values. It judges 
mankind and pronounces the true verdict: Guilty! 

In what sense were the Judaizers the “enemies of the 
cross of Christ”? For one thing, the cross ended the Old 
Testament religion. When the veil of the temple was 
torn in two, God was announcing that the way to God 
was open through Christ (Heb. 10:19-25). When 
Jesus shouted, “It is finished!” He made one sacrifice 
for sins, and thus ended the whole sacrificial system 
(Heb. 10:1-14). By His death and resurrection, Jesus 
accomplished a “spiritual circumcision” that made rit- 
ual circumcision unnecessary (Col. 2:10-13). 
Everything that the Judaizers advocated had been elim- 
inated by the death of Christ on the cross! 

Furthermore, everything that they lived for was 
condemned by the cross. Jesus had broken down the 
wall that stood between Jews and Gentiles (Eph. 
2:14-16), and the Judaizers were rebuilding that wall! 
They were obeying “carnal [fleshly] ordinances” (Heb. 
9:10), regulations that appealed to the flesh and were 
not directed by the Spirit. But the true believer cruci- 
fies the flesh (Gal. 5:24). He also crucifies the world 
(Gal. 6:14). Yet the Judaizers were minding “earthly 
things.” It is the cross that is central in the life of the 
believer. He does not glory in men, in religion, or in his 
own achievements; he glories in the cross (Gal. 6:14). 

Paul wept because he knew the future of these men: 
“whose end is destruction” (Phil. 3:19). This word car- 
ries with it the idea of waste and “lostness.” (It is 
translated “waste” in Mark 14:4.) Judas is called “the 
son of perdition,” and this is the word used (John 
17:12). A wasted life and an eternity of waste! In con- 
trast, the true child of God, whose citizenship is in 
heaven, has a bright future. 


We Are Looking for Heaven’s Lord 

The Judaizers were living in the past tense, trying to get 
the Philippian believers to go back to Moses and the 
law, but true Christians live in the future tense, antici- 
pating the return of their Savior (Phil. 3:20-21). As the 
accountant in Philippians 3:1-11, Paul discovered new 
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values. As the athlete in Philippians 3:12-16, he dis- 
played new vigor. Now as the alien, he experiences a 
new vision: “We look for the Saviour.” It is this antici- 
pation of the coming of Christ that motivates the 
believer with the spiritual mind. 

There is tremendous energy in the present power of 
a future hope. Because Abraham looked for a city, he 
was content to live in a tent (Heb. 11:13—16). Because 
Moses looked for the rewards of heaven, he was willing 
to forsake the treasures of earth (Heb. 11:24—26). 
Because of the “joy that was set before him” (Heb. 
12:2), Jesus was willing to endure the cross. The fact 
that Jesus Christ is returning is a powerful motive for 
dedicated living and devoted service today, “And every 
man that hath this hope in him purifieth himself, even 
as he is pure” (read 1 John 2:28—3:3). 

The citizen of heaven, living on earth, is never dis- 
couraged because he knows that his Lord is one day 
going to return. He faithfully keeps on doing his job 
lest his Lord return and find him disobedient (Luke 
12:40-48). The spiritually minded believer does not 
live for the things of this world; he anticipates the 
blessings of the world to come. This does not mean 
that he ignores or neglects his daily obligations; but it 
does mean that what he does today is governed by what 
Christ will do in the future. 

Paul mentioned particularly that the believer will 
receive a glorified body, like the body of Christ. Today 
we live in a “body of humiliation” (which is the mean- 
ing of the word translated “vile” in Phil. 3:21), but 
when we see Christ, we will receive a body of glory. It 
will happen in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye! (1 
Cor. 15:42-53). At that moment, all the things of this 
world will be worthless to us—just as they ought to be, 
relatively, today! If we are living in the future tense, 
then we will be exercising the spiritual mind and living 
for the things that really matter. 

When Jesus returns, He will “subdue all things unto 
himself’ (Phil. 3:21b). That word subdue means “to 
arrange in ranks.” Isnt that our problem today? We do 
not arrange things in their proper order. Our values are 
twisted. Consequently, our vigor is wasted on useless 
activities, and our vision is clouded so that the return 
of Christ is not a real motivating power in our lives. 
Living in the future tense means letting Christ arrange 
the things in life according to the proper rank. It means 
living “with eternity’s values in view,” and daring to 
believe God’s promise that “he that doeth the will of 
God abideth forever” (1 John 2:17). 


CHAPTER TEN 
Philippians 4:1-9 
YOU DON’T HAVE TO WORRY! 


f anybody had an excuse for worrying, it was the 
apostle Paul. His beloved Christian friends at 
Philippi were disagreeing with one another, and he 
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was not there to help them. We have no idea what 
Euodia and Syntyche were disputing about, but what- 
ever it was, it was bringing division into the church. 
Along with the potential division at Philippi, Paul had 
to face division among the believers at Rome (Phil. 
1:14-17). Added to these burdens was the possibility 
of his own death! Yes, Paul had a good excuse to 
worry—but he did not! Instead, he took time to explain 
to us the secret of victory over worry. 

What is worry? The Greek word translated “anx- 
ious” (careful) in Philippians 4:6 means “to be pulled in 
different directions.” Our hopes pull us in one direc- 
tion; our fears pull us the opposite direction; and we 
are pulled apart! The Old English root from which we 
get our word worry means “to strangle.” If you have 
ever really worried, you know how it does strangle a 
person! In fact, worry has definite physical conse- 
quences: headaches, neck pains, ulcers, even back 
pains. Worry affects our thinking, our digestion, and 
even our coordination. 

From the spiritual point of view, worry is wrong 
thinking (the mind) and wrong feeling (the heart) about 
circumstances, people, and things. Worry is the great- 
est thief of joy. It is not enough for us, however, to tell 
ourselves to “quit worrying” because that will never 
capture the thief. Worry is an “inside job,” and it takes 
more than good intentions to get the victory. The anti- 
dote to worry is the secure mind: “And the peace of God 
... Shall keep [garrison, guard like a soldier] your hearts 
and minds through Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:7). When you 
have the secure mind, the peace of God guards you 
(Phil. 4:7) and the God of peace guides you (Phil. 4:9). 
With that kind of protection—why worry? 

If we are to conquer worry and experience the 
secure mind, we must meet the conditions that God 
has laid down. There are three: right praying (Phil. 
4:6-7), right thinking (Phil. 4:8), and right living 
(Phil. 4:9). 


Right Praying (4:6-7) 

Paul did not write, “Pray about it!” He was too wise to do 
that. He used three different words to describe “right pray- 
ing”: prayer, supplication, and thanksgiving. “Right 
praying” involves all three. The word prayer is the general 
word for making requests known to the Lord. It carries 
the idea of adoration, devotion, and worship. Whenever 
we find ourselves worrying, our first action ought to be 
to get alone with God and worship Him. Adoration is 
what is needed. We must see the greatness and majesty of 
God! We must realize that He is big enough to solve our 
problems. Too often we rush into His presence and 
hastily tell Him our needs, when we ought to approach 
His throne calmly and in deepest reverence. The first step 
in “right praying” is adoration. 

The second is supplication, an earnest sharing of our 
needs and problems. There is no place for half- 
hearted, insincere prayer! While we know we are not 
heard for our “much speaking” (Matt. 6:7-8), still we 
realize that our Father wants us to be earnest in our 
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asking (Matt. 7:1-11). This is the way Jesus prayed in 
the garden (Heb. 5:7), and while His closest disciples 
were sleeping, Jesus was sweating great drops of blood! 
Supplication is not a matter of carnal energy but of 
spiritual intensity (Rom. 15:30; Col. 4:12). 

After adoration and supplication comes apprecia- 
tion, giving thanks to God (see Eph. 5:20; Col. 
3:15-17). Certainly the Father enjoys hearing His chil- 
dren say, “Thank You!” When Jesus healed ten lepers, 
only one of the ten returned to give thanks (Luke 
17:11-19), and we wonder if the percentage is any 
higher today. We are eager to ask but slow to appreciate. 

You will note that “right praying” is not something 
every Christian can do immediately, because “right 
praying” depends on the right kind of mind. This is 
why Paul’s formula for peace is found at the end of 
Philippians and not at the beginning. If we have the sin- 
gle mind of Philippians 1 then we can give adoration. 
(How can a double-minded person ever praise God?) If 
we have the submissive mind of Philippians 2, we can 
come with supplication. (Would a person with a proud 
mind ask God for something?) If we have the spiritual 
mind of Philippians 3 we can show our appreciation. (A 
worldly minded person would not know that God had 
given him anything to appreciate!) In other words, we 
must practice Philippians 1, 2, and 3 if we are going to 
experience the secure mind of Philippians 4. 

Paul counseled us to take “everything to God in 
prayer.” “Dont worry about anything, but pray about 
everything!” was his admonition. We are prone to pray 
about the “big things” in life and forget to pray about the 
so-called “little things’—until they grow and become big 
things! Talking to God about everything that concerns us 
and Him is the first step toward victory over worry. 

The result is that the “peace of God” guards the 
heart and the mind. You will remember that Paul was 
chained to a Roman soldier, guarded day and night. In 
like manner, “the peace of God” stands guard over the 
two areas that create worry—the heart (wrong feeling) 
and the mind (wrong thinking). When we give our 
hearts to Christ in salvation, we experience “peace with 
God” (Rom. 5:1), but the “peace of God” takes us a 
step further into His blessings. This does not mean the 
absence of trials on the outside, but it does mean a 
quiet confidence within, regardless of circumstances, 
people, or things. 

Daniel gave us a wonderful illustration of peace 
through prayer. When the king announced that none of 
his subjects was to pray to anyone except the king, Daniel 
went to his room, opened his windows, and prayed as 
before (Dan. 6:1-10). Note how Daniel prayed. He 
“prayed, and gave thanks before his God” (Dan. 6:10) 
and he made “supplication” (Dan. 6:11). Prayer—suppli- 
cation—thanksgiving! And the result was perfect peace 
in the midst of difficulty! Daniel was able to spend the 
night with the lions in perfect peace, while the king in his 
palace could not sleep (Dan. 6:18). 

The first condition for the secure mind and victory 
over worry is right praying. 


Right Thinking (4:8) 

Peace involves the heart and the mind. “Thou wilt keep 
him in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on thee: 
because he trusteth in thee” (Isa. 26:3). Wrong think- 
ing leads to wrong feeling, and before long the heart 
and mind are pulled apart and we are strangled by 
worry. We must realize that thoughts are real and pow- 
erful, even though they cannot be seen, weighed, or 
measured. We must bring “into captivity every thought 
to the obedience of Christ” (2 Cor. 10:5). 

Sow a thought, reap an action. 

Sow an action, reap a habit. 

Sow a habit, reap a character. 

Sow a character, reap a destiny! 

Paul spells out in detail the things we ought to 
think about as Christians. 

Whatever is true. Dr. Walter Cavert reported a sur- 
vey on worry that indicated that only 8 percent of the 
things people worried about were legitimate matters of 
concern! The other 92 percent were either imaginary, 
never happened, or involved matters over which the peo- 
ple had no control anyway. Satan is the liar (John 8:44), 
and he wants to corrupt our minds with his lies (2 Cor. 
11:3). “Yea, hath God said?” is the way he approaches us, 
just as he approached Eve (Gen. 3:1ff.). The Holy Spirit 
controls our minds through truth (John 17:17; 1 John 
5:6), but the devil tries to control them through lies. 
Whenever we believe a lie, Satan takes over! 

Whatever is honest and just. This means “worthy 
of respect and right.” There are many things that are not 
respectable, and Christians should not think about these 
things. This does not mean we hide our heads in the 
sand and avoid what is unpleasant and displeasing, but 
it does mean we do not focus our attention on dishon- 
orable things and permit them to control our thoughts. 

Whatever is pure, lovely, and of good report. 
“Pure” probably refers to moral purity, since the people 
then, as now, were constantly attacked by temptations 
to sexual impurity (Eph. 4:17-24; 5:8-12). “Lovely” 
means “beautiful, attractive.” “Of good report” means 
“worth talking about, appealing.” The believer must 
major on the high and noble thoughts, not the base 
thoughts of this corrupt world. 

Whatever possesses virtue and praise. If it has 
virtue, it will motivate us to do better, and if it has praise, 
it is worth commending to others. No Christian can 
afford to waste “mind power” on thoughts that tear 
him down or that would tear others down if these 
thoughts were shared. 

If you will compare this list to David’s description 
of the Word of God in Psalm 19:7-9, you will see a 
parallel. The Christian who fills his heart and mind 
with God’s Word will have a “built-in radar” for detect- 
ing wrong thoughts. “Great peace have they which love 
thy law” (Ps. 119:165). Right thinking is the result of 
daily meditation on the Word of God. 


Right Living (4:9) 


You cannot separate outward action and inward atti- 
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tude. Sin always results in unrest (unless the conscience 
is seared), and purity ought to result in peace. “And the 
work of righteousness shall be peace; and the effect of 
righteousness quietness and peace” (Isa. 32:17). “But 
the wisdom that is from above is first pure, then peace- 
able” (James 3:17). Right living is a necessary 
condition for experiencing the peace of God. 

Paul balances four activities: “learned and received” 
and “heard and seen.” It is one thing to /earn a truth, 
but quite another to receive it inwardly and make it a 
part of our inner man (see 1 Thess. 2:13). Facts in the 
head are not enough; we must also have truths in the 
heart. In Paul’s ministry, he not only taught the Word 
but also /ived it so that his listeners could see the truth 
in his life. Paul’s experience ought to be our experience. 
We must learn the Word, receive it, hear it, and do it. 
“But be ye doers of the word, and not hearers only” 
(James 1:22). 

“The peace of God” is one test of whether or not we 
are in the will of God. “Let the peace that Christ can 
give keep on acting as umpire in your hearts” (Col. 
3:15 wms). If we are walking with the Lord, then the 
peace of God and the God of peace exercise their influ- 
ence over our hearts. Whenever we disobey, we lose 
that peace and we know we have done something 
wrong. God’s peace is the “umpire” that calls us “out”! 

Right praying, right thinking, and right living: 
these are the conditions for having the secure mind and 
victory over worry. As Philippians 4 is the “peace chap- 
ter” of the New Testament, James 4 is the “war 
chapter.” It begins with a question: “From whence 
come wars and fightings among you?” James explained 
the causes of war: wrong praying (“Ye ask, and receive 
not, because ye ask amiss,” James 4:3), wrong thinking 
(“purify your hearts, ye double minded,” James 4:8), 
and wrong living (“know ye not that the friendship of 
the world is enmity with God?” James 4:4). There is no 
middle ground. Either we yield heart and mind to the 
Spirit of God and practice right praying, thinking, and 
living; or we yield to the flesh and find ourselves torn 
apart by worry. 

There is no need to worry! And, worry is a sin! 
(Have you read Matt. 6:24-34 lately?) With the peace 
of God to guard us and the God of peace to guide us— 
why worry? 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 
Philippians 4:10-23 


THE SECRET OF CONTENTMENT 


he trouble with him is that he’s a thermometer and 
Te: a thermostat!” This statement by one of his 

deacons aroused the pastor’s curiosity. They were 
discussing possible board members, and Jim’s name 
had come up. 

“Pastor, it’s like this,” the deacon explained. “A 
thermometer doesn’t change anything around it—it 
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just registers the temperature. It’s always going up and 
down. But a thermostat regulates the surroundings and 
changes them when they need to be changed. Jim is a 
thermometer—he lacks the power to change things. 
Instead, they change him!” 

The apostle Paul was a thermostat. Instead of hav- 
ing spiritual ups and downs as the situation changed, 
he went right on, steadily doing his work and serving 
Christ. His personal references at the close of this letter 
indicate that he was not the victim of circumstances 
but the victor over circumstances: I can accept all 
things (Phil. 4:11); “I can do all things” (Phil. 4:13); I 
have all things (Phil. 4:18). Paul did not have to be 
pampered to be content; he found his contentment in 
the spiritual resources abundantly provided by Christ. 

Contentment is not complacency, nor is it a false 
peace based on ignorance. The complacent believer is 
unconcerned about others, while the contented 
Christian wants to share his blessings. Contentment is 
not escape from the battle, but rather an abiding peace 
and confidence in the midst of the battle. “I have 
learned, in whatsoever state I am, therewith to be con- 
tent” (Phil. 4:11). Two words in that verse are vitally 
important—‘learned” and “content.” 

The verb “learned” means “learned by experience.” 
Paul’s spiritual contentment was not something he had 
immediately after he was saved. He had to go through 
many difficult experiences of life in order to learn how 
to be content. The word content actually means “con- 
tained.” It is a description of the man whose resources 
are within him so that he does not have to depend on 
substitutes without. The Greek word means “self-suffi- 
cient”? and was a favorite word of the stoic 
philosophers. But the Christian is not sufficient in 
himself; he is sufficient in Christ. Because Christ lives 
within us, we are adequate for the demands of life. 

In this chapter, Paul named three wonderful spiri- 
tual resources that make us adequate and give us 
contentment. 


The Overruling Providence of God (4:10) 

In this day of scientific achievement, we hear less and 
less about the providence of God. We sometimes get 
the idea that the world is a vast natural machine and 
that even God Himself cannot interrupt the wheels as 
they are turning. But the Word of God clearly teaches 
the providential workings of God in nature and in the 
lives of His people. The word providence comes from 
two Latin words: pro, meaning “before,” and video, 
meaning “to see.” God’s providence simply means that 
God sees to it beforehand. It does not mean that God 
simply knows beforehand, because providence involves 
much more. It is the working of God in advance to 
arrange circumstances and situations for the fulfilling 
of His purposes. 

The familiar story of Joseph and his brothers illus- 
trates the meaning of providence (Gen. 37—50). 
Joseph’s brothers envied him and sold him as a slave 
when he was only seventeen years old. He was taken to 
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Egypt, and there God revealed that seven years of 
famine were coming after seven years of plenty. It was 
through Joseph’s interpretation of Pharaoh’s dreams 
that this fact was discovered. Because of that, Joseph 
was elevated to the position of second ruler in Egypt. 
After twenty years of separation, Joseph’s brothers were 
reconciled to him, and they understood what the Lord 
had done. 

“God did send me before you to preserve life,” said 
Joseph (Gen. 45:5). “But as for you, ye thought evil 
against me; but God meant it unto good” (Gen. 
50:20). This is the providence of God: His hand ruling 
and overruling in the affairs of life. Paul experienced 
this divine providence in his life and ministry, and he 
was able to write, “And we know that all things work 
together for good to them that love God, to them that 
are the called according to his purpose” (Rom. 8:28). 
God in His providence had caused the church at 
Philippi to become concerned about Paul’s needs, and 
it came at the very time Paul needed their love most! 
They had been concerned, but they had lacked the 
opportunity to help. Many Christians today have 
the opportunities, but they lack the concern! 

Life is not a series of accidents; it is a series of 
appointments. “I will guide thee with mine eye” (Ps. 
32:8). Abraham called God “Jehovah-Jireh,” meaning 
“the Lord will see to it” (Gen. 22:14). “And when he 
putteth forth his own sheep, he goeth before them” 
(John 10:4). This is the providence of God, a wonder- 


ful source of contentment. 


The Unfailing Power of God (4:11-13) 

Paul was quick to let his friends know that he was not 
complaining! His happiness did not depend on circum- 
stances or things; his joy came from something deeper, 
something apart from either poverty or prosperity. 
Most of us have learned how to “be abased,” because 
when difficulties come we immediately run to the 
Lord! But few have learned how “to abound.” 
Prosperity has done more damage to believers than has 
adversity. “I am rich, and increased with goods, and 
have need of nothing” (Rev. 3:17). 

The word instructed in Philippians 4:12 is not the 
same as “learned” in Philippians 4:11. “Instructed” 
means “initiated into the secret.” This word was used 
by the pagan religions with reference to their “inner 
secrets.” Through trial and testing, Paul was “initiated” 
into the wonderful secret of contentment in spite of 
poverty or prosperity. “I can do all things through 
Christ which strengtheneth me” (Phil. 4:13). It was the 
power of Christ within him that gave him spiritual 
contentment. 

Fog had moved into O’Hare Field, the airport that 
serves Chicago, and my departure had been delayed. I 
was sitting in the terminal reading a book and quietly 
asking God to work out His plans for the trip. Near 
me was a gentleman waiting for the same plane, but he 
was pacing up and down like a caged lion, and the lan- 
guage he was using to describe the fog was making the 


atmosphere more dense! I thought, “Here is a man 
without any inner resources.” Later, he asked me how I 
could be so calm when the planes were all late, and I 
had the opportunity to share the gospel with him. 

While flying back to Chicago from upper New York 
via New York City, we had to stay in our holding pat- 
tern over Kennedy Airport for more than an hour. 
When the stewardess announced that we would be 
landing an hour late, a man across the aisle shouted, 
“Bring out the booze!” This was his only resource when 
things were going against him. 

All of nature depends on hidden resources. The 
great trees send their roots down into the earth to draw 
up water and minerals. Rivers have their sources in the 
snow-capped mountains. The most important part of a 
tree is the part you cannot see, the root system, and the 
most important part of the Christian's life is the part 
that only God sees. Unless we draw on the deep 
resources of God by faith, we fail against the pressures 
of life. Paul depended on the power of Christ at work 
in his life (see Phil. 1:6, 21; 2:12-13; 3:10). “I can— 
through Christ!” was Paul’s motto, and it can be our 
motto too. 

“I am ready for anything through the strength of 
the One who lives within me,” is the way J. B. Phillips 
translated Philippians 4:13. The Living Bible puts it 
this way: “I can do everything God asks me to with the 
help of Christ who gives me the strength and power.” 
No matter which translation you prefer, they all say the 
same thing: the Christian has all the power within that 
he needs to be adequate for the demands of life. We 
need only release this power by faith. 

Every Christian ought to read Hudson Taylors 
Spiritual Secret by Dr. and Mrs. Howard. Taylor, 
because it illustrates this principle of inner power in the 
life of a great missionary to China. For many years, 
Hudson Taylor worked hard and felt that he was trust- 
ing Christ to meet his needs, but somehow he had no 
joy or liberty in his ministry. Then a letter from a 
friend opened his eyes to the adequacy of Christ. “It is 
not by trusting my own faithfulness, but by looking 
away to the Faithful One!” he said. This was a turning 
point in his life. Moment by moment, he drew on the 
power of Christ for every responsibility of the day, and 
Christ’s power carried him through. 

Jesus taught this same lesson in the sermon on the 
vine and branches in John 15. He is the Vine; we are 
the branches. A branch is good only for bearing fruit; 
otherwise you may as well burn it. The branch does not 
bear fruit through its own self-effort, but by drawing 
on the life of the Vine. “Without me, ye can do noth- 
ing” (John 15:5). As the believer maintains his 
communion with Christ, the power of God is there to 
see him through. “I am self-sufficient in Christ’s suffi- 
ciency” (Phil. 4:13, amp). 

The overruling providence of God and the unfail- 
ing power of God are two spiritual resources on which 
we can draw that we might be adequate for the tasks of 
life. But there is a third resource. 
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The Unchanging Promise of God (4:14-20) 

Paul thanked the church at Philippi for their generous 
gift. He compared their giving to three very familiar 
things. 

A budding tree (v. 10). The word flourished carries 
the idea of a flower or tree budding or blossoming. 
Often we go through “winter seasons” spiritually, but 
then the spring arrives and there is new life and bless- 
ing. The tree itself is not picked up and moved; the 
circumstances are not changed. The difference is the 
new life within. 

An investment (vv. 14-17). Paul looked on their 
missionary gift as an investment that would pay them 
rich spiritual dividends. The word communicate is our 
familiar word “fellowship. “ The church entered into an 
arrangement of “giving and receiving”; the church gave 
materially to Paul and received spiritually from the 
Lord. The Lord keeps the books and will never fail to 
pay one spiritual dividend! That church is poor that 
fails to share materially with others. 

A sacrifice (v. 18). Paul looked on their gift as a 
spiritual sacrifice, laid on the altar to the glory of God. 
There are such things as “spiritual sacrifices” in the 
Christian life (see 1 Peter 2:5). We are to yield our bod- 
ies as spiritual sacrifices (Rom. 12:1-2), as well as the 
praise of our lips (Heb. 13:15). Good works are a sac- 
rifice to the Lord (Heb. 13:16), and so are the lost souls 
that we are privileged to win to Christ (Rom. 15:16). 
Here, Paul saw the Philippian believers as priests, giv- 
ing their offering as a sacrifice to the Lord. In the light 
of Malachi 1:6-14, we need to present the very finest 
that we have to the Lord. 

But Paul did not see this gift as simply coming from 
Philippi. He saw it as the supply of his need from 
heaven. Paul’s trust was in the Lord. There is an inter- 
esting contrast between Philippians 4:18 and 19. We 
might state it this way if we were to paraphrase Paul: 
“You met my need, and God is going to meet your 
need. You met one need that I have, but my God will 
meet all of your needs. You gave out of your poverty, 
but God will supply your needs out of His riches in 
glory!” 

God has not promised to supply all our “greeds.” 
When the child of God is in the will of God, serving 
for the glory of God, then he will have every need met. 
Hudson Taylor often said, “When God’s work is done 
in God’s way for God’s glory, it will not lack for God’s 
supply.” 

A young pastor came to a church that had been 
accustomed to raising its annual budget by means of 
suppers, bazaars, and the like. He told his officers he 
could not agree with their program. “Let’s pray and ask 
God to meet every need,” he suggested. “At the end of 
the month, pay all the bills and leave my salary till the 
last. If there isn’t enough money for my salary, then I’m 
the one who suffers, and not the church. But I don’t 
think anybody is going to suffer!” The officers were 
sure that both the pastor and the church would die, but 
such was not the case. Each month every bill was paid, 
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and at the end of the year there was a surplus in the 
treasury for the first time in many years. 

Contentment comes from adequate resources. Our 
resources are the providence of God, the power of God, 
and the promises of God. These resources made Paul 
sufficient for every demand of life, and they can make 
us sufficient too. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 
PUTTING PHILIPPIANS TO WORK 


ow that you have completed your study of this 
N exciting and practical letter, dont lose what you 

have learned! The best thing about Bible study 
isn't the learning but the /ving. So, here are a few sug- 
gestions for keeping the joy in your life. 

1. Surrender your mind to the Lord at the beginning 
of each day. This is a part of dedication: “I beseech you 
therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye 
present your bodies a living sacrifice.... And be not 
conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the 
renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is that 
good, and acceptable, and perfect will of God” (Rom. 
12:1-2). Give God your body, mind, and will—by 
faith—as you start each day. 

2. Let the Holy Spirit renew your mind through the 
Word. Daily systematic reading of the Bible is a must if 
you are going to have victory and joy. 

3. As you pray, ask God to give you that day a single 
mind, a submissive mind, a spiritual mind, a secure mind. 
As you contemplate the day’s schedule, be sure that 
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nothing you have planned robs you of the joy God 
wants you to have. Perhaps you must meet a person 
you don't especially like. Ask God to give you the sub- 
missive mind that you will need. Or, maybe you must 
go through a difficult experience. Then be sure you 
have the single mind, concerned with Christ and the 
gospel, and not only with your own personal likes and 
dislikes. 

4. During the day, “mind your mind!” If you find 
yourself losing your inner peace and joy, stop and take 
inventory: Do I have the single mind? Did I just miss an 
opportunity to glorify Christ? Or was I a bit pushy, so that 
I lost the submissive mind? If you discover you have 
sinned, then immediately confess it to the Lord (1 John 
1:9). If possible, go back and remedy your mistake. If 
this cannot be done, ask God to give you another 
opportunity for witness. 

5. Guard the gates of your mind. Remember Paul’s 
admonition in Philippians 4:8: “Whatsoever things 
are true... honest ... just ... pure ... lovely ... of good 
report ... think on these things.” When an unkind or 
impure thought enters your mind, deal with it 
instantly. If you cultivate it, it will take root and 
grow—and rob you of your joy. Sometimes Satan will 
throw his “fiery darts” at you, and sometimes he will 
use other people to do it for him. One of the best ways 
to defeat the wrong kinds of thoughts is to fill your 
mind with Scripture; so take time to memorize the 
Word of God. 

6. Remember that your joy is not meant to be a selfish 
thing; it is Gods way of glorifying Christ and helping oth- 
ers through you. Jesus first, Others second, Yourself last, 
and the result is JOY. 
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CHAPTER ONE 


Colossians 1:1-2 


FROM PAUL, WITH LOVE 


o the heavenly bodies have any influence over our 
D lives? The millions of people who consult their 

horoscopes each day would say, “Yes!” In the 
United States, there are about 1,750 daily newspapers, 
and 1,220 of them carry astrological data! 

Is there any relationship between diet and spiritual 
living? 

Does God speak to us immediately, in our minds, 
or only through His Word, the Bible? 

Do the Eastern religions have something to offer 
the evangelical Christian? 

These questions sound very contemporary. Yet they 
are the very issues Paul dealt with in his magnificent 
epistle to the Colossians. We need this important letter 
today just as they needed it back in AD 60 when Paul 
wrote it. 


The City 

Colosse was one of three cities located about one hun- 
dred miles inland from Ephesus. The other two cities 
were Laodicea and Hierapolis (Col. 4:13, 16). This area 
was a meeting point of East and West because an 
important trade route passed through there. At one 
time, all three cities were growing and prosperous, but 
gradually Colosse slipped into a second-rate position. 
It became what we would call a small town. Yet the 
church there was important enough to merit the atten- 
tion of the apostle Paul. 

All kinds of philosophies mingled in this cosmopol- 
itan area, and religious hucksters abounded. There was 
a large Jewish colony in Colosse, and there was also a 
constant influx of new ideas and doctrines from the 
East. It was fertile ground for religious speculations and 
heresies! 


The Church 

Colosse probably would never have been mentioned in 
the New Testament had it not been for the church 
there. The city is never named in the book of Acts 
because Paul did not start the Colossian church, nor 
did he ever visit it. Paul had Aeard of their faith (Col. 
1:4, 9), but he had never seen these believers personally 
(Col. 2:1). Here was a church of unknown people, in a 
small town, receiving an inspired letter from the great 
apostle Paul! 

How did the Colossian church begin? It was the 
outgrowth of Paul’s three-year ministry in Ephesus 
(Acts 19; 20:17—38). So effective was the witness of the 
church at Ephesus that “all they which dwelt in Asia 
heard the word of the Lord Jesus, both Jews and 
Greeks” (Acts 19:10). This would include people in 
Colosse, Laodicea, and Hierapolis. 

When we examine the persons involved in the 
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prison correspondence of Paul (see Eph., Phil., Col., 
Philem., and 2 Tim.), we can just about put the story 
together of how the Colossian church was founded. 
During Paul’s ministry in Ephesus, at least two men 
from Colosse were brought to faith in Jesus Christ— 
Epaphras and Philemon (see Philem. 19). Epaphras 
apparently was one of the key founders of the church 
in Colosse, for he shared the gospel with his friends 
there (Col. 1:7). He also had a ministry in the cities of 
Hierapolis and Laodicea (Col. 4:12-13). 

Philemon had a church meeting in his home 
(Philem. 2). It is likely that Apphia and Archippus, 
mentioned in this verse, were respectively the wife and 
son of Philemon, and that Archippus was the pastor of 
the church (Col. 4:17). 

There is a good lesson for us here: God does not 
always need an apostle, or a “full-time Christian 
worker” to get a ministry established. Nor does He 
need elaborate buildings and extensive organizations. 
Here were two laymen who were used of God to start 
ministries in at least three cities. It is God’s plan that 
the Christians in the large urban areas like Ephesus 
reach out into the smaller towns and share the gospel. 
Is your church helping to evangelize “small-town” mis- 
sion fields? 

The Colossian assembly was predominantly Gentile 
in its membership. The sins that Paul named (Col. 
3:5-9) were commonly associated with the Gentiles, 
and his statement about the mystery applied more to 
the Gentiles than to the Jews (Col. 1:25-29). The 
church was probably about five years old when Paul 
wrote this letter. 


The Crisis 

Why did Paul write this letter to the church in Colosse? 
Because a crisis had occurred that was about to destroy 
the ministry of the church. By comparing the prison 
letters, we can arrive at the following reconstruction of 
events. 

Paul was at that time a prisoner in Rome (Acts 
21:17—28:31). He met a runaway slave named 
Onesimus who belonged to Philemon, one of the lead- 
ers of the church in Colosse. Paul led Onesimus to 
Christ. He then wrote his letter to Philemon, asking his 
friend to forgive Onesimus and receive him back as a 
brother in Christ. 

About the same time, Epaphras showed up in Rome 
because he needed Paul’s help. Some new doctrines 
were being taught in Colosse and were invading the 
church and creating problems. So Paul wrote this letter 
to the Colossians in order to refute these heretical 
teachings and establish the truth of the gospel. 

Epaphras remained with Paul in Rome (Col. 
4:12-13). Onesimus and Tychicus carried Paul’s epis- 
tles to their destinations: Ephesians 6:21; Colossians 
4:7-9; and Philemon. Epaphras was called Paul’s “fel- 
low prisoner,” a title also given to Aristarchus (Col. 
4:10; Philem. 23). This suggests that Epaphras will- 


ingly remained with Paul to assist him. Neither 


Aristarchus nor Epaphras was a prisoner because he 
broke the law and was arrested. They were Paul’s will- 
ing companions, sacrificing their own comfort to help 
him. 

What was the heresy that threatened the peace and 
purity of the Colossian church? It was a combination 
of Eastern philosophy and Jewish legalism, with ele- 
ments of what Bible scholars call gnosticism 
(NOS-ti-cism). This term comes from the Greek word 
gnosis (KNOW-sis), which means “to know.” (An 
agnostic is one who does not know.) The gnostics were 
the people who were “in the know” when it came to the 
deep things of God. They were the “spiritual aristoc- 
racy” in the church. 

To begin with, this heresy promised people such a 
close union with God that they would achieve a “spir- 
itual perfection.” Spiritual fullness could be theirs only 
if they entered into the teachings and ceremonies pre- 
scribed. There was also a “full knowledge,” a spiritual 
depth, that only the initiated could enjoy. This “wis- 
dom” would release them from earthly things and put 
them in touch with heavenly things. 

Of course, all of this teaching was but man-made 
philosophy based on traditions and not on divine truth 
(Col. 2:8). It grew out of the philosophical question 
Why is there evil in this world if creation was made by a 
holy God? As these philosophers speculated and pon- 
dered, they came to the false conclusion that matter 
was evil. Their next false conclusion was that a holy 
God could not come into contact with evil matter, so 
there had to be a series of “emanations” from God to 
His creation. They believed in a powerful spirit world 
that used material things to attack mankind. They also 
held to a form of astrology, believing that angelic 
beings ruled heavenly bodies and influenced affairs on 
earth (see Col. 1:16; 2:10, 15). 

Added to these Eastern speculations was a form of 
Jewish legalism. The teachers believed that the rite of 
circumcision was helpful in spiritual development 
(Col. 2:11). They taught that the Old Testament law, 
especially the dietary laws, was also useful in attaining 
spiritual perfection (Col. 2:14-17). Definite rules and 
regulations told them what was evil and what was good 
(Col. 2:21). 

Since to them matter was evil, they had to find 
some way to control their own human natures in this 
pursuit of perfection. Two different practices resulted. 
One school of thought held that the only way to con- 
quer evil matter was by means of rigid discipline and 
asceticism (Col. 2:23). The other view taught that it 
was permissible to engage in all kinds of sin, since mat- 
ter was evil anyway! It appears that the first opinion 
was the predominant one in Colosse. 

It is easy to see how this kind of teaching under- 
mined the very foundations of the Christian faith. To 
begin with, these heretics attacked the person and work 
of Jesus Christ. To them, He was merely one of God’s 
many “emanations” and not the very Son of God come 
in the flesh. The Incarnation means God with us (Matt. 
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1:23), but these false teachers claimed that God was 
keeping His distance from us! When we trust the Son 
of God, there is no need for intermediary beings 
between us and heaven! 

In His work on the cross, Jesus Christ settled the sin 
question (Col. 1:20) and completely defeated all 
satanic forces (Col. 2:15). He put an end to the legal 
demands of the law (Col. 2:14-17). In fact, Jesus 
Christ alone is the Preeminent One (Col. 1:18; 3:11)! 
All that the believer needs is Jesus! 

Matter is not evil, and the human body is not evil. 
Each person is born with a fallen human nature that 
wants to control the body and use it for sin, but the 
body itself is not evil. If that were the case, Jesus Christ 
would never have come to earth in a human body. Nor 
would He have enjoyed the everyday blessings of life as 
He ministered on earth, such as attending wedding 
feasts and accepting invitations to dinner. Diets and 
disciplines can be good for one’s health, but they have 
no power to develop true spirituality (Col. 2:20-23). 

As for astrology and the influence of angels and 
heavenly bodies, Paul denounced this with vigor. On 
the cross, Jesus won a complete victory over all satanic 
powers (Col. 2:15). Christians do not need to turn to 
the rudiments of the world (Col. 2:8, 20). This word 
translated “rudiments” means “elemental beings” or 
“elementary principles.” In this case, it refers to the 
beings that (according to the gnostics) controlled the 
heavenly bodies that in turn controlled events on earth. 
Believers who consult horoscopes substitute supersti- 
tion for revelation and deny the person and work of 
Christ. 

This false teaching was a deceptive combination of 
many things: Jewish legalism, Eastern philosophy, 
pagan astrology, mysticism, asceticism, and even a 
touch of Christianity. There was something for every- 
body, and this was what made it so dangerous. The 
false teachers claimed that they were not denying the 
Christian faith, but only lifting it to a higher level. 
They offered fullness and freedom, a satisfying life that 
solved all the problems that people face. 

Do we have any of this heresy today? Yes, we do; 
and it is just as deceptive and dangerous! When we 
make Jesus Christ and the Christian revelation only 
part of a total religious system or philosophy, we cease 
to give Him the preeminence. When we strive for “spir- 
itual perfection” or “spiritual fullness” by means of 
formulas, disciplines, or rituals, we go backward 
instead of forward. Christian believers must beware of 
mixing their Christian faith with such alluring things 
as yoga, transcendental meditation, Eastern mysticism, 
and the like. We must also beware of “deeper life” 
teachers who offer a system for victory and fullness that 
bypasses devotion to Jesus Christ. In all things, He 
must have the preeminence! 

This heresy was in direct contrast to the teaching of 
Paul. It took a negative view of life: “God is far away, 
matter is evil, and demonic forces are constantly threat- 
ening us.” The Christian faith teaches that God is near 
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us, that God made all things good (though they can be 
used for evil), and that Christ has delivered His people 
from the powers of darkness (Col. 1:13). This heresy 
turned the world into a frightful prison, while Jesus 
made it clear that the Father is at work in this world 
caring for His own. Finally, these false teachers tried to 
change people from the outside, by means of diets and 
disciplines. But true spiritual growth comes from 
within. 


The Correspondence 

With this background, we can now look at Paul’s let- 
ter to the Colossians and get an overview of what he 
has written. We know that his epistle to the Ephesians 
was written and sent about the same time as his 
Colossian letter. Keeping this in mind, we can discover 
many parallels between these two letters. However, the 
emphasis in Ephesians is on the church, the body of 
Christ, but the emphasis in Colossians is on Christ, 
the Head of the body. 

In this letter, Paul used the vocabulary of the false 
teachers, but he did not use their definitions. He used 
these words in their true Christian meaning. As we 
study Colossians, we will find words such as fullness, 
perfect, and complete, all of which were used by the 
gnostic heretics. Over thirty times Paul used the little 
word all. He also wrote about wisdom, which was a key 
term in the gnostic vocabulary; he had a great deal to 
say about angels and spirit powers too. 

His main theme was the preeminence of Jesus Christ 
(Col. 1:18; 3:11). There is no need for us to worry about 
angelic mediators or spiritual emanations. God has sent 
His Son to die for us! Every person who believes on Jesus 
Christ is saved and is a part of His body, the church, of 
which He is the Head (Col. 1:18). We are united to 
Christ in a wonderful living relationship! 

Furthermore, nothing need be added to this rela- 
tionship, because each believer is “complete in him” 
(Col. 2:10). All of God’s fullness dwells in Christ (Col. 
2:9), and we share that fullness! “For in Christ all the 
fullness of the Deity lives in bodily form, and you have 
been given fullness in Christ” (Col. 2:9-10 nrv). 

While in an airport waiting for my plane to be 
called, I was approached by a young man who wanted 
to sell me a book. One look at the garish cover told me 
that the book was filled with Eastern myths and 
philosophies. 

“T have a book here that meets all my needs,” I told 
the young man, and I reached into my briefcase and 
took out my Bible. 

“Oh, we arent against the Bible!” he assured me. 
“It’s just that we have something more, and it makes 
our faith even better.” 

“Nobody can give me more than Jesus Christ has 
already given me,” I replied. I turned to Colossians 2, 
but by that time the young man was hurrying down 
the corridor. 

Sad to say, there are many Christians who actually 
believe that some person, religious system, or discipline 
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can add something to their spiritual experience. But 
they already have everything they ever will need in the 
person and work of Jesus Christ. 

Paul did not begin by attacking the false teachers 
and their doctrines. He began by exalting Jesus Christ 
and showing His preeminence in five areas: the gospel 
message, redemption, creation, the church, and Paul’s 
own ministry. The people to whom Paul was writing 
had become Christians because of the gospel message 
brought to them by Epaphras. If this message was 
wrong, then they were not saved at all! 

Once he had established the preeminence of Christ, 
then Paul attacked the heretics on their own ground. In 
Colossians 2, Paul exposed the false origin of their 
teachings and showed how their teachings contradicted 
everything Paul taught about Jesus Christ. The believer 
who masters this chapter is not likely to be led astray 
by some alluring and enticing “new-and-improved 
brand of Christianity.” 

But Paul did not think his task completed when he 
had refuted the heretics, for he still had some impor- 
tant words for the church. In Colossians 3—4, Paul 
explained the greatest antidote to false teaching—a 
godly life. Those who say, “I don’t care what you believe, 
just so long as you live a good life” are not thinking log- 
ically. What we believe determines how we behave. If we 
believe that matter is evil, we will use our bodies one 
way, but if we believe that our bodies are temples of the 
Holy Spirit, we will live accordingly. 

Wrong doctrine always leads to wrong living. Right 
doctrine should lead to right living. In the two con- 
cluding chapters, Paul applied the preeminence of 
Christ to the daily affairs of life. If Christ is truly pre- 
eminent in our lives, then we will glorify Him by 
keeping pure, by enjoying fellowship with other saints, 
by loving each other at home and being faithful at 
work, and by seeking to witness for Christ and serve 
Him effectively. Unless doctrine leads to duty, it is of 
no use to us. 

Many Bible scholars have concluded that 
Colossians is the most profound letter Paul ever wrote. 
This must not keep us from reading and studying this 
wonderful letter. But we must be cautioned against a 
superficial approach to these chapters. Unless we 
depend on the Spirit of God to teach us, we will miss 
the truths God wants us to learn. 

The church today desperately needs the message of 
Colossians. We live in a day when religious toleration 
is interpreted to mean “one religion is just as good as 
another.” Some people try to take the best from various 
religious systems and manufacture their own private 
religion. To many people, Jesus Christ is only one of 
several great religious teachers, with no more authority 
than they. He may be prominent, but He is definitely 
not preeminent. 

This is an age of “syncretism.” People are trying to 
harmonize and unite many different schools of thought 
and come up with a superior religion. Our evangelical 
churches are in danger of diluting the faith in their lov- 


ing attempt to understand the beliefs of others. 
Mysticism, legalism, Eastern religions, asceticism, and 
man-made philosophies are secretly creeping into 
churches. They are not denying Christ, but they are 
dethroning Him and robbing Him of His rightful 
place of preeminence. 

As we study this exciting letter, we must heed Paul’s 
warnings: “Lest any man should beguile you” (Col. 
2:4), “Lest any man spoil you” (Col. 2:8), “Let no man 
therefore judge you” (Col. 2:16). 


CHAPTER TWO 


Colossians 1:3-8 


MIRACLES AT COLOSSE 


he famous Scottish preacher Alexander Whyte was 
Je as an appreciator. He loved to write post- 

cards to people, thanking them for some kindness 
or blessing they had brought to his life. Those messages 
often brought a touch of encouragement to a heart just 
when it was needed most. Appreciation is great medi- 
cine for the soul. 

The apostle Paul was a great encourager, and this 
epistle is a good example of the grace of thanksgiving. 
In this section (which is one long sentence in the orig- 
inal Greek), he gave thanks for what Christ has done in 
the lives of the Colossian Christians. But he also men- 
tioned thanksgiving in five other places in this letter: 
Colossians 1:12; 2:7; 3:15, 17; and 4:2. When you 
recall that Paul wrote this letter 77 prison, his attitude of 
thanksgiving is even more wonderful. 

Like Paul, we should be grateful for what God is 
doing in the lives of others. As Christians, we are all 
members of one body (1 Cor. 12:12-13). If one mem- 
ber of the body is strengthened, this helps to 
strengthen the entire body. If one church experiences 
a revival touch from God, it will help all the churches. 
In this expression of thanksgiving, Paul traced the 
stages in the spiritual experience of the Colossian 
believers. 


They Heard the Gospel (1:5b-7) 

The good news of the gospel was not native to their 
city. It had to be brought to them, and in their case, 
Epaphras was the messenger. He was himself a citizen 
of Colosse (Col. 4:12—13), but he had come in contact 
with Paul and had been converted to Jesus Christ. This 
was probably during Paul’s great three-year ministry in 
Ephesus (Acts 19:10). 

Once Epaphras had been saved, he shared this 
thrilling news with his relatives and friends back home. 
Perhaps it would have been exciting for Epaphras to 
stay with Paul in Ephesus, where so many wonderful 
things were taking place. But his first responsibility was 
to take the gospel to his own home city (see Mark 
5:19). 

The gospel is the good news that Jesus Christ has 
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solved the problem of sin through His death, burial, 
and resurrection. The word gospel means “good news.” 
Unfortunately, some people witness as though the 
gospel is the bad news of condemnation. 

I recall one church officer who was more of a pros- 
ecuting attorney than a Christian witness. Though he 
constantly reproved people for their sins, he failed to 
share the good news of forgiveness through faith in 
Christ. 

But we can learn a lesson from him. In our witness- 
ing, we should remember to emphasize the good news 
of the gospel (see 1 Cor. 15:1-8). In this section in his 
Letter to the Colossians, Paul reviews the characteris- 
tics of this exciting gospel message. 

It centers in a Person—Jesus Christ. The theme 
of this epistle is the preeminence of Jesus Christ, and 
He is certainly preeminent in the gospel. The false 
teachers who had invaded the fellowship in Colosse 
were trying to remove Jesus Christ from His place of 
preeminence; but to do this was to destroy the gospel. 
It is Christ who died for us and who arose again. The 
gospel message does not center in a philosophy, a doc- 
trine, or a religious system. It centers in Jesus Christ, 
the Son of God. 

It is the “Word of truth” (v. 5 nrv). This means 
that it came from God and can be trusted. “Thy word 
is truth” (John 17:17). There are many messages and 
ideas that can be called true, but only God’s Word can 
be called truth. Satan is the liar; to believe his lies is to 
be led astray into death (John 8:44). Jesus is the Truth 
(John 14:6); when we trust Him, we experience life. 
Men have tried to destroy God’s truth, but they have 
failed. The Word of truth still stands! 

Everybody has faith in something. But faith is only 
as good as the object in which a person puts his trust. 
The jungle pagan worships a god of stone; the educated 
city pagan worships money or possessions or status. In 
both cases, faith is empty. The true Christian believer 
has faith in Jesus Christ, and that faith is based on the 
Word of truth. Any other kind of faith is but supersti- 
tlon—it cannot save. 

It is the message of God’s grace (v. 6b). Two 
words in the Christian vocabulary are often confused: 
grace and mercy. God in His grace gives me what I do 
not deserve. Yet God in His mercy does not give me 
what I do deserve. Grace is God’s favor shown to unde- 
serving sinners. The reason the gospel is good news is 
because of grace: God is willing and able to save all who 
will trust Jesus Christ. 

John Selden (1584-1654) was a leading historian 
and legal authority in England. He had a library of 
eight thousand volumes and was recognized for his 
learning. When he was dying, he said to Archbishop 
Ussher, “I have surveyed most of the learning that is 
among the sons of men, and my study is filled with 
books and manuscripts on various subjects. But at 
present, I cannot recollect any passage out of all my 
books and papers whereon I can rest my soul, save 
this from the sacred Scriptures: “The grace of God 
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that bringeth salvation hath appeared to all men 
(Titus 2:11).” 

It is for the whole world (v. 6). When I was a young 
pastor, one of my favorite preachers was Dr. Walter 
Wilson of Kansas City. He had a unique way of making 
old truths seem new and exciting. I once heard him quote 
John 3:16 and ask, “If you were to give a gift that would 
be suitable for the whole world, what would you give?” 

He then listed several possibilities and showed how 
those gifts could not suit everybody: books (many peo- 
ple cannot read); foods (people eat different things in 
different parts of the world); clothing (climates are dif- 
ferent); money (not every culture makes use of money). 
He came to the logical conclusion that only the gospel, 
with its gift of eternal life, was suitable for the whole 
world, and he was right. 

Paul said that the gospel was bearing fruit in all the 
world. The Word of God is the only seed that can be 
planted anywhere in the world and bear fruit. The 
gospel can be preached “to every creature which is 
under heaven” (Col. 1:23). Paul’s emphasis was on 
“every man” (Col. 1:28). False teachers do not take 
their message to all the world. They go where the 
gospel has already gone and try to lead believers astray. 
They have no good news for lost sinners! 

If people are to be saved, they must hear the gospel 
of Jesus Christ. And if they are to hear, we who are 
saved must carry the message. Are you doing your part? 


They Believed in Jesus Christ (1:4) 

It is possible to hear and not believe, even though the 
Word of God has the power to generate faith in those 
who hear (Rom. 10:17). Millions of people have heard. 
the good news of salvation and yet not believed. But 
those who believe in Jesus Christ receive from God the 
gift of eternal life John 3:14-18). 

We are not saved by faith im faith. There is a cult of 
“believism” today that promotes faith but has little to 
do with Jesus Christ. Even some popular songs carry 
the message of “faith in faith.” The modern attitude is 
“If you believe, you are safe.” But the obvious question 
is, “Believe in what?” Their answer: “Just believe!” 

Nor are we saved by faith i a set of doctrines. I have 
often told the story about the famous evangelist 
George Whitefield, who was witnessing to a man. 
“What do you believe?” Whitefield asked. The man 
replied, “I believe what my church believes.” 

“And what does your church believe?” asked the 
evangelist. 

“What I believe,” replied the man. 

Undaunted, Whitefield tried again and asked, “And 
what do you both believe?” 

“Why, we both believe the same thing!” was the 
man’s evasive reply. 

Saving faith involves the mind, the emotions, and 
the will. With the mind we understand the truth of the 
gospel, and with the heart we feel conviction and the 
need to be saved. But it is only when we exercise the 
will and commit ourselves to Christ that the process is 
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complete. Faith is not mental assent to a body of doc- 
trines, no matter how true those doctrines may be. 
Faith is not emotional concern. Faith is commitment to 
Jesus Christ. 

When missionary John G. Paton was translating 
the Bible in the Outer Hebrides, he searched for the 
exact word to translate believe. Finally, he discovered it: 
the word meant “lean your whole weight upon.” That 
is what saving faith is—leaning your whole weight 
upon Jesus Christ. 

Saving faith is grounded in the gospel (Col. 1:23). 
It is the Word of God that gives us assurance. As we 
grow in the Lord, our faith becomes steadfast (Col. 
2:5) and established (Col. 2:7). 

The false teachers who had come to Colosse tried to 
undermine the saints’ faith in Christ and the Word. 
This same kind of undermining goes on today. Any 
religious teaching that dethrones Jesus Christ, or that 
makes salvation other than an experience of God’s 
grace through faith, is either confused or anti-Christian 
and born of Satan. 

One final thought: the experience of the believers in 
Colosse was so wonderful that people talked about it! 
Paul heard about it from Epaphras; the false teachers 
heard about it and decided to visit the Colossian 
assembly to see the remarkable change for themselves. 

You cannot keep silent once you have experienced 
salvation in Jesus Christ. Is your Christian life the kind 
that encourages others and makes it easy for them to 
witness? Is your church fellowship so exciting that even 
the unsaved are taking notice? 


They Were Discipled (1:7) 

Epaphras did not simply lead the Colossians to Christ 
and then abandon them. He taught them the Word 
and sought to establish their faith. The word translated 
“teamed” in Colossians 1:7 is related to the word disci- 
ple in the Greek language. It is the same word Jesus 
used: “Learn of me” (Matt. 11:29) or, in effect, 
“Become My disciple.” 

These new believers were in danger of turning 
from the truth and following the false teachers. Paul 
reminded them that it was Epaphras who led them to 
Christ, discipled them, and taught them the Word. 
The word before (Col. 1:5) probably means “before 
these false teachers appeared on the scene.” Like the 
Colossians, we should beware of any religious leader 
who does not seek to win lost souls, but who devotes 
himself to “stealing sheep” from the flocks of others. 

We should never forget that new Christians must be 
discipled. Just as the newborn baby needs loving care 
and protection till he can care for himself, so the new 
Christian needs discipling. The Great Commission does 
not stop with the salvation of the lost, for in that com- 
mission Jesus commanded us to teach converts the 
Word as well (Matt. 28:19-20). That is what the fellow- 
ship of the local church is all about. The New Testament 
does not teach the kind of “individual Christianity” that 


is so prevalent today—people who ignore the local 


church and who find all their spiritual food in books, 
radio, TV, or recordings. 

Epaphras was a faithful minister. He not only won 
people to Christ, but he taught them the Word and 
helped them to grow. He also prayed for them (Col. 
4:12-13) that they might become mature in Jesus 
Christ. When danger threatened the members of the 
church, Epaphras went to Rome to get counsel from 
Paul. He loved his people and wanted to protect them 
from false doctrines that would destroy the fellowship 
and hinder their spiritual development. 

The word disciple is found more than 260 times in 
the Gospels and Acts, and the verb translated, “to learn 
as a disciple” is found twenty-five times in the New 
Testament. In that day, a disciple was not simply a per- 
son who sat and listened to a teacher. He was someone 
who lived with the teacher and who learned by listen- 
ing, looking, and living. Discipleship involved more 
than enrolling in a school and attending lectures. It 
meant total surrender to the teacher. It meant learning 
by living. Perhaps our modern-day medical students or 
trade apprentices come close to illustrating the mean- 
ing of discipleship. 

But we who disciple other believers must be careful 
not to get in the way. We are not to make disciples for 
ourselves, but for Jesus Christ. We must relate people to 
Him so that they love and obey Him. Epaphras faith- 
fully taught his people and related them to Jesus 
Christ, but the false teachers came in and tried to 
“draw away disciples.” (For Paul’s warning about this 
problem, see Acts 20:28-30.) Human nature has the 
tendency to want to follow men instead of God—to 
want “something new” instead of the basic founda- 
tional truths of the gospel. 

Now we come to the results of Epaphras’s efforts. 


They Became Faithful in Christ (1:6, 8) 

The Word of God is seed (Luke 8:11). This means the 
Word has life in it (Heb. 4:12). When it is planted in 
the heart, it can produce fruit. “All over the world this 
gospel is bearing fruit and growing” (Col. 1:6 nrv). 

Near King’s Cross station in London, England, 
there is a cemetery containing a unique grave, that of 
the agnostic Lady Ann Grimston. She is buried in a 
marble tomb, marked by a marble slab. Before she 
died, she said sarcastically to a friend, “I shall live again 
as surely as a tree will grow from my body.” 

An unbeliever, Lady Ann Grimston did not believe 
that there was life after death. However, a tree did grow 
from her grave! A tiny seed took root, and as it grew, it 
cracked the marble and even tore the metal railing out 
of the ground! There is life and power in a seed, and 
there is life and power in the Word of God. 

When God’s Word is planted and cultivated, it pro- 
duces fruit. Faith, hope, and love are among the 
firstfruits in the spiritual harvest. These spiritual graces 
are among the evidences that a person has truly been 
born again (see Rom. 5:1—4; Eph. 1:13-15; 1 Thess. 
1:3; Heb. 6:9-12; 1 Peter 1:3-9). 
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Faith comes through the hearing of God’s Word 
(Rom. 10:17). Our Christian lives start with saving 
faith; but this is only the beginning. We learn to walk 
by faith (2 Cor. 5:7) and work by faith (1 Thess. 1:3). 
It is faith that gives power to prayer (Luke 17:5-6). 
Faith is a shield that protects us from Satan's fiery darts 
(Eph. 6:16). 

Love is another evidence of true salvation, for the 
unsaved person is wrapped up mainly in himself 
(Eph. 2:1-3). The fact that these people loved al the 
saints was proof that God had changed them and 
given them eternal life. Christian love is not a shallow 
feeling that we manufacture; it is the work of the 
Holy Spirit in our hearts (Rom. 5:5; Col. 1:8). It is 
worth noting that Colossians 1:8 is the only verse in 
the letter that mentions the Holy Spirit, and it is in 
connection with love. 

This Spirit-given love was for “all the saints” (Col. 
1:4) and not only for the people of their own fellow- 
ship. As Christians, we also need to realize the vastness 
of God’s love and share it with all the saints (Eph. 
3:17-19). Believers should be “knit together in love” 
(Col. 2:2) so that there will be a true spiritual unity to 
the glory of God. The bond that unites us is love (Col. 
3:14). Uniformity is the result of compulsion from the 
outside; unity is the result of compassion on the inside. 

Hope is also a characteristic of the believer. Unsaved 
people are without hope because they are without God 
(Eph. 2:11-12). Those outside of Christ have no hope 
(1 Thess. 4:13). In the Bible, hope does not mean 
“hope so.” Our hope in Christ is as definite and assured 
as our faith in Christ. Because Christ is in us, we have 
the “hope of glory” (Col. 1:27). 

The false teachers tried to unsettle the Colossian 
believers and move them away from the hope of the 
gospel (Col. 1:23). But Paul made it clear that this 
hope is “laid up” for believers in heaven (Col. 1:5). The 
word translated “laid up” carries the meaning of “to be 
reserved, to be set aside for someone.” It was used to 
refer to money laid up or hidden. The tense of the verb 
indicates that this hope has once and for all been 
reserved so that nothing can take it from us. Not only 
has this hope (our glorious inheritance in glory) been 
reserved for us, but we are being kept by God’s power 
so that we can be sure of enjoying heaven one day (1 
Peter 1:1-5). We are being guarded for glory! 

What is the relationship between faith, hope, and 
love? Certainly the more we love someone, the more we 
will trust him. We do not trust a casual acquaintance to 
the same degree that we trust a confidential friend. As 
we come to know God better, we trust Him more and 
we love Him more. Love and faith encourage each 
other. 

But hope also has a valuable contribution to make. 
Wherever there is a relationship of faith and love, there 
will be a growing hope. When a man and woman fall 
in love and learn to trust each other in that love, their 
future always becomes brighter. In fact, Paul taught 
that hope is a motivating power for love and for faith: 
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“the faith and love that spring from the hope that is 
stored up for you in heaven” (Col. 1:5 nrv). 

The blessed hope of seeing Jesus Christ and going 
to heaven to be with Him is a powerful force in the 
Christian's life. When we realize the joy we shall have 
in heaven, it makes us love Him more. The fact that we 
know we shall be with Him in glory encourages us to 
trust Him more. Even the problems and trials here on 
earth do not move us away from that hope. 

I have noticed that the prospect of a future happi- 
ness has a way of making people love one another 
more. Have you ever watched children just before 
Christmas or a family vacation? The bright promise of 
heaven encourages our faith and expands our love. 
Then faith and love work together to make the present 
more enjoyable and the future more exciting. 

Divisions and dissensions among Christians are 
tragic. I am not suggesting that we all get together in a 
“super church,” but I do feel that there could be more 
love and understanding among God’s people. The fact 
that we are going to be together in heaven ought to 
encourage us to love each other on earth. This is one 
reason why Christ has already given us His glory 
within. “And the glory which thou gavest me I have 
given them; that they may be one, even as we are one” 
John 17:22). 

The hope of seeing Christ and going to heaven is 
not only a motivation for faith and love, but it is also a 
motivation for holy living. “And every man that hath 
this hope in him purifieth himself, even as he is pure” 
(1 John 3:3). When I was a young Christian, an older 
friend warned me, “Don’t be caught doing anything 
that would embarrass you if Jesus returned!” That is a 
rather negative view of the promise of heaven, even 
though it does have some merit. In fact, John warned 
us that if we do not abide in Christ (keep in fellowship 
with Him in obedience), we may be ashamed when He 
returns (1 John 2:28). 

But there is a positive side to this truth. We should 
keep our lives clean so that when Jesus Christ does 
return, nothing will cloud our first meeting with Him. 
We will enter into the joy and glory of His presence 
with confidence and love! Peter called this a “rich wel- 
come” into the everlasting kingdom (2 Peter 1:11 rv). 

The hope of heaven is also an encouragement in 
times of suffering (1 Peter 1:4-9). As believers, we have 
our share of suffering, but in the midst of trials, we can 
rejoice “with joy unspeakable and full of glory” (1 Peter 
1:8). When unbelievers suffer, they get discouraged 
and they want to give up. But when Christians suffer, 
their faith can become stronger and their love can 
deepen because their hope shines brighter. 

How do we know that we have this hope? The 
promise is given in “the Word of the truth of the 
gospel” (Col. 1:5). We believers do not have to “work 
up” a good feeling of hope. God’s unchanging Word 
assures us that our hope is secure in Christ. In fact, this 
hope is compared to an anchor (Heb. 6:19) that can 
never break or drift. 
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No wonder Paul was thankful for the believers in 
Colosse! God had given Paul “special miracles” at 
Ephesus (Acts 19:11). But no miracle is greater than 
the salvation of the lost sinner. Through the faithful 
witness of Epaphras, God performed miracles of grace 
in Colosse. 

Have you experienced the miracle of salvation? 

If you have, then keep growing and being fruitful 
for the Lord. The same Word that gave you life when 
you trusted Christ will continue to nourish that life 
and make you a faithful, fruitful Christian. 

Are there any “gospel miracles” of grace taking place 
where you live? 


CHAPTER THREE 


Colossians 1:9-12 


A PRISONER’S PRAYER 


he prayers in Paul’s prison letters are certainly 
unique. To begin with, he prayed for others and 


not for himself. The requests in his prayers center 
on spiritual blessings, not on material or physical mat- 
ters. Of course, it is not wrong to pray about physical 
or material needs. But spiritual needs are vastly more 
important. 

How would you pray for a group of people you had 
never seen? All that Paul knew about the believers in 
Colosse he learned from their faithful pastor, Epaphras. 
Paul knew of the false teaching that was threatening the 
church, so he centered his praying on that problem. In 
his prayer, Paul made three requests. 


He Prayed for Spiritual Intelligence (1:9) 

The false teachers promised the Colossian believers 
that they would be “in the know” if they accepted the 
new doctrines. Words like knowledge, wisdom, and spir- 
itual understanding were a part of their religious 
vocabulary, so Paul used these words in his prayer. 

Satan is so deceptive! He likes to borrow Christian 
vocabulary, but he does not use the Christian diction- 
ary! Long before the false teachers had adopted these 
terms, the words had been in the Christian vocabulary. 

The phrase “for this cause” relates the prayer to 
what Paul had written in Colossians 1:6: “and knew 
the grace of God in truth.” The report from 
Epaphras convinced Paul that these believers truly 
knew Christ and were born again. But there was 
much more to learn from Him and about Him! “You 
do not need a new spiritual experience,” Paul was 
saying. “You only need to grow in the experience you 
have already had.” 

When a person is born into God’s family by faith in 
Jesus Christ, he is born with all that he needs for 
growth and maturity. This is the theme of Colossians: 
“And you are complete in him” (Col. 2:10). No other 
experience is needed than the new birth. “Do not look 
for something new,” Paul warned the church. 


“Continue to grow in that which you received at the 
beginning” (author’s paraphrase). 

Every believer needs to have “the knowledge of his 
will.” The Greek word translated “knowledge” in this 
verse carries the meaning of “full knowledge.” There is 
always more to learn about God and His will for our 
lives. No Christian would ever dare to say that he had 
“arrived” and needed to learn nothing more. Like the 
college freshman who handed in a ten-page report 
titled “The History of the Universe,” that Christian 
would only declare his ignorance. 

The will of God is an important part of a successful 
Christian life. God wants us to know His will (Acts 
22:14) and understand it (Eph. 5:17). God is not a dis- 
tant dictator who issues orders and never explains. 
Because we are His friends, we can know what He is 
doing and why He is doing it John 15:13-15). As we 
study His Word and pray, we discover new and excit- 
ing truths about God’s will for His people. 

The word filled is a key word in Colossians. It was 
also a key word in the teachings of the false teachers 
who had invaded the Colossian church. Paul used it 
many times (see Col. 1:19, 25; 2:2, 9-10; 4:12, 17 
[complete = “filled full”]). The word carries the idea of 
being fully equipped. It was used to describe a ship that 
was ready for a voyage. The believer has in Christ all 
that he needs for the voyage of life. “And you are com- 
plete in him” (Col. 2:10). “And of his fullness have all 
we received” (John 1:16). 

In the language of the New Testament, to be “filled” 
means to be “controlled by.” When we are filled with 
anger, we are controlled by anger. To be “filled with the 
Spirit” (Eph. 5:18) means to be “controlled by the 
Spirit.” Paul’s prayer, then, is that these believers might 
be controlled by the full knowledge of God’s will. 

But how does this take place? How can believers 
grow in the full knowledge of God’s will? Paul’s closing 
words of Colossians 1:9 tell us: “By means of all wis- 
dom and spiritual insight” (literal translation). We 
understand the will of God through the Word of God. The 
Holy Spirit teaches us as we submit to Him (John 
14:26; 16:13). As we pray and sincerely seek God’s 
truth, He gives us through the Spirit the wisdom and 
insight that we need (Eph. 1:17). 

The general will of God for all His children is given 
clearly in the Bible. The specific will of God for any 
given situation must always agree with what He has 
already revealed in His Word. The better we know 
God’s general will, the easier it will be to determine His 
specific guidance in daily life. Paul did not encourage 
the Colossians to seek visions or wait for voices. He 
prayed that they might get deeper into God’s Word and 
thus have greater wisdom and insight concerning God’s 
will. He wanted them to have “all wisdom’”—not that 
they would know everything, but that they would have 
all the wisdom necessary for making decisions and liv- 
ing to please God. 

Spiritual intelligence is the beginning of a success- 
ful, fruitful Christian life. God puts no premium on 
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ignorance. I once heard a preacher say, “I didn’t never 

go to school. I’m just a igerant Christian, and I’m glad 

I is!” A man does not have to go to school to gain spir- 

itual intelligence, but neither should he magnify his 
igerance. 

Great men of God like Charles Spurgeon, G. 
Campbell Morgan, and H. A. Ironside never had the 
privilege of formal Bible training. But they were 
devoted students of the Word, learning its deeper 
truths through hours of study, meditation, and prayer. 
The first step toward fullness of life is spiritual intelli- 
gence—growing in the will of God by knowing the 
Word of God. 


He Prayed for Practical Obedience (1:10) 

The false teachers in Colosse attracted people through 
their offer of “spiritual knowledge,” but they did not 
relate this knowledge to life. In the Christian life, 
knowledge and obedience go together. There is no sep- 
aration between learning and living. The wisdom about 
which Paul prayed was not simply a head knowledge of 
deep spiritual truths (see Col. 1:28; 2:3; 3:16; 4:5). 
True spiritual wisdom must affect the daily life. 
Wisdom and practical intelligence must go together 
(see Ex. 31:3; Deut. 4:6; 1 Cor. 1:19). 

In my pastoral ministry, I have met people who 
have become intoxicated with “studying the deeper 
truths of the Bible.” Usually they have been given a 
book or introduced to some teachers tapes. Before 
long, they get so smart they become dumb! The 
“deeper truths” they discover only detour them from 
practical Christian living. Instead of getting burning 
hearts of devotion to Christ (Luke 24:32), they get big 
heads and start creating problems in their homes and 
churches. All Bible truths are practical, not theoretical. 
If we are growing in knowledge, we should also be 
growing in grace (2 Peter 3:18). 

Two words summarize the practicality of the 
Christian life: walk and work. The sequence is impor- 
tant: first wisdom; then walk; then work. I cannot 
work for God unless I am walking with Him, but I 
cannot walk with Him if I am ignorant of His will. The 
believer who spends time daily in the Word and prayer 
(Acts 6:4) will know God’s will and be able to walk 
with Him and work for Him. 

After all, our purpose in life is not to please our- 
selves, but to please the Lord. We should walk 
worthy of our calling (Eph. 4:1) and worthy of the 
gospel (Phil. 1:27), which means we will walk worthy 
of God (1 Thess. 2:12). In short, we should walk to 
please God (1 Thess. 4:1). 

It is not we who work for God; it is God who works 
in us and through us to produce the fruit of His grace 
(Phil. 2:12-13). Christian service is the result of 
Christian devotion. The work that we do is the outflow 
of the life that we live. It is by abiding in Christ that we 
can produce fruit (John 15:1ff.). 

God must make the worker before He can do the 
work. God spent thirteen years preparing Joseph for his 
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ministry in Egypt, and eighty years preparing Moses to 
lead Israel. Jesus spent three years teaching His disciples 
how to bear fruit; and even the learned apostle Paul 
needed a “postgraduate course” in Arabia before he 
could serve God with effectiveness. A newborn babe 
can cry and make its presence known, but it cannot 
work. A new Christian can witness for Christ and even 
win others—but he must be taught to walk and learn 
God’s wisdom before he is placed in an office of 
responsible ministry. 

God’s wisdom reveals God’s will. As we obey God’s 
will in our walk, we can work for Him and bear fruit. 
We will not just occasionally serve God; we will be 
“fruitful in every good work” (Col. 1:10). But there is 
a blessed by-product of this experience: “increasing in 
the knowledge of God” (Col. 1:10). As we walk with 
God and work for God, we get to know Him better 
and better. 

Our Christian lives desperately need balance. 
Certainly we get to know God better as we pray in our 
private rooms and as we meditate on His Word. But we 
also get to know Him as we walk in our daily lives and 
work to win others and help His people. 

Worship and service are not competitive. They 
always go together. When He was ministering on earth, 
our Lord retired to pray—then He went out to serve. 
We need to avoid the extremes of impractical mysti- 
cism and fleshly enthusiasm. As we spend time with 
God, we get to understand Him and His will for our 
lives, and as we go out to obey Him, we learn more. 

Practical obedience means pleasing God, serving 
Him, and getting to know Him better. Any doctrine 
that isolates the believer from the needs of the world 
around him is not spiritual doctrine. Evangelist D. L. 
Moody often said, “Every Bible should be bound in 
shoe-leather.” Paul would agree. 

Paul has prayed that we might have spiritual intelli- 
gence, and that this intelligence might result in 
practical obedience. But there is a third request that 
completes these first two; and without it, the Christian 
life could not be mature. 


He Prayed for Moral Excellence (1:11-12) 

Wisdom and conduct should always be related to 
moral character. One of the great problems in our 
evangelical world today is the emphasis on “spiritual 
knowledge” and “Christian service,” without connect- 
ing these important matters to personal character. 

For example, some teachers and preachers claim to 
have God’s wisdom—yet they lack love and kindness 
and the other basic qualities that make the Christian life 
beautiful and distinctive. Even some “soul-winning 
Christians” are so busy serving God that they cannot 
take time to check facts—so they publish lies about 
other Christians. For some months, I read a certain reli- 
gious publication. But when I discovered that they had 
no “Letters to the Editor” column (except for praise), 
and that they never published a correction or apolo- 
gized for an error, I stopped reading the magazine. 
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Knowledge, conduct, service, and character must 
always go together. We know God's will that we might 
obey it, and, in obeying it, we serve Him and grow in 
Christian character. While none of us is perfectly bal- 
anced in these four factors, we ought to strive for that 
balance. 

It is God’s energy that empowers us. Colossians 
1:11 reads, in effect, “With all power being empowered 
according to the might of His glory.” Paul used two dif- 
ferent Greek words for God’s energy: dunamis (from 
which we get our word dynamite) means “inherent 
power”; and kratos means “manifested power,” power 
that is put forth in action. The grace of our Christian 
lives is but a result of God’s power at work in our lives. 
Spiritual growth and maturity can come only as we 
yield to God’s power and permit Him to work in us. 

We usually think of God’s glorious power being 
revealed in great feats of daring—the Israelites crossing 
the Red Sea, David leading a victorious army, or Paul 
raising the dead. But the emphasis here is on Christian 
character: patience, longsuffering, joyfulness, and 
thanksgiving. The inner victories of the soul are just as 
great, if not greater, than the public victories recorded 
in the annals of history. For David to control his tem- 
per when he was being maligned by Shimei was a 
greater victory than his slaying of Goliath (2 Sam. 
16:5-13). “He who is slow to anger is better than the 
mighty, and he who rules his spirit, than he who cap- 
tures a city” (Prov. 16:32 Nass). 

The word patience means “endurance when circum- 
stances are difficult.” It is the opposite of despondency. 
This word is never used in reference to God, for God 
does not face difficult circumstances. Nothing is 
impossible with God (Jer. 32:27). 

Patience is an important characteristic of the 
maturing Christian life. If we do not learn to be 
patient, we are not likely to learn anything else. As 
believers, we are able to rejoice even in our tribulations, 
because we know that “tribulation brings about perse- 
verance; and perseverance proven character; and 
proven character, hope” (Rom. 5:3—4 Nass). 

We must never think that patience is complacency. 
Patience is endurance in action. It is not the Christian 
sitting in a rocking chair, waiting for God to do some- 
thing. It is the soldier on the battlefield, keeping on 
when the going is tough. It is the runner on the race- 
track, refusing to stop because he wants to win the race 
(Heb. 12:1). 

Too many Christians have a tendency to quit when 
circumstances become difficult. The saintly Dr. V. 
Raymond Edman, late president of Wheaton College 
(Illinois), used to remind the students, “It is always too 
soon to quit.” 

I have often thought of that statement when I find 
myself in the midst of trying circumstances. It is not 
talent or training that guarantees victory: it is persever- 
ance. “By perseverance the snail reached the ark,” said 
Charles Spurgeon. 

Along with patience, we need longsuffering. This 


word means “self-restraint” and is the opposite of 
revenge. Patience has to do primarily with circum- 
stances, while longsuffering has to do with people. God 
is longsuffering toward people because of His love and 
grace (2 Peter 3:9). Longsuffering is one fruit of the 
Spirit (Gal. 5:22). It is among the “grace garments” 
that the believer should wear (Col. 3:12). 

It is amazing how people can patiently endure try- 
ing circumstances, only to lose their tempers with a 
friend or loved one. Moses was patient during the con- 
test with Pharaoh in Egypt. But he lost his temper with 
his own people and, as a result, forfeited his right to 
enter the Promised Land (Num. 20). “Like a city that 
is broken into and without walls is a man who has no 
control over his spirit” (Prov. 25:28 NasB). 

Patience and longsuffering go together if we are 
growing spiritually. Paul listed them as the marks of the 
true minister of Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 6:4-6). Certainly, 
Paul displayed these graces in his own life (2 Tim. 
3:10). The great example of patience and longsuffering 
in the Old Testament is Job (James 5:10-11). In the 
New Testament, of course, it is Jesus Christ. 

It is easy for God to perform miracles in the realms 
of the material or physical, because everything in cre- 
ation obeys His command. Jesus could heal Malchus’s 
ear, but He could not automatically change Peter’s 
heart and remove the hatred and violence that was in it 
(Luke 22:50-51). God could bring water out of the 
rock, but He could not force Moses to be patient. 

A pastor often visited a Christian young man who 
had been badly burned. The young man had to lie still 
for hours, and it was difficult for him to perform even 
the basic functions of life. 

“I wish God would do a miracle and heal me,” the 
young man said to his pastor one day. 

“God is doing a miracle,” the pastor replied, “but 
not the kind you are looking for. I have watched you 
grow in patience and kindness during these weeks. 
That, to me, is a greater miracle than the healing of 
your body.” 

God’s power is evidenced in our lives not only in 
our patience and longsuffering, but also in our joyful- 
ness. When circumstances are difficult, we should 
exhibit joyful patience, and when people are hard to live 
with, we should reveal joyful longsuffering. There is a 
kind of patience that “endures but does not enjoy.” 
Paul prayed that the Colossian Christians might expe- 
rience joyful patience and longsuffering. 

We often use the words joy and happiness inter- 
changeably, but a distinction should be made. 
Happiness often depends on happenings. If circum- 
stances are encouraging and people are kind, we are 
happy. But joy is independent of both circumstances 
and people. The most joyful epistle Paul wrote was 
Philippians, and he wrote it from jail as he faced the 
possibility of being martyred for his faith. 

Only God’s Spirit working within us can give us joy 
in the midst of problem circumstances and problem 


people. “The fruit of the Spirit is ... joy” (Gal. 5:22). 
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Joy is not something that we ourselves “work up”; it is 
something the Spirit Himself “works in’—“joy in the 
Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14:17 nrv). 

I can recall times in my life when all the circum- 
stances around me pointed to difficulty and possible 
defeat. Yet my heart was filled with a spiritual joy that 
could only come from God. Sad to say, I also remem- 
ber times (far too many!) when I gave in to the 
problems around me, and I lost both the joy and the 
victory. 

The fourth evidence of God’s power in our lives is 
thankfulness. Christians who are filled with the Holy 
Spirit will be joyful and thankful (Eph. 5:18-20). 
When we lose our joy, we start complaining and 
becoming critical. 

The Colossian epistle is filled with thanksgiving. 
Paul gave thanks for the church in Colosse (Col. 1:3), 
and he prayed that they might grow in their own 
thanksgiving to God (Col. 1:12). The Christian life 
should abound with thanksgiving (Col. 2:7). One of 
the evidences of spiritual growth in our Bible study is 
thanksgiving (Col. 3:15-17). Our prayers should 
always include thanksgiving (Col. 4:2). The Christian 
who is filled with the Spirit, filled with the Word, and 
watching in prayer will prove it by his attitude of 
appreciation and thanksgiving to God. 

Some people are appreciative by nature, but some 
are not, and it is these latter people who especially need 
God’s power to express thanksgiving. We should 
remember that every good gift comes from God (James 
1:17) and that He is (as the theologians put it) “the 
Source, Support, and End of all things.” The very 
breath in our mouths is the free gift of God. 

Years ago, Northwestern University in Evanston, 
Illinois had a life-saving squad that assisted passengers 
on the Lake Michigan boats. On September 8, 1860, a 
passenger boat, the Lady Elgin, floundered near 
Evanston, and a ministerial student, Edward Spencer, 
personally rescued seventeen persons. The exertion of 
that day permanently damaged his health and he was 
unable to train for the ministry. When he died some 
years later, it was noted that not one of the seventeen 
persons he had saved ever came to thank him. 

Thankfulness is the opposite of selfishness. The 
selfish person says, “I deserve what comes to me! Other 
people ought to make me happy!” But the mature 
Christian realizes that life is a gift from God, and that 
the blessings of life come only from His bountiful 
hand. 

Of course, the one blessing that ought to move us 
constantly to thanksgiving is that God has made us 
“meet [fit] to be partakers of the inheritance of the 
saints in light” (Col. 1:12). The word fit means “quali- 
fied”: God has qualified us for heaven! And, while we 
are waiting for Christ to return, we enjoy our share of 
the spiritual inheritance that we have in Him (Eph. 
1:11, 18-23). 

In the Old Testament, God’s people had an earthly 


inheritance, the land of Canaan. Christians today have 
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a spiritual inheritance in Christ. Canaan is not a pic- 
ture of heaven, for there will be no battles or defeats in 
heaven. Canaan is a picture of our present inheritance 
in Christ. We must claim our inheritance by faith as we 
step out on the promises of God (Josh. 1:1-9). Day by 
day, we claim our blessings, and this makes us even 
more thankful to the Lord. 

As we review this marvelous prayer, we can see how 
penetrating it is. We need spiritual intelligence if we are 
going to live to please God. We also need practical obe- 
dience in our walk and work. But the result of all of 
this must be spiritual power in the inner man, power 
that leads to joyful patience and longsuffering, with 
thanksgiving. 

Have you been praying this way lately? 


CHAPTER FOUR 
Colossians 1:13-20 


CROWN HIM LORD OF ALL! 


he false teachers in Colosse, like the false teachers 
T: our own day, would not deny the importance of 

Jesus Christ. They would simply dethrone Him, 
giving Him prominence but not preeminence. In their 
philosophy, Jesus Christ was but one of many “emana- 
tions” that proceeded from God and through which 
men could reach God. It was this claim that Paul 
refuted in this section. 

Probably no paragraph in the New Testament con- 
tains more concentrated doctrine about Jesus Christ 
than this one. We can keep ourselves from going on a 
detour if we remember that Paul wrote to prove the 
preeminence of Christ, and he did so by using four 
unanswerable arguments. 


Christ Is the Savior (1:13-14) 

Man’s greatest problem is sin—a problem that can 
never be solved by a philosopher or a religious teacher. 
Sinners need a Savior. These two verses present a vivid 
picture of the four saving actions of Christ on our 
behalf. 

He delivered us (v. 13a). This word means “res- 
cued from danger.” We could not deliver ourselves 
from the guilt and penalty of sin, but Jesus could and 
did deliver us. We were in danger of spending eternity 
apart from God. The sword of God’s judgment was 
hanging over our heads! 

But this deliverance involved something else: we 
were delivered from the authority of Satan and the 
powers of darkness. The gnostic false teachers believed 
in an organization of evil spirits that controlled the 
world (see Col. 1:16; 2:10, 15); angels, archangels, 
principalities, powers, virtues, dominions, and thrones. 
John Milton used these titles when describing Satan’s 
forces in his classic Paradise Lost. 

He translated us (v. 13b). This word was used to 
describe the deportation of a population from one 
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country into another. History records the fact that 
Antiochus the Great transported at least two thousand 
Jews from Babylonia to Colosse. 

Jesus Christ did not release us from bondage only to 
have us wander aimlessly. He moved us into His own 
kingdom of light and made us victors over Satan’s king- 
dom of darkness. Earthly rulers transported the defeated 
people, but Jesus Christ transported the winners. 

The phrase “his dear Son” can be translated “the 
Son of His love.” At the baptism and transfiguration of 
Jesus Christ, the Father declared that Jesus was His 
“beloved Son” (Matt. 3:17; 17:5). This fact reminds us 
of the price the Father paid when He gave His Son for 
us. It also reminds us that His kingdom is a kingdom 
of love as well as a kingdom of light. 

The experience of Israel in the Old Testament is an 
illustration of this spiritual experience; for God deliv- 
ered them from the bondage of Egypt and took them 
into the Promised Land of their inheritance. God 
brings us out that He might bring us in. 

He redeemed us (v. 14a). This word means “to 
release a prisoner by the payment of a ransom.” Paul 
did not suggest that Jesus paid a ransom to Satan in 
order to rescue us from the kingdom of darkness. By 
His death and resurrection, Jesus met the holy 
demands of God’s law. Satan seeks to accuse us and 
imprison us because he knows we are guilty of break- 
ing God’s law. But the ransom has been paid on 
Calvary, and through faith in Jesus Christ, we have 
been set free. 

He has forgiven us (v. 14b). Redemption and for- 
giveness go together (Eph. 1:7). The word translated 
“forgiveness” means “to send away” or “to cancel a 
debt.” Christ has not only set us free and transferred us 
to a new kingdom, but He has canceled every debt so 
that we cannot be enslaved again. Satan cannot find 
anything in the files that will indict us! 

In recent years, the church has rediscovered the 
freedom of forgiveness. God’s forgiveness of sinners is 
an act of His grace. We did not deserve to be forgiven, 
nor can we earn forgiveness. Knowing that we are for- 
given makes it possible for us to fellowship with God, 
enjoy His grace, and seek to do His will. Forgiveness is 
not an excuse for sin; rather, it is an encouragement for 
obedience. And, because we have been forgiven, we can 
forgive others (Col. 3:13). The parable of the unforgiv- 
ing servant makes it clear that an unforgiving spirit 
always leads to bondage (Matt. 18:21-35). 

Jesus Christ is preeminent in salvation. No other 
person could redeem us, forgive us, transfer us out of 
Satan’s kingdom into God’s kingdom, and do it wholly 
by grace. The phrase, “through His blood,” reminds us 
of the cost of our salvation. Moses and the Israelites 
only had to shed the blood of a lamb to be delivered 
from Egypt. But Jesus had to shed His blood to deliver 
us from sin. 


Christ Is the Creator (1:15-17) 


The false teachers were very confused about creation. 


They taught that matter was evil, including the human 
body. They also taught that Jesus Christ did not have a 
real body, since this would have put Him in contact 
with evil matter. The results of these false teachings 
were tragic, including extreme asceticism on the one 
hand and unbridled sin on the other. After all, if your 
body is sinful, you either try to enslave it or you enjoy 
it. 

In this section, Paul explained the fourfold relation- 
ship of Jesus Christ to creation. 

He existed before creation (v. 15). The term 
“firstborn” does not refer to time, but to place or sta- 
tus. Jesus Christ was not the first being created, since 
He Himself is the Creator of all things. “Firstborn” 
simply means “of first importance, of first rank.” 
Solomon was certainly not born first of all of David’s 
sons, yet he was named the firstborn (Ps. 89:27). 
“Firstborn of every creature” means “prior to all 
Creation.” Jesus Christ is not a created being; He is 
eternal God. 

Paul used the word image to make this fact clear. It 
means “an exact representation and revelation.” The 
writer to the Hebrews affirms that Jesus Christ is “the 
express image of his person” (Heb. 1:3). Jesus was able 
to say, “He that hath seen me hath seen the Father” 
(John 14:9). In His essence, God is invisible, but Jesus 
Christ has revealed Him to us (John 1:18). Nature 
reveals the existence, power, and wisdom of God, but 
nature cannot reveal the very essence of God to us. It is 
only in Jesus Christ that the invisible God is revealed 
perfectly. Since no mere creature can perfectly reveal 
God, Jesus Christ must be God. 

He created all things (v. 16a). Since Christ created 
all things, He Himself is uncreated. The word for that 
introduces this verse could be translated “because.” 
Jesus Christ is the Firstborn of all because He created all 
things. It is no wonder that the winds and waves 
obeyed Him, and diseases and death fled from Him, 
for He is Master over all. “All things were made by 
him” (John 1:3). This includes all things in heaven and 
earth, visible and invisible. All things are under His 
command. 

All things exist for Him (v. 16b). Everything 
exists 77 Him, for Him, and through Him. Jesus Christ 
is the Sphere in which they exist, the Agent through 
which they came into being, and the One for whom 
they were made. 

Paul’s use of three different prepositions is one way 
of refuting the philosophy of the false teachers. For 
centuries, the Greek philosophers had taught that 
everything needed a primary cause, an instrumental 
cause, and a final cause. The primary cause is the 
plan, the instrumental cause the power, and the final 
cause the purpose. When it comes to creation, Jesus 
Christ is the primary cause (He planned it), the 
instrumental cause (He produced it), and the final 
cause (He did it for His own pleasure). 

If everything in creation exists for Him, then noth- 
ing can be evil of itself (except for Satan and fallen 
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angels, and even those God uses to accomplish His 
will). Gnostic regulations about using God’s creation 
are all foolish (Col. 2:20—23). It also means that God’s 
creation, even though under bondage to sin (Rom. 
8:22), can be used for God’s glory and enjoyed by 
God’s people (1 Tim. 6:17). 

He holds all things together (v. 17). “In him all 
things hold together” (nrv). A guide took a group of 
people through an atomic laboratory and explained 
how all matter was composed of rapidly moving elec- 
tric particles. The tourists studied models of molecules 
and were amazed to learn that matter is made up pri- 
marily of space. During the question period, one visitor 
asked, “If this is the way matter works, what holds it all 
together?” For that, the guide had no answer. 

But the Christian has an answer: Jesus Christ! 
Because “He is before all things,” He can hold all 
things together. Again, this is another affirmation that 
Jesus Christ is God. Only God exists before all of cre- 
ation, and only God can make creation cohere. To 
make Jesus Christ less than God is to dethrone Him. 

It used to bother me to sing the familiar song “This 
Is My Father’s World.” I thought Satan and sin were in 
control of this world. I have since changed my mind, 
and now I sing the song with joy and victory. Jesus 
Christ made all things, He controls all things, and by 
Him all things hold together. Indeed, this is my 
Father's world! 


Christ Is the Head of the Church (1:18) 

There are many images of the church in the New 
Testament, and the body is one of the most important 
(Rom. 12:4ff.; 1 Cor. 12:14; Eph. 4:8-16). No denom- 
ination or local assembly can claim to be “the body of 
Christ,” for that body is composed of all true believers. 
When a person trusts Christ, he is immediately bap- 
tized by the Holy Spirit into this body (1 Cor. 
12:12-13). The baptism of the Spirit is not a postcon- 
version experience—for it occurs the instant a person 
believes in Jesus Christ. 

Each Christian is a member of this spiritual body, 
and Jesus Christ is the Head. In Greek usage, the word 
head meant “source” and “origin” as well as “leader, 
ruler.” Jesus Christ is the Source of the church, His 
body, and the Leader. Paul called Him “the beginning,” 
which tells us that Jesus Christ has priority in time as 
far as His church is concerned. The term beginning can 
be translated “originator.” 

No matter which name you select, it will affirm the 
preeminence of Jesus Christ in the church. The church 
had its origin in Him, and today it has its operation in 
Him. As the Head of the church, Jesus Christ supplies 
it with life through His Spirit. He gives gifts to men, 
and then places these gifted people in His church that 
they might serve Him where they are needed. Through 
His Word, Jesus Christ nourishes and cleanses the 
church (Eph. 5:25-30). 

No believer on earth is the head of the church. This 
position is reserved exclusively for Jesus Christ. Various 
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religious leaders may have founded churches or 
denominations, but only Jesus Christ is the Founder of 
the church that is His body. This church is composed 
of all true believers, and it was born at Pentecost. It was 
then that the Holy Spirit came and baptized the believ- 
ers into one spiritual body. 

The fact that there is “one body” in this world (Eph. 
4:4) does not eliminate or minimize the need for local 
bodies of believers. The fact that I belong to the univer- 
sal church does not release me from my responsibilities 
to the local church. I cannot minister to the whole 
church, but I can strengthen and build the church by 
ministering to God’s people in a local assembly. 

Jesus Christ is the Head of the church, and the 
Beginning of the church; and He is also the Firstborn 
from the dead. We saw this word firstborn in Colossians 
1:15. Paul did not say that Jesus was the first person to 
be raised from the dead, for He was not. But He is the 
most important of all who have been raised from the 
dead; for without His resurrection, there could be no 
resurrection for others (1 Cor. 15:20ff.). 

It seems odd that Paul used the word born in con- 
nection with death, for the two concepts seem opposed 
to each other. But the tomb was a womb from which 
Christ came forth in victory, for death could not hold 
Him (Acts 2:24). The Son was begotten in resurrection 
glory (Ps. 2:7; Acts 13:33). 

This brings us to the theme of this entire section: 
“That in all things he might have the preeminence” 
(Col. 1:18). This was God’s purpose in making His 
Son the Savior, Creator, and Head of the church. The 
word translated “preeminence” is used nowhere else in 
the New Testament. It is related to the word translated 
“firstborn,” and it magnifies the unique position of 
Jesus Christ. “Christ is all, and in all” (Col. 3:11). 

In 1893, the World’s Columbian Exposition was 
held in Chicago, and more than twenty-one million 
people visited the exhibits. Among the features was a 
“World Parliament of Religions,” with representatives 
of the world’s religions, meeting to share their “best 
points” and perhaps come up with a new religion for 
the world. 

Evangelist D. L. Moody saw this as a great oppor- 
tunity for evangelism. He used churches, rented 
theaters, and even rented a circus tent (when the show 
was not on) to present the gospel of Jesus Christ. His 
friends wanted Moody to attack the “Parliament of 
Religions,” but he refused. “I am going to make Jesus 
Christ so attractive,” he said, “that men will turn to 
Him.” Moody knew that Jesus Christ was the preemi- 
nent Savior, not just one of many “religious leaders” of 
history. The “Chicago Campaign” of 1893 was proba- 
bly the greatest evangelistic endeavor in D. L. Moody’s 
life, and thousands came to Christ. 

But the false teachers of Colosse could never give 
Jesus Christ the place of preeminence, for, according to 
their philosophy, Jesus Christ was only one of many 
“emanations” from God. He was not the only way to 
God (John 14:6), rather, He was but one rung on the 
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ladder! It has well been said, “If Jesus Christ is not Lord 
of all, He cannot be Lord at all.” 

We have now studied three arguments for the pre- 
eminence of Jesus Christ: He is the Savior, He is the 
Creator, and He is the Head of the church. These argu- 
ments reveal His relationship with lost sinners, with 
the universe, and with believers. But what about His 
relationship with God the Father? 


He Is the Beloved of the Father (1:19-20) 

Paul had already called Jesus Christ “his [God’s] dear 
Son” (Col. 1:13). Those who have trusted Jesus Christ 
as their Savior are “accepted in the beloved” (Eph. 1:6). 
For this reason, God can call us His beloved (Col. 
3:12). 

Then Paul took a giant step forward in his argu- 
ment, for he declared that “all fullness” dwelt in Jesus 
Christ! The word translated “fullness” is the Greek 
word pleroma (pronounced “play-RO-ma”). It was a 
technical term in the vocabulary of the gnostic false 
teachers. It meant “the sum total of all the divine power 
and attributes.” We have already noted that Paul used 
this important word eight times in the Colossian letter, 
so he was meeting the false teachers on their own 
ground. 

The word dwell is equally important. It means 
much more than merely “to reside.” The form of the 
verb means “to be at home permanently.” The late Dr. 
Kenneth S. Wuest, noted Greek expert, pointed out in 
his excellent commentary on Colossians that the verb 
indicates that this fullness was “not something added to 
His Being that was not natural to Him, but that it was 
part of His essential Being as part of His very constitu- 
tion, and that permanently” (Ephesians and Colossians 
in the Greek New Testament, [Grand Rapids, Mich.: 
Eerdmans], 187). 

The Father would not permanently give His 
pleroma to some created being. The fact that it “pleased 
the Father” to have His fullness in Christ is proof that 
Jesus Christ is God. “And of his [Christ’s] fullness have 
all we received” (John 1:16). “For in him [Jesus Christ] 
dwelleth all the fullness of the Godhead bodily” (Col. 
2:9). 

Because Jesus Christ is God, He is able to do what 
no mere man could ever do: reconcile lost sinners to a 
holy God. When the first man and woman sinned, 
they declared war on God, but God did not declare war 
on them. Instead, God sought Adam and Eve, and He 
provided a covering for their sins. 

The natural mind of the unsaved sinner is at war 
with God (Rom. 8:7). The sinner may be sincere, reli- 
gious, and even moral; but he is still at war with God. 

How can a holy God ever be reconciled with sinful 
man? Can God lower His standards, close His eyes to 
sin, and compromise with man? If He did, the universe 
would fall to pieces! God must be consistent with 
Himself and maintain His own holy law. 

Perhaps man could somehow please God. But by 
nature, man is separated from God, and by his deeds, 


he is alienated from God (Col. 1:21). The sinner is 
“dead in trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1ff.), and there- 
fore is unable to do anything to save himself or to 
please God (Rom. 8:8). 

If there is to be reconciliation between man and 
God, the initiative and action must come from God. It 
is in Christ that God was reconciled to man (2 Cor. 
5:19). But it was not the incarnation of Christ that 
accomplished this reconciliation, nor was it His exam- 
ple as He lived among men. It was through His death 
that peace was made between God and man. He “made 
peace through the blood of his cross” (Col. 1:20). 

Of course, the false teachers offered a kind of rec- 
onciliation between man and God. However, the 
reconciliation they offered was not complete or final. 
The angels and the “emanations” could in some way 
bring men closer to God, according to the gnostic 
teachers. But the reconciliation we have in Jesus Christ 
is perfect, complete, and final. More than that, the rec- 
onciliation in Christ involves the whole universe! He 
reconciles “all things unto himself... things in earth, or 
things in heaven” (Col. 1:20). 

However, we must not conclude wrongly that uni- 
versal reconciliation is the same as universal salvation. 
“Universalism” is the teaching that all beings, including 
those who have rejected Jesus Christ, will one day be 
saved. This was not what Paul believed. “Universal 
restorationism” was not a part of Paul’s theology, for he 
definitely taught that sinners needed to believe in Jesus 
Christ to be saved (2 Thess. 1). 

Paul wrote that Christ solved the sin problem on 
the cross once and for all. This means that one day God 
can bring together in Christ all who belong to Him 
(Eph. 1:9-10). He will be able to glorify believers and 
punish unbelievers, and do it justly, because of Christ’s 
death on the cross. No one—not even Satan—can 
accuse God of doing wrong, because sin has been effec- 
tively dealt with on the cross. 

If Jesus Christ is only a man, or only an emanation 
from God, He cannot reconcile God and man. The 
only arbitrator who can bring God and man together is 
One who is both God and Man Himself. Contrary to 
what the gnostics taught, Jesus Christ was a true 
human being with a real body. He was God in human 
flesh (John 1:14). When He died on the cross, He met 
the just demands of the law because He paid the 
penalty for man’s sins (1 Peter 2:24). Reconciliation 
was completed on the cross (Rom. 5:11). 

A man once came to see me because he had difficul- 
ties at home. He was not a very well-educated man and 
sometimes got his words confused. He told me that he 
and his wife were having “martial problems” when he 
meant to say “marital problems.” (Later I found out 
that they really were “at war” with each other, so maybe 
he was right after all!) But the word that caught my 
attention was in this sentence: “Pastor, me and my wife 
need a re-cancellation.” 

He meant to say reconciliation, but the word re-can- 
cellation was not a bad choice. There can be peace and 
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a reunion of those who are at war only when sin has 
been cancelled. As sinners before a righteous God, we 
need a “re-cancellation.” Our sins were cancelled on 
the cross. 

As we review this profound section (and this study 
has only scratched the surface), we notice several 
important truths. 

First, Jesus Christ has taken care of all things. All 
things were created by Him and for Him. He existed 
before all things, and today He holds all things 
together. He has reconciled all things through the 
cross. No wonder Paul declared that “in all things he 
might have the preeminence” (Col. 1:18). 

Second, all that we need is Jesus Christ. We have 
all of God’s fullness in Him, and we are “filled full” 
(complete) in Him (Col. 2:10). There is no need to 
add anything to the person or work of Jesus Christ. 
To add anything is to take away from His glory. To 
give Him prominence instead of preeminence is to 
dethrone Him. 

Third, God is pleased when His Son, Jesus Christ, 
is honored and given preeminence. There are people 
who tell us they are Christians, but they ignore or deny 
Jesus Christ. “We worship the Father,” they tell us, 
“and that is all that is necessary.” 

But Jesus made it clear that the Son is to be wor- 
shipped as well as the Father “that all may honor the 
Son just as they honor the Father. He who does not 
honor the Son does not honor the Father, who sent 
him” (John 5:23-24 nrv). 

The late Dr. M. R. DeHaan, noted radio Bible 
teacher, told about a preacher who was confronted by 
a cultist who rejected the deity of Jesus Christ. 

“Jesus cannot be the eternal Son of God, for a father 
is always older than his son,” the man argued. “If the 
Father is not eternal, then He is not God. If Jesus is His 
Son, then He is not eternal.” 

The preacher was ready with an answer. “The thing 
that makes a person a father is having a son. But if God 
is the eternal Father, then He must have an eternal Son! 
This means that Jesus Christ is eternal—and that He is 
God!” 

Jesus Christ is the Savior, the Creator, the Head of 
the church, and the Beloved of the Father. He is eter- 
nal God ... and in our lives He deserves to have the 
preeminence. 

Is Jesus Christ preeminent in your life? 


CHAPTER FIVE 


Colossians 1:21—2:3 


ONE MAN’S MINISTRY 


f you received a letter from a man you had never met, 
| a man who was a prisoner, accused of being a trou- 
blemaker, how would you respond? 
The Colossian believers faced that exact prob- 
lem. They knew that Paul had been instrumental in 
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leading their pastor, Epaphras, to saving faith in 
Christ. They also knew that Epaphras had gone to 
Rome to consult with Paul and had not yet returned. 
The church members had received Paul’s letter, 
brought to them by Tychicus and Onesimus. But the 
false teachers in Colosse had been discrediting Paul 
and causing doubts in the people’s minds. “Why lis- 
ten to a man who is a political prisoner?” they asked. 
“Can you trust him?” 

Paul no doubt realized that this would be the situa- 
tion, so he paused in the first part of this letter to give 
some words of explanation. He had been so wrapped 
up in exalting Jesus Christ that he had not shown any 
interest in writing about himself! In this section, Paul 
explained his three ministries. 


Sharing the Gospel (1:21-23) 

Even though Paul had not personally evangelized 
Colosse, it was his ministry in Ephesus that led to the 
founding of the Colossian church. Paul was “made a 
minister” (Col. 1:25). A large part of his ministry con- 
sisted in preaching the good news of salvation through 
faith in Jesus Christ. His was a ministry of reconcilia- 
tion (2 Cor. 5:17—21). Paul reviewed for his readers 
their own spiritual experience. 

Their past alienation (v. 21a). The word trans- 
lated “alienated” means “estranged.” These Gentiles in 
Colosse were estranged from God and separated from 
the spiritual blessings of Israel (Eph. 2:11ff.). The gods 
that they worshipped were false gods, and their reli- 
gious rituals could not take care of their sin or guilt. 

But this estrangement was not only a matter of 
Gentile position; it was also a matter of sinful prac- 
tices and attitudes. The Gentiles were enemies, which 
means they were “actively hostile to God.” Even 
though they had not received a divine law, such as 
God gave to Israel, these Gentiles knew the truth 
about God through creation and conscience (Rom. 
1:18ff.). They could not plead ignorance before the 
bar of God’s justice. 

The enmity of their minds led to wicked works. 
Both in attitude and action, they were at war with 
God. “Because the carnal mind [the mind of the unbe- 
liever] is enmity against God” (Rom. 8:7). This 
explains why the unbeliever must repent—change his 
mind—before he can be saved. 

Their present reconciliation (vv. 21b—22). They 
did not reconcile themselves to God; it was God who 
took the initiative in His love and grace. The Father 
sent the Son to die on a cross that sinners might be rec- 
onciled to God. Jesus died for us when we were 
“without strength” (Rom. 5:6) and could do nothing 
for ourselves. He died for us “while we were yet sin- 
ners” and “when we were enemies” (Rom. 5:8, 10). 

Paul emphasized the physical body of Jesus Christ 
that was nailed to the cross. The false teachers denied 
the Incarnation and taught that Jesus Christ did not 
have a real human body. Their philosophy that all mat- 
ter was evil made it necessary for them to draw this 
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false conclusion. But the New Testament makes it clear 
that Jesus did have a fully human body and that He 
bore our sins on that body on the cross (1 Peter 2:24). 

The purpose of this reconciliation is personal holi- 
ness. God does not make peace (Col. 1:20) so that we 
can continue to be rebels! He has reconciled us to 
Himself so that we may share His life and His holiness. 
We are presented to God “holy and unblameable and 
unreproveable” (Col. 1:22). 

The word 4oly is closely related to the word saint. 
Both of these words express the idea of “being set apart, 
being devoted to God.” In the New Testament, saints 
are not dead people who during their lives performed 
miracles and never sinned. New Testament saints were 
living people who had trusted Jesus Christ. Paul wrote 
this letter to living saints (Col. 1:2). 

Unblameable means “without blemish.” The word 
was applied to the temple sacrifices, which had to be 
without blemish. It is amazing that God looks at His 
children and sees no blemish on them! God chose us to 
be “holy and without blame” (Eph. 1:4). 

Unreproveable means “free from accusation.” Once 
we have been reconciled to God, no charges can be 
brought against us (Rom. 8:31-34). Satan, the accuser 
of the brethren (Rev. 12:1-12), would like to hurl 
charges at us, but God will not accept them (see Zech. 
3). People may have accusations to bring against us, 
but they cannot change our relationship with God. 

The most important thing in our Christian lives is 
not how we look in our own sight or in the sight of 
others (1 Cor. 4:14), but how we look in God’s sight. 
I recall counseling a Christian who was in the habit of 
reminding herself of her past sins and failures. She 
seemed to enjoy having other people criticize her. I 
kept reminding her of what she was in God’ sight. Her 
constant emphasis on her failures denied the work that 
Jesus Christ had done for her on the cross. It took time, 
but eventually she accepted her wonderful new posi- 
tion in Christ and began to get victory over criticism 
and depression. 

Paul’s emphasis on our holy standing before God 
was certainly an attack on the false teachers, for they 
promised their followers a kind of “perfection” that 
nothing else could give. “You already have a perfect 
standing in Christ,” Paul wrote, “so why seek for it any- 
where else?” 

Their future glorification (v. 23). “The hope of 
the gospel” means that blessed hope of our Lord’s 
return (Titus 2:13). Paul had already mentioned this 
hope: “The hope which is laid up for you in heaven” 
(Col. 1:5). Later in the chapter, he called it “the hope 
of glory” (Col. 1:27). 

There was a time when these Gentile Colossians 
were without hope (Eph. 2:12). The reason? They were 
without God. But when they were reconciled to God, 
they were given a wonderful hope of glory. All of God’s 
children will one day be with Christ in heaven (John 
17:24). In fact, so secure is our future that Paul stated 


that we have already been glorified! (Rom. 8:30). All we 


are waiting for is the revelation of this glory when Jesus 
Christ returns (Rom. 8:17-19). 

Paul’s statement to the Colossians seems to cast a 
shadow on the assurance of our future glory (see Col. 
1:23). Is it possible for a believer to lose his salvation? 
No, the ¿f clause does not suggest doubt or lay down a 
condition by which we “keep up our salvation.” 

Paul used an architectural image in this verse—a 
house, firmly set on the foundation. The town of 
Colosse was located in a region known for earthquakes, 
and the word translated “moved away” can mean 
“earthquake stricken.” Paul was saying, “If you are truly 
saved, and built on the solid foundation, Jesus Christ, 
then you will continue in the faith and nothing will 
move you. You have heard the gospel and trusted Jesus 
Christ, and He has saved you.” 

In other words, we are not saved by continuing in 
the faith. But we continue in the faith and thus prove 
that we are saved. It behooves each professing Christian 
to test his own faith and examine his own heart to be 


sure he is a child of God (2 Cor. 13:5; 2 Peter 1:10ff.). 


Suffering for the Gentiles (1:24-27) 

Paul’s enemies made much of the fact that the great 
apostle was a prisoner of Rome. The false teachers in 
Colosse probably ridiculed Paul and used this as a 
weapon to fight the truth of the gospel. But Paul 
turned this weapon around and used it to defeat his 
enemies and to build a closer relationship with the 
church in Colosse. 

Paul’s rejoicing (v. 24). “Instead of being ashamed 
of my suffering, I am rejoicing in it!” How could any- 
one rejoice in suffering? To begin with, Paul was 
suffering because of Jesus Christ. It was “the fellowship 
of his sufferings” (Phil. 3:10). Like the early apostles, 
Paul rejoiced that he was “counted worthy to suffer 
shame for his name” (Acts 5:41). A Christian should 
never suffer “as a thief or as an evildoer,” but it is an 
honor to “suffer as a Christian” (1 Peter 4:15-16). 
There is a special blessing and reward reserved for the 
faithful believer who suffers for the sake of Christ 
(Matt. 5:10-12). 

Paul had a second cause for rejoicing in his suffer- 
ing: he was suffering because of the Gentiles. Paul was 
the chosen apostle to the Gentiles (Eph. 3:1-13). In 
fact, he was a prisoner in Rome because of his love for 
the Gentiles. He was arrested in Jerusalem on false 
charges, and the Jews listened to his defense until he 
used the word Gentiles (see Acts 22:21ff.). It was that 
word that infuriated them and drove them to ask for 
his execution. (The full account is given in Acts 21-28, 
and an exciting account it is.) 

So the Gentile believers in Colosse had every rea- 
son to love Paul and be thankful for his special 
ministry to them. But there was a third cause for Paul’s 
rejoicing: he was suffering for the sake of Christ’s 
body, the church. There was a time when Paul had 
persecuted the church and caused it to suffer. But now 
Paul devoted his life to the care of the church. Paul did 
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not ask, as do some believers, “What will I get out of 
it?” Instead he asked, “How much will God let me put 
into it?” The fact that Paul was a prisoner did not stop 
him from ministering to the church. 

It is important to note, however, that these suffer- 
ings had nothing to do with the sacrificial sufferings of 
Christ on the cross. Only the sinless Lamb of God 
could die for the sins of the world (John 1:29). Paul 
was “filling up in his turn the leftover parts of Christ’s 
sufferings” (Col. 1:24, literal translation). The word 
afflictions refers to the “pressures” of life, the persecu- 
tions Paul endured. This word is never used in the New 
Testament for the sacrificial sufferings of Jesus Christ. 

The sacrificial sufferings of Christ are over, but His 
body, the church, experiences suffering because of its 
stand for the faith. The Head of the church in heaven 
feels the sufferings that His people endure. (“Saul, Saul, 
why persecutest thou me?” [Acts 9:4]) Paul was taking 
his turn in sharing these afflictions, and others would 
follow in his train. But Paul did not complain. “For as 
the sufferings of Christ abound in us, so our consola- 
tion also abounds by Christ” (2 Cor. 1:5). 

Paul’s responsibility (vv. 25-27). Had Paul com- 
promised with the Jews and stopped ministering to the 
Gentiles, he could have been spared a great deal of suf- 
fering. But he could not abandon his calling just for 
personal safety and comfort. He had been made a min- 
ister by God; he had been given a “stewardship” 
(dispensation) and he had to be faithful to his calling 
(1 Cor. 4:2). It was not a matter of choice: he was 
called to fulfill the Word of God. This can mean “I 
must preach the Word fully and not compromise any 
truth.” It can also mean “I am commissioned by God’s 
Word and I must be faithful to discharge my office.” 

Paul’s special message regarding the Gentiles had to 
do with what he called “the mystery.” To us today, a 
mystery is something eerie and perhaps frightening, 
but this was not the way the word was defined in Paul’s 
day. The false teachers used this word to describe the 
inner secrets of their religions. A mystery is a “sacred 
secret,” hidden in the past and now revealed by the 
Holy Spirit (see Eph. 3:1-13). 

God called the nation of Israel to be His people, 
He gave them His law (including the priesthood and 
sacrifices), and He gave them a wonderful land. He 
promised them a King who would one day establish 
a glorious kingdom and fulfill the many promises 
made to Abraham and David. The Old Testament 
prophets wrote about a Messiah who would suffer, 
and a Messiah who would reign. They could not 
explain the seeming contradiction (see 1 Peter 
1:9-12). They did not understand that the Messiah 
first had to suffer before He could enter into glory 
(Luke 24:13-27). 

Jesus Christ came to earth, was rejected by His peo- 
ple, and was crucified. He arose again and returned to 
heaven. Did this mean that God’s promised kingdom 
for Israel was now abandoned? No, because God had 
initiated a new program—His mystery—that was not 
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explained by the Old Testament prophets. The mystery 
is that today God is uniting Jews and Gentiles in the 
church (Eph. 2:11-22). When the church is com- 
pleted, then Jesus Christ will return and take His 
people to heaven (1 Thess. 4:13-18). Then He will 
again deal with Israel as a nation and establish the 
promised kingdom (Acts 15:12-18). 

Imagine what this message meant to the Gentiles. 
They were no longer excluded from the glory and 
riches of God’s grace! During the Old Testament dis- 
pensation, a Gentile had to become a Jewish proselyte 
in order to share in the blessings of Israel. But in the 
new dispensation, Jews and Gentiles alike are saved by 
faith in Jesus Christ (Rom. 10:12-13). No wonder the 
Jewish false teachers opposed Paul. He dared to say, 
“There is no difference!” 

We who have grown up in somewhat Christian 
surroundings have a tendency to take all of this for 
granted. But think of the excitement this message 
must have generated in a church composed of new 
believers who had no background in the church. Once 
they were outside the covenants of God, but now they 
were members of His family. Once they were living in 
spiritual ignorance and death, but now they were alive 
and sharing in the riches of God’s wisdom in Christ. 
Once they had no hope, but now they had a glorious 
hope because Christ now lived within! It would be 
good for us today to recapture some of that “first love” 
excitement. 

I was privileged to minister in Africa for three 
weeks, and there I was introduced to some of the finest 
Christians I have ever met. I taught the Word to over 
five hundred national pastors in Kenya for almost a 
week, and each service was a challenge and blessing to 
me. Many of the pastors still had the marks of pagan- 
ism and idolatry on their bodies; yet their faces were 
aglow with the joy of the Lord. I went to Africa to min- 
ister to them, but they ministered to me! They reminded 
me not to take for granted the glorious riches I have in 


Jesus Christ. 


Striving for the Saints (1:28—2:3) 
We have met Paul the preacher, sharing the gospel and 
Paul the prisoner, suffering for the Gentiles. 

Now we meet Paul the prayer warrior, striving in 
prayer for the individual saints that they might 
mature in the faith. The words striving (Col. 1:29) 
and conflict (Col. 2:1) are athletic terms. They refer to 
the strenuous effort put forth by the runner to win 
the race. Our English word agony comes from this 
Greek word. 

Paul’s instruction (v. 28a). “Whom” refers, of 
course, to Jesus Christ. “For we preach not ourselves, 
but Christ Jesus the Lord” (2 Cor. 4:5). The false 
teachers exalted themselves and their great “spiritual” 
attainments. They preached a system of teaching, but 
Paul preached a Person. The gnostics preached philos- 
ophy and the empty traditions of men (Col. 2:8), but 
Paul proclaimed Jesus Christ. The false teachers had 
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lists of rules and regulations (Col. 2:16, 20-21), but 
Paul presented Christ. What a difference in ministries! 

Paul not only preached (the word means “to 
announce with authority as a herald”), but he also 
warned. While it is good to proclaim positive truth, it 
is also necessary to warn God’s people against the lies 
of the enemy (Acts 20:31). In fact, God’s people should 
be alert to warn one another (admonish in Col. 3:16 
nv). Paul considered himself a spiritual father to the 
local churches, and it was his duty to warn his children 
(1 Cor. 4:14). 

But Paul was also a teacher of the truth. It is not 
enough to warn people; we must also teach them the 
positive truths of the Word of God. How far would we 
get in our travels if the highway signs told us where the 
roads were vot going? Not very far! It is good to win a 
man to Christ, and then to warn him about the dan- 
gers ahead; but it is also important to teach that convert 
the basic truths of the Christian life. 

Paul not only preached Christ, but he also “taught 
Christ,” for in Christ are “all the treasures of wisdom 
and knowledge” (Col. 2:3). It was not necessary to 
introduce any new teaching, for all that a believer 
needs to know is related to Jesus Christ. “Teaching 
every man in all wisdom” was Paul’s concern (Col. 
1:28). Wisdom is the right use of knowledge. The 
false teachers promised to give people a “hidden wis- 
dom” that would make them “spiritually elite.” But all 
true spiritual wisdom is found only in Jesus Christ. 

Paul’s intent (v. 28b; 2:2-3). He wanted to present 
every believer “perfect in Christ Jesus.” The word per- 
fect was a favorite word with the gnostic teachers. It 
described the disciple who was no longer a novice, but 
who had matured and was fully instructed in the 
secrets of the religion. Paul used it to mean “complete, 
mature in Christ.” This is the goal of all preaching, 
warning, and teaching. 

What are the evidences of this spiritual maturity? 
Paul described them next (Col. 2:2). 

Encouragement—‘that their hearts might be com- 
forted.” Our English word encourage means “with 
heart.” To encourage people is to give them new heart. 
Shallow sympathy usually makes people feel worse, but 
true spiritual encouragement makes them feel better. It 
brings out the best in people. 

Endearment—‘being knit together in love.” The 
mature Christian loves the brethren and seeks to be a 
peacemaker, not a troublemaker. He is a part of spiri- 
tual unity in the church. An immature person is often 
selfish and causes division. 

Enrichment—‘unto all riches of the full assurance 
of understanding.” Paul mentioned the riches of Christ 
earlier (Col. 1:27). Too many Christians are living like 
paupers when they could be living like kings. Mature 
Christians do not complain about what they don't 
have. Rather, they make use of the vast resources that 
they do have in Jesus Christ. 

Enlightenment—‘full assurance of understanding.” 
The mature believer has assurance in his heart that he 


is a child of God. The spiritual knowledge that he has 
in Christ constantly enlightens him and directs him 
daily. I have often counseled believers who told me 
they lacked assurance of their salvation. Invariably, 
they have been neglecting God’s Word and living in 
ignorance. 

God wants us as His children to have “understand- 
ing” and “wisdom and knowledge” (Col. 2:2-3). The 
word translated “understanding” literally means “to 
place together.” It is the ability to assess things. Wisdom 
implies the ability to defend what we understand. 
Knowledge suggests the ability to grasp truth. All of 
these terms were also used by the gnostics. 

Paul’s intercession (1:29—2:1). “For this I labor 
to the point of exhaustion, agonizing” is a literal trans- 
lation of the first part of Colossians 1:29. What a 
picture of prayer! So much of our praying is calm and 
comfortable, and yet Paul exerted his spiritual muscles 
the way a Greek runner would exert himself in the 
Olympic Games. He also taught Epaphras to pray the 
same way (Col. 4:12). 

This does not mean that our prayers are more effec- 
tive if we exert all kinds of fleshly energy. Nor does it 
mean that we must “wrestle with God” and wear Him 
out before He will meet our needs. Paul described a 
spiritual striving: it was God’s power at work in his life. 
True prayer is directed to the Father (Matt. 6:9), 
through the Son (in His name, John 14:13-14), in the 
power of the Holy Spirit (Jude 20). When the Spirit is 
at work in our lives, then we can pray mightily in the 
will of God. 

How does the Spirit assist us in our praying? For 
one thing, the Spirit teaches us the Word and shows us 
the will of God (John 16:13-15). Prayer is not our try- 
ing to change God’s mind. It is learning what is the 
mind of God and asking accordingly (1 John 5:14-15). 
The Holy Spirit constantly intercedes for us even 
though we do not hear His voice (Rom. 8:26-27). He 
knows the Father’s will and He helps us pray in that 
will. 

There are times when we simply do not feel like 
praying—and that is when we must pray the most! The 
Spirit gives us divine energy for prayer, in spite of the 
way we feel. The resurrection power of Jesus Christ is 
made available to us (Eph. 3:20-21). 

In these verses Paul explained his ministry, and in so 
doing, he silenced the accusations of the enemy. He 
also stirred the affections of the believers as they real- 
ized how much Paul had done for them. 

All of us are not called to be apostles, but each one 
of us does have a God-given ministry. We can share the 
gospel and be soul-winners. We can suffer for Christ 
and fulfill the ministry God has given us. We can strive 
in prayer for God’s people and encourage them to 
mature. Paul took time to minister to individuals; note 
the repetition of “every man” in Colossians 1:28. If we 
minister to only a few believers, we are helping the 
whole church. 

Are you fulfilling your God-given ministry? 
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CHAPTER SIX 


Colossians 2:4-15 


SAINTS ALIVE—AND ALERT 


about some unsavory businesses that had opened 
near a school. His protests finally led to a court case, 
and the defense attorney did all he could to embarrass 
the gospel minister. 
“Are you not a pastor?” the lawyer asked. “And 
doesn’t the word pastor mean ‘shepherd’?” 
To this definition the minister agreed. 
“Well, if you are a shepherd, why aren't you out tak- 
ing care of the sheep?” 
“Because today I’m fighting the wolves!” was the 
pastor’s quick reply, and a good answer it was. 
Knowing that there were enemies already attacking 
the church in Colosse, Paul offered encouragement. By 
heeding his admonitions, the Colossians would over- 
come their enemies. 


E a story about a pastor who was concerned 


Keep Making Spiritual Progress (2:4-7) 

In the Christian life, we never stand still: we either go 
forward or gradually slip backward. “Let us go on to 
maturity!” is the call we must obey (Heb. 6:1, literal 
translation). The Christian who is not making spiritual 
progress is an open target for the enemy to attack and 
destroy. 

The need for progress (v. 4). Satan is deceptive. 
He wants to lead believers astray, and to do this, he uses 
deceptive words. The Greek term used here describes 
the persuasive arguments of a lawyer. Satan is a liar 
(John 8:44), and by his lies he leads believers into the 
wrong path. It is important that we exercise spiritual 
discernment, and that we continue to grow in our 
knowledge of spiritual truth. 

The nature of progress (vv. 5-7). In order to 
emphasize his admonition, Paul used several vivid pic- 
tures to illustrate spiritual progress. 

The army (v. 5). The words order and steadfastness 
are military terms. They describe an army that is solidly 
united against the enemy. Order describes the arrange- 
ment of the army in ranks, with each soldier in his 
proper place. Not everybody can be a five-star general, 
but the general could never fight the battle alone. 
Steadfastness pictures the soldiers in battle formation, 
presenting a solid front to the enemy. Christians ought 
to make progress in discipline and obedience, just as 
soldiers on the battlefield. 

The pilgrim (v. 6). The Christian life is compared to 
a pilgrimage, and believers must learn to walk. Paul 
had already encouraged his readers to “walk worthy of 
the Lord” (Col. 1:10), and later he used this image 
again (Col. 3:7; 4:5). In the Ephesian epistle, the com- 
panion letter to the Colossian epistle, Paul used the 
image at least seven times (Eph. 2:2, 10; 4:1, 17; 5:2, 
8, 15). 
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We are to walk in Christ the same way we origi- 
nally received Christ—bdy faith. The gnostic teachers 
wanted to introduce some “new truths” for Christian 
maturity, but Paul denounced them. “You started with 
Christ and you must continue with Christ,” Paul 
wrote. “You started with faith and you must continue 
with faith. This is the only way to make spiritual 
progress.” 

The tree (v. 7a). Rooted is an agricultural word. The 
tense of the Greek word means “once and for all hav- 
ing been rooted.” Christians are not to be tumbleweeds 
that have no roots and are blown about by “every wind 
of doctrine” (Eph. 4:14). Nor are they to be “trans- 
plants” that are repeatedly moved from soil to soil. 
Once we are rooted by faith in Christ, there is no need 
to change the soil! The roots draw up the nourishment 
so that the tree can grow. The roots also give strength 
and stability. 

The building (v. 7b). Built up is an architectural 
term. It is in the present tense: “being built up.” When 
we trust Christ to save us, we are put on the founda- 
tion; from then on, we grow in grace. The word edify 
that is found often in Paul’s letters simply means “to 
build up.” To make spiritual progress means to keep 
adding to the temple to the glory of God. 

The school (v. 7c). It is the Word of God that builds 
and strengthens the Christian. Epaphras had faithfully 
taught the Colossian believers the truth of the Word 
(Col. 1:7). But the false teachers were undermining 
that doctrine. Today, Christians who study the Word 
become established in the faith. Satan has a difficult 
time deceiving the Bible-taught believer. 

The river (v. 7d). The word abounding is often used 
by Paul. It suggests the picture of a river overflowing its 
banks. Our first experience in the Lord is that of drink- 
ing the water of life by faith, and He puts within us an 
artesian well of living water (John 4:10-14). But that 
artesian well should become a “river of living water” 
(John 7:37-39) that grows deeper and deeper. The 
image of the river flowing from the sanctuary (Ezek. 
47), getting deeper as it flows, probably is what Paul 
had in mind. Sad to say, many of us are making no 
progress—our lives are shallow trickles instead of 
mighty rivers. 

Again, Paul mentioned “thanksgiving” (see Col. 
1:3, 12). A thankful spirit is a mark of Christian matu- 
rity. When a believer is abounding in thanksgiving, he 
is really making progress! 

By reviewing these pictures of spiritual progress, 
we see how the growing Christian can easily defeat the 
enemy and not be led astray. If his spiritual roots are 
deep in Christ, he will not want any other soil. If 
Christ is his sure foundation, he has no need to move. 
If he is studying and growing in the Word, he will not 
be easily enticed by false doctrine. And if his heart is 
overflowing with thanksgiving, he will not even con- 
sider turning from the fullness he has in Christ. A 
grounded, growing, grateful believer will not be led 
astray. 
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Watch Out for Spiritual Perils (2:8-10) 

Paul continued the military image with this warning: 
“Beware lest any man carry you off as a captive” (literal 
translation). The false teachers did not go out and win 
the lost, any more than the cultists do today. They 
“kidnapped” converts from churches! Most of the peo- 
ple I have talked with who are members of antichristian 
cults were at one time associated with a Christian 
church of one denomination or another. 

How is it possible for false teachers to capture peo- 
ple? The answer is simple: These “captives” are 
ignorant of the truths of the Word of God. They 
become fascinated by the philosophy and empty delu- 
sion of the false teachers. (This is not to say that all 
philosophy is wrong, because there is a Christian phi- 
losophy of life. The word simply means “to love 
wisdom.”) When a person does not know the doc- 
trines of the Christian faith, he can easily be captured 
by false religions. 

This philosophy of the false teachers is “hollow and 
deceptive” (Col. 2:8 nrv) for several reasons. To begin 
with, it is the tradition of men and not the truth of 
God’s Word. The word tradition means “that which is 
handed down’; and there is a true Christian tradition 
(1 Cor. 15:3ff.; 2 Thess. 2:15; 3:6; 2 Tim. 2:2). The 
important thing about any teaching is its origin: Did 
it come from God or from man? The religious leaders 
in our Lord’s day had their traditions and were very 
zealous to obey them and protect them (Matt. 
15:1-20). Even the apostle Paul, before he met the 
Lord, was “exceedingly zealous of the traditions” (Gal. 
1:14). 

If a new Christian from a distant mission field were 
to visit many of our churches, he would probably be 
astounded at the ideas and practices we have that can- 
not be supported by God’s Word. Our man-made 
traditions are usually more important to us than the 
God-given doctrines of the Scriptures! While it is not 
wrong to have church traditions that remind us of our 
godly heritage, we must be careful not to make these 
traditions equal to the Word of God. 

The false teachers’ traditions were “hollow and 
deceptive” for another reason: they involved “the rudi- 
ments of the world.” The Greek word translated 
“rudiments” basically means “one of a row or series.” It 
had several meanings attached to it: (1) the elementary 
sounds or letters, the ABCs; (2) the basic elements of 
the universe, as in 2 Peter 3:10—12; (3) the basic ele- 
ments of knowledge, the ABCs of some system, as in 
Hebrews 5:12. But in ancient Greece, this word also 
meant “the elemental spirits of the universe, the angels 
that influenced the heavenly bodies.” It was one of the 
words in the vocabulary of the religious astrology of 
that day. 

The gnostics believed that the angels and the heav- 
enly bodies influenced people’s lives. Paul’s warnings to 
the Colossians about “new moon” and other religious 
practices determined by the calendar (Col. 2:16) may 
be related to this gnostic teaching, though the Jewish 


people also watched the calendar (Gal. 4:10). One 
thing is certain: such teachings about demons and 
angels were not a part of true Christian doctrine. If 
anything, such teachings were satanic. 

The fact that this teaching is not after Christ is suf- 
ficient to warn us against horoscopes, astral charts, 
Ouija boards, and other spiritist practices. The whole 
zodiac system is contrary to the teaching of the Word 
of God. The Christian who dabbles in mysticism and 
the occult is only asking for trouble. 

Why follow empty philosophy when we have all 
fullness in Christ? This is like turning away from the 
satisfying river to drink at the dirty cisterns of the 
world (Jer. 2:13). Of course, the false teachers in 
Colosse did not ask the believers to forsake Christ. 
They asked them to make Christ a part of the new sys- 
tem. But this would only remove Him from His 
rightful place of preeminence. 

So Paul gave the true and lasting antidote to all false 
teaching: “All fullness is in Christ, and you have been 
made full in Him. Why, then, would you need anything 
else?” (see Col. 2:9-10). 

We have seen the word “fullness” (pleroma) before 
(Col. 1:19). It means “the sum total of all that God is, 
all of His being and attributes.” This word was used by 
the gnostics, but they did not give it the same meaning 
as did Paul. To them, the pleroma was the source of all 
the “emanations” through which men could come to 
God. The highest point in gnostic religious experience 
was to share in the pleroma. 

Of course, there are no emanations from God. The 
gulf between heaven and earth was bridged in the 
incarnation of Jesus Christ. He is declared to be 
“Emmanuel, God with us” (Matt. 1:23). Jesus Christ is 
the fullness of God, and that fullness dwells continually 
and permanently in Him bodily Once again, Paul 
refuted the gnostic doctrine that matter was evil and 
that Jesus did not have a human body. 

When Jesus Christ ascended to heaven, He went in 
a human body. It was a glorified body, to be sure, but 
it was real. After His resurrection, our Lord was care- 
ful to assure His disciples that He was the same Person 
in the same body; He was not a ghost or a spirit (see 
John 20:19-29). There is a glorified Man in heaven! 
The God-Man, Jesus Christ, embodies the fullness of 
God! 

Now, the remarkable thing is this: every believer 
shares that fullness! “And ye are complete in him” (Col. 
2:10). The tense of the Greek verb indicates that this 
fullness is a permanent experience. Dr. Kenneth 
Wuest’s very literal Expanded Translation reads, “And 
you are in Him, having been completely filled full with 
the present result that you are in a state of fullness.” 

When a person is born again into the family of 
God, he is born complete in Christ. His spiritual 
growth is not by addition, but by nutrition. He grows 
from the inside out. Nothing needs to be added to 
Christ because He already is the very fullness of God. 
As the believer draws on Christ’s fullness, he is “filled 
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unto all the fullness of God” (Eph. 3:19). What more 
does he need? 

Indeed, there are spiritual perils that the Christian 
faces. The fundamental test of any religious teaching is 
“Where does it put Jesus Christ—His person and His 
work?” Does it rob Him of His fullness? Does it deny 
either His deity or His humanity? Does it affirm that 
the believer must have some “new experience” to sup- 
plement his experience with Christ? If so, that teaching 
is wrong and dangerous. 


Draw on Your Spiritual Provisions (2:11-15) 
Remember that the false teaching that threatened the 
Colossian church was made up of several elements: 
Eastern mysticism, astrology, philosophy, and Jewish 
legalism. It is the latter element that Paul dealt with in 
this section of his letter. Apparently, the false teachers 
insisted that their converts submit to circumcision and 
obey the Old Testament law. 

Gnostic legalism was not quite the same as the 
brand of legalism practiced by the Judaizers whom 
Paul refuted in his epistle to the Galatians. The Jewish 
teachers that Paul attacked in Galatians insisted that 
circumcision and obedience to the law were necessary 
for salvation. (See Acts 15 for some background on 
this problem.) Gnostic legalism said that the Jewish 
law would help the believers become more spiritual. If 
they were circumcised, and if they watched their diets 
and observed the holy days, then they would become 
part of the “spiritual elite? in the church. 
Unfortunately, we have people with similar ideas in 
our churches today. 

Paul made it clear that the Christian is not subject 
in any way to the Old Testament legal system, nor can 
it do him any good spiritually, Jesus Christ alone is suffi- 
cient for our every spiritual need, for all of God’s 
fullness is in Him. We are identified with Jesus Christ 
because He is the Head of the body (Col. 1:18) and we 
are the members of the body (1 Cor. 12:12-13). Paul 
explained our fourfold identification with Jesus Christ 
that makes it not only unnecessary, but sinful for us to 
get involved in any kind of legalism. 

Circumcised in Him (v. 11). Circumcision was a 
sign of God’s covenant with the Jewish people (Gen. 
17:9-14). Though it was a physical operation, it had a 
spiritual significance. The trouble was that the Jewish 
people depended on the physical and not the spiritual. 
A mere physical operation could never convey spiritual 
grace (Rom. 2:25-29). Often in the Old Testament, 
God warned His people to turn from their sins and 
experience a spiritual circumcision of the heart (Deut. 
10:16; 30:6; Jer. 4:4; 6:10; Ezek. 44:7). People make 
the same mistake today when they depend on some 
religious ritual to save them—such as baptism or the 
Lord’s Supper. 

It is not necessary for the believer to submit to cir- 
cumcision, because he has already experienced a 
spiritual circumcision through his identification with 
Jesus Christ. But there is a contrast here between 
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Jewish circumcision and the believer's spiritual circum- 
cision in Christ: 


Jews Believers 


internal—the heart 

only a part of the body the whole “body of sins” 

done by hands done without hands 

no spiritual help in comeenables them to over 
sin conquering sin 


external surgery 


When Jesus Christ died and rose again. He won a 
complete and final victory over sin. He not only died 
for our sins (salvation), but He “died unto sin” (sancti- 
fication; see Rom. 6:10ff). What the law could not do, 
Jesus Christ accomplished for us. The old nature (“the 
body of the sins of the flesh”) was put off—rendered 
inoperative—so that we need no longer be enslaved to 
its desires. The old sinful nature is not eradicated, for 
we can still sin (1 John 1:5—2:6). But the power has 
been broken as we yield to Christ and walk in the 
power of the Spirit. 

Alive in Him (vv. 12-13). Here Paul used the illus- 
tration of baptism. Keep in mind that in the New 
Testament, the word baptize has both a literal and a fig- 
urative meaning. The literal meaning is “to dip, to 
immerse.” The figurative meaning is “to be identified 
with.” For example, the Jewish nation was “baptized 
unto Moses” when it went through the Red Sea (1 Cor. 
10:1-2). There was no water involved in this baptism, 
because they went over on dry land. In this experience, 
the nation was identified with Moses. 

Paul used the word baptism in a figurative sense in 
this section of his letter—for no amount of material 
water could bury a person with Christ or make him 
alive in Christ. Water baptism by immersion is a pic- 
ture of this spiritual experience. When a person is 
saved, he is immediately baptized by the Spirit into the 
body of Christ (1 Cor. 12:12-13) and identified with 
the Head, Jesus Christ. This identification means that 
whatever happened to Christ also happened to us. When 
He died, we died with Him. When He was buried, we 
were buried. When He arose again, we arose with 
Him—and we left the graveclothes of the old life 
behind (Col. 3:1-14). 

All of this took place “through the faith of the oper- 
ation of God” (Col. 2:12). It was the power of God 
that changed us, not the power of water. The Spirit of 
God identified us with Jesus Christ, and we were 
buried with Him, raised with Him, and made alive 
with Him! (The Greek verbs are very expressive: co- 
buried, co-raised, and co-made alive.) Because God 
raised His Son from the dead, we have eternal life. 

The practical application is clear: since we are iden- 
tified with Christ and He is the fullness of God, what 
more do we need? We have experienced the energy of 
God through faith in Christ, so why turn to the dead- 
ness of the law? God has forgiven us all our trespasses 
(Col. 2:13b) so that we have a perfect standing before 
Him. 
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Free from the law in Him (v. 14). Jesus not only 
took our sins to the cross (1 Peter 2:24), but He also took 
the law to the cross and nailed it there, forever out of the 
way. The law was certainly against us, because it was 
impossible for us to meet its holy demands. Even though 
God never gave the Ten Commandments to the 
Gentiles, the righteous demands of the law—God’s holy 
standards—were “written in their hearts” (Rom. 
2:12-16). 

When He shed His blood for sinners, Jesus Christ 
canceled the huge debt that was against sinners because 
of their disobedience to God’s holy law. In Bible days, 
financial records were often kept on parchment, and 
the writing could be washed off. This is the picture 
Paul painted. 

How could the holy God be just in canceling a 
debt? In this way His Son paid the full debt when He 
died on the cross. If a judge sets a man free who is 
guilty of a crime, the judge cheapens the law and leaves 
the injured party without restitution. God paid sin’s 
debt when He gave His Son on the cross, and He 
upheld the holiness of His own law. 

But Jesus Christ did even more than cancel the 
debt: He took the law that condemned us and set it 
aside so that we are no longer under its dominion. We 
are “delivered from the law” (Rom. 7:6). We “are not 
under the law, but under grace” (Rom. 6:14). This does 
not mean that we are lawless, because the righteousness 
of the law is fulfilled in us as we walk in the power of 
the Spirit (Rom. 8:4). Our relationship with Jesus 
Christ enables us to obey God out of love, not out of 
slavish fear. 

Victorious in Him (v. 15). Jesus not only dealt with 
sin and the law on the cross, but He also dealt with Satan. 
Speaking about His crucifixion, Jesus said, “Now is the 
judgment of this world; now shall the prince of this 
world be cast out” (John 12:31). The death of Christ on 
the cross looked like a great victory for Satan, but it 
turned out to be a great defeat from which Satan cannot 
recover. 

Jesus had three great victories on the cross. First, 
He “disarmed the powers and authorities” (Col. 2:15 
NIV), stripping Satan and his army of whatever 
weapons they held. Satan cannot harm the believer 
who will not harm himself. It is when we cease to 
watch and pray (as did Peter) that Satan can use his 
weapons against us. 

Second, Jesus “made a public spectacle” (Col. 2:15 
NIV) of the enemy, exposing Satan’s deceit and vileness. 
In His death, resurrection, and ascension, Christ vindi- 
cated God and vanquished the devil. 

His third victory is found in the word triumph. 
Whenever a Roman general won a great victory on for- 
eign soil, took many captives and much loot, and 
gained new territory for Rome, he was honored by an 
official parade known as “the Roman Triumph.” Paul 
alluded to this practice in his Second Letter to the 
Corinthians (see 2 Cor. 2:14). Jesus Christ won a com- 
plete victory, and He returned to glory in a great 


triumphal procession (Eph. 4:8ff.). In this, He dis- 
graced and defeated Satan. 

You and I share in His victory over the devil. We 
need not worry about the elemental forces that govern 
the planets and try to influence men’s lives. The satanic 
armies of principalities and powers are defeated and 
disgraced! As we claim the victory of Christ, use the 
equipment He has provided for us (Eph. 6:10ff.), and 
trust Him, we are free from the influence of the devil. 

What a wonderful position and provision we have 
in Christ! Are we living up to it by faith? 


CHAPTER SEVEN 
Colossians 2:16-23 


BELIEVER, BEWARE! 


rom the flashing red signals at a railroad crossing to 
Fi: skull and crossbones on a bottle of rubbing 

alcohol, warnings are a part of daily life. Children 
must be taught to heed warnings, and adults must be 
reminded not to get too accustomed to them. 
Warnings are a matter of life or death. 

The spiritual life also has its dangers and its warn- 
ings. Moses warned the Israelites to beware of 
forgetting the Lord once they got settled in the 
Promised Land (Deut. 6:12). The Lord Jesus often 
used the word beware (Matt. 7:15; Mark 12:38; Luke 
12:15). 

Paul had already warned about the false teachers 
(Col. 2:8). In this section of his letter, Paul gave three 
warnings for us to heed if we are to enjoy our fullness 
in Jesus Christ. 


“Let No One Judge You” (2:16-17) 

This warning exposes the danger of the /egalism of the 
gnostic teachers in Colosse. Their doctrines were a 
strange mixture of Eastern mysticism, Jewish legalism, 
and a smattering of philosophy and Christian teaching. 
Apparently, the Jewish legalism played a very impor- 
tant role. This is no surprise, because human nature 
thrives in “religious duties.” The flesh is weak when it 
comes to doing spiritual things (Matt. 26:41), but it is 
very strong when it comes to practicing religious rules 
and regulations. Somehow, adhering to the religious 
routine inflates the ego and makes a person content in 
his self-righteousness. In discussing this problem, Paul 
presented three important truths. 

The basis for our freedom (v. 16a). It is found in 
the word therefore, which relates this discussion to the 
previous verses. The basis for our freedom is the person 
and work of Jesus Christ. All the fullness of the 
Godhead dwells bodily in Him (Col. 2:9). On the 
cross, He canceled the debt and the dominion of the 
Law (Col. 2:14). As believers, we are under grace as a 
rule of life and not under Law (Rom. 6:14ff.). 

The believing Gentiles in Colosse never were under 
the law of Moses, since that law was given only to Israel 
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(Rom. 9:4). It seems strange that, now that they were 
Christians, they would want to submit themselves to 
Jewish legalism! Paul had the same problem with the 
Gentiles in the churches of Galatia, and he refuted 
Jewish legalism in his letter to the Galatian believers 
(Gal. 3:1ff). 

The person who judges a believer because that 
believer is not living under Jewish laws is really judging 
Jesus Christ. He is saying that Christ did not finish the 
work of salvation on the cross, and that we must add 
something to it. He is also saying that Jesus Christ is 
not sufficient for all the spiritual needs of the 
Christian. The false teachers in Colosse were claiming 
a “deeper spiritual life” for all who would practice the 
law. Outwardly, their practices seemed to be spiritual; 
but in actual fact, these practices accomplished nothing 
spiritual. 

The bondage of legalism (v. 16). Let no one tell 
you otherwise: legalism zs bondage! Peter called it a 
“yoke upon the neck” (Acts 15:10). Paul used the same 
image when he warned the Galatians: “Stand fast there- 
fore in the liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free, 
and be not entangled again with the yoke of bondage” 
(Gal. 5:1). 

These legalistic regulations had to do with foods 
and with eating and drinking (partaking or abstaining). 
Under the Old Testament system, certain foods were 
classified as “clean” or “unclean” (see Lev. 11). But Jesus 
made it clear that, of itself food was neutral. It was 
what came out of the heart that made a person spiritual 
or unspiritual (Matt. 15:1-20). Peter was reminded of 
this lesson again when he was on the housetop in Joppa 
(Acts 10:9ff.) and when he was rebuked in Antioch by 
Paul (Gal. 2:11ff.). “But food does not bring us near to 
God; we are no worse if we do not eat, and no better if 
we do” (1 Cor. 8:8 Nrv). 

It is likely that God’s instructions about foods given 
through Moses had physical reasons behind them as 
well as spiritual. This point that Paul brought up is a 
different matter. If a man feels he is healthier for 
abstaining from certain foods, then he should abstain 
and care for his body. But he should not judge others 
who can eat that food, nor should he make it a test of 
spiritual living. Romans 14 and 15 is the key passage 
on this subject. 

But the legalistic system not only involved diet; it 
also involved days. Once again, this was borrowed from 
the laws given through Moses. The Old Testament Jew 
was commanded to keep the weekly Sabbath, which 
was the seventh day of the week (Ex. 20:9-11). It is 
wrong to call Sunday “the Christian Sabbath” because 
it is not so designated in the New Testament. It is “the 
Lord’s Day” (Rev. 1:10), the first day of the week (Acts 
20:7; 1 Cor. 16:2), the day that commemorates the vic- 
torious resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead 
(John 20:1, 19, 26). 

The Jews also had their feast days (Lev. 25) and 
their special “new-moon’” celebrations (see Isa. 1:13). 
Their religion was tied to the calendar. Now, all of this 
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had its proper function under the old dispensation, but 
it was not meant to be a permanent part of the faith 
under the new dispensation (see John 1:17). The law 
was a schoolmaster that helped to train and discipline 
Israel in the childhood of the nation, preparing the 
people for the coming of the Messiah. Now that Jesus 
had come, the schoolmaster was no longer needed to 
perform the same functions (Gal. 3:24—4:11). 

Does this mean that the Old Testament law has no 
ministry to New Testament Christians? Of course not! 
The law still reveals the holiness of God, and in the law 
Jesus Christ can be seen (Luke 24:27). “We know that 
the law is good if one uses it properly” (1 Tim. 1:8 nrv). 
The law reveals sin and warns of the consequences of 
sin—but it has no power to prevent sin or redeem the 
sinner. Only grace can do that 

The blessing of grace (v. 17). The law is but a 
shadow; but in Christ we have the reality, the substance. 
“The law is only a shadow of the good things that are 
coming” (Heb. 10:1 nrv). Why go back into shadows 
when we have the reality in Jesus Christ? This is like try- 
ing to hug a shadow when the reality is at hand! 

People who religiously observe diets and days give 
an outward semblance of spirituality, but these prac- 
tices cannot change their hearts. Legalism is a popular 
thing because you can “measure” your spiritual life— 
and even brag about it! But this is a far cry from 


measuring up to Christ (Eph. 4:13)! 


“Let No Man Beguile You of Your Reward” 
(2:18-19) 

The word translated “beguile” in the King James Version 
means “to declare unworthy of a prize.” It is an athletic 
term: the umpire disqualifies the contestant because he 
has not obeyed the rules. The contestant does not cease 
to be a citizen of the land, but he forfeits the honor of 
winning a prize. A Christian who fails to obey God’s 
directions does not lose his salvation. But he does lose 
the approval of the Lord and the rewards He has prom- 
ised to those who are faithful (1 Cor. 3:8). 

It is a gracious act of God that He has promised 
rewards to those who serve Him. Certainly He does 
not owe us anything! We ought to be so grateful that 
He has saved us from judgment that we would serve 
Him whether or not we received a reward. Most of 
God’s servants probably obey Him out of love and 
devotion and never think about rewards. Just as there 
are degrees of punishment in hell (Matt. 23:14), so 
there will be degrees of glory in heaven—even though 
all believers will be like Christ in their glorified bodies. 
The Puritan Thomas Watson said it perfectly: 
“Though every vessel of mercy shall be full [in heaven], 
yet one may hold more than another.” 

There is, then, the danger that our lives today will 
rob us of reward and glory tomorrow. The peril Paul 
had in mind here was Eastern mysticism, the belief that 
a person can have an immediate experience with the 
spiritual world, completely apart from the Word of 
God or the Holy Spirit. The false teachers in Colosse 
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had visions and made contact with angels. In bypassing 
the Word of God and the Spirit of God, they were 
opening themselves to all kinds of demonic activity— 
because Satan knows how to give counterfeit 
experiences to people (2 Cor. 11:13—15). 

The word translated “intruding” was a technical 
term used by the mystical religions of that day. It 
meant “to set foot in the inner shrine, to be fully initi- 
ated into the mysteries of the religion.” No Christian 
has to go through any initiation ceremony to get into 
the presence of God. We may have “boldness to enter 
into the holiest by the blood of Jesus” (Heb. 10:19). 
We may “come boldly unto the throne of grace” (Heb. 
4:16). And as for worshipping angels, they are our ser- 
vants! The angels are “all ministering spirits, sent forth 
to minister for them who shall be heirs of salvation” 
(Heb. 1:14). 

Of course, all of this mystical ceremony was 
wrapped up in a false humility that was actually an 
expression of pride. “I am not good enough to come 
directly to God,” the gnostic would say, “so I will start 
with one of the angels.” 

Trying to reach God the Father through anyone or 
anything other than His Son, Jesus Christ, is idolatry. 
Jesus Christ is the one and only Mediator between God 
and man (John 14:6; 1 Tim. 2:5). The person who 
worships through angels or saints now in heaven does 
not prove his humility, for he is not submitting to the 
authority of God’s Word. Actually, he reveals a subtle 
kind of pride that substitutes man-made traditions for 
me Word of God. “His unspiritual mind puffs him up 
with idle notions” (Col. 2:18 niv). 

True worship always humbles a person. The mind is 
awed by the greatness of God; the Aeart is filled with 
love for God; and the will is submitted to the purpose 
God has for the life. The gnostics, however, were inter- 
ested primarily in “deeper spiritual knowledge,” and 
they ignored God’s truth. Their “inner secrets” gave 
them big heads, but not burning hearts or submissive 
wills. “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up” (1 Cor. 
8:1 Nrv). 

It is worth noting that a true spiritual experience 
with God leads to submission and service. When Job 
met the Lord he said, “I have heard of thee by the hear- 
ing of the ear, but now mine eye seeth thee. Wherefore 
I abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes” (Job 
42:5-6). Peter fell down before his Lord and said, 
“Depart from me; for I am a sinful man, O Lord” 
(Luke 5:8). Isaiah saw the Lord and confessed how sin- 
ful he was (Isa. 6), and when John saw the risen Christ, 
he fell at His feet like a dead man (Rev. 1:17). 

The cheap familiarity with which some people 
approach God in prayer, or talk about Him in testi- 
mony or conversation, sometimes borders on 
blasphemy. The saintly Bishop Westcott of Great 
Britain, author of many scholarly commentaries on 
various books of the Bible, once wrote, “Every year 
makes me tremble at the daring with which people 
speak of spiritual things.” 


Tragically, this “vain religion of the puffed-up 
fleshly mind” is but a mere substitute for true spiritual 
nourishment from Jesus Christ, the Head of the body, 
His church. This is one of several passages in the New 
Testament that pictures the church as the body of 
Christ (see Rom. 12:4ff.; 1 Cor. 12-14; Eph. 4:4-16; 
Col. 1:18, 24). All of us, as believers, are members of 
the spiritual body, the church, because of the work of 
the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 12:12-13). As Christians, we 
minister to one another in the body just as the various 
parts of the human body minister to each other (1 Cor. 
12:14 ff.). 

But if a believer does not draw on the spiritual 
nourishment that comes from Christ and other 
Christians, he becomes weak. The false teachers were 
not holding to the Head, and therefore they were spir- 
itually undernourished, but hey thought they were 
spiritual experts. Imagine thinking yourself a giant 
when in reality you are a pygmy! 

The false teachers were anxious to win converts to 
their cause, but the spiritual body grows by nutrition, 
not by addition. Every member of Christ’s body, 
including the “ligaments and sinews” (joints and 
bands), is important to the health and growth of the 
body. No matter what your spiritual gift may be, you 
are important to the church. In fact, some people who 
may not have spectacular public ministries are proba- 
bly just as important behind the scenes as those out in 
public. 

It is through worship, prayer, and the Word that we 
draw on the spiritual resources of Christ. All of us must 
be part of a local church where we can exercise our own 
spiritual gifts (Eph. 4:11-17). “Now to each one the 
manifestation of the Spirit is given for the common 
good” (1 Cor. 12:7 nrv). The New Testament says 
nothing of “isolated saints” outside of the local church. 

But it is possible to be iv a local church and not 
draw on the Head and the nourishment of the spiritual 
body. The false teachers in Colosse sought to introduce 
their teachings into the local assembly, and if they suc- 
ceeded, they would have caused the spiritual 
nourishment to decrease instead of increase. Unless the 
members of the local assembly abide in Christ, yield to 
the Spirit, and obey the Word, they cannot experience 
the life of the Head, Jesus Christ. 

There is a fascination with “religious mysticism” 
that attracts people. Learning mysteries, being initiated 
into the inner secrets, and having contact with the 
spirit world all seem exciting. 

But these practices are soundly condemned by God. 
The true Christian glories in Christ, not in his own 
experience. He follows the Word, led by the Holy 
Spirit, and as he abides in Christ, he experiences bless- 
ing and fruitfulness. He seeks no other experience than 
that which relates him to the Head, Jesus Christ. 


“Let No One Enslave You!” (2:20-23) 
Paul condemned legalism and mysticism; next he 
attacked and condemned. asceticism. An ascetic prac- 
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tices rigorous self-denial and even self-mortification in 
order to become more spiritual. Ascetic practices were 
popular during the Middle Ages: wearing hair shirts 
next to the skin, sleeping on hard beds, whipping one- 
self, not speaking for days (maybe years), going 
without food or sleep, and so forth. 

There is a definite relationship between legalism 
and asceticism, for the ascetic often subjects himself to 
rules and regulations: “Touch not, taste not, handle 
not” (Col. 2:21). Certain foods or practices are unholy 
and must be avoided. Other practices are holy and 
must never be neglected. The ascetic’s entire life is 
wrapped up in a system of rules. 

As Christians, we admit that physical discipline is 
needed in our lives. Some of us eat too much and are 
overweight. Some of us drink too much coffee or cola 
drinks and are nervous and upset. We believe that our 
bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 6:19-20), 
yet sometimes we do not care for our bodies as we 
should. “Physical training is of some value,” Paul wrote 
(1 Tim. 4:8 nrv). Paul disciplined his own body and 
kept it under control (1 Cor. 9:27). So there is a place 
in our Christian lives for proper care of our bodies. 

But the ascetic hopes to sanctify the soul by his dis- 
cipline of the body, and it is this heresy that Paul 
attacked. Just as days and diets have no sanctifying 
value, neither does fleshly discipline. In this section 
Paul gave several arguments to warn the Christian 
against carnal religious asceticism. 

The Christian’s spiritual position (v. 20). 
Asceticism has to do with the rudiments of the world 
and not the riches of the kingdom. Earlier we saw the 
word rudiments and learned that it meant “the funda- 
mentals or ABCs of something” (Col. 2:8). In this case, 
“the rudiments of the world” refers to rules and regula- 
tions about foods. As Christians, we are dead to all of 
this because of our union with Jesus Christ in death, 
burial, and resurrection (see Rom. 6; Col. 2:12-15). 
Though we are im the world physically, we are not of 
the world spiritually John 17:15-16). We have been 
transferred into God’s kingdom (Col. 1:13), and there- 
fore we govern our lives by His laws and not the rules 
of men. 

This is not to suggest that Christians are lawless. A 
student in a Christian school once told me it was 
“unspiritual” for him to obey the rules! I reminded him 
that Christians always respect the authority of those 
over them (1 Peter 2:11ff.), and that he knew the rules 
before he arrived on campus. If he did not like them, 
he should have stayed home! Paul was not counseling 
us to be rebels, but he was warning us not to think we 
are spiritual because we obey certain rules and regula- 
tions that pertain to the body. 

The futility of ascetic rules (vv. 21-22). To begin 
with, these rules did not come from God; they were the 
inventions of men. God “giveth us richly all things to 
enjoy” (1 Tim. 6:17). Foods have been “created to be 
received with thanksgiving” (1 Tim. 4:3). But the 
“commandments and doctrines” of the false teachers 
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replaced the inspired Word of God (see Mark 7:6-9). 
The doctrines were what the false teachers believed; the 
commandments were the regulations they gave in 
applying their doctrines to practical daily life. 

God gave foods to be used, and they “perish with 
the using” (Col. 2:22). Jesus explained that food went 
into the stomach, not the heart (Mark 7:18ff.). The 
man who refuses certain foods because they will defile 
him does not understand what either Jesus or Paul 
taught: “I know, and am persuaded by the Lord Jesus, 
that there is nothing unclean of itself” (Rom. 14:14). 

Many of us are quick to criticize the ancient monks, 
the Eastern mystics, and the Hindu or Muslim fakirs, 
but we fail to see this same error in our own churches. 
While there are automatic connections between physi- 
cal discipline and health, there is no connection 
between such discipline and holiness. If we deliberately 
abstain from some food or drink to keep from hurting 
a weaker Christian (Rom. 14:13ff), that is one thing. 
But we must not say that our abstinence makes us more 
spiritual than another brother who partakes of that 
food and gives thanks to God (Rom. 14:6). 

The deception of asceticism (v. 23). The people 
who practice asceticism have a “reputation” for spiritu- 
ality, but the product does not live up to the promotion. 
I am amazed at the way educated people in America 
flock to see and hear gurus and other Eastern spiritual 
leaders whose teachings cannot change the human 
heart. This “self-imposed worship” is not the true wor- 
ship of God, which must be “in spirit and in truth” 
(John 4:24). Their humility is false, and their harsh dis- 
ciplines accomplish nothing for the inner man. 

While it is certainly better to exercise self-control 
than to yield to the physical appetites of the body, we 
must not think that such self-control is necessarily spir- 
itually motivated. The ascetics of many non-Christian 
religions give evidence of remarkable self-control. The 
stoics and their ascetic philosophy were well known in 
Paul’s day. Their adherents could duplicate any disci- 
pline that the gnostic teachers cared to present. 

The power of Christ in the life of the believer does 
more than merely restrain the desires of the flesh: i 
puts new desires within him. Nature determines 
appetite. The Christian has the very nature of God 
within (2 Peter 1:4), and this means he has godly ambi- 
tions and desires. He does not need /aw on the outside 
to control his appetites because he has “fe on the 
inside! The harsh rules of the ascetics “lack any value in 
restraining sensual indulgence” (Col. 2:23 nrv). If any- 
thing, they eventually bring out the worst instead of 
the best. In the closing two chapters of this letter, Paul 
explained how the new life functions in the believer to 
give him purity and victory. 

This section closes the second chapter of Colossians 
in which the emphasis was on danger. Paul defended 
the preeminence of Jesus Christ, and he refuted the 
false doctrines of legalism, mysticism, and asceticism. It 
now remains for us to believe what he wrote and prac- 
tice these spiritual principles. 
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The answer to legalism is the spiritual reality we 
have in Christ. The answer to mysticism is the spiritual 
union with Christ, the Head of the church. The answer 
to asceticism is our position in Christ in death, burial, 
and resurrection. 

We put all of this into daily practice as we fellow- 
ship with Christ through worship, the Word, and 
prayer. As we yield to the indwelling Spirit, we receive 
the power we need for daily living. It is in our fellow- 
ship with other believers that we contribute spiritually 
to the growth of the body, the church, and the other 
members of the body contribute to us. What a wonder- 
ful way to live! 

Is Christ preeminent in your life? Are you drawing 
on His spiritual power, or depending on some man- 
made “religious” substitute? 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


Colossians 3:1-11 


HEAVEN ON EARTH 


n the final two chapters of Colossians, Paul moved 
| into the practical application of the doctrines he had 

been teaching. After all, it does little good if 
Christians declare and defend the truth, but fail to 
demonstrate it in their lives. There are some Christians 
who will defend the truth at the drop of a hat, but their 
personal lives deny the doctrines they profess to love. 
“They profess that they know God, but in works they 
deny Him” (Titus 1:16). 

We must keep in mind that the pagan religions of 
Paul’s day said little or nothing about personal moral- 
ity. A worshipper could bow before an idol, put his 
offering on the altar, and go back to live the same old 
life of sin. What a person believed had no direct rela- 
tionship with how he behaved, and no one would 
condemn a person for his behavior. 

But the Christian faith brought a whole new con- 
cept into pagan society: what we believe has a very 
definite connection with how we behave! After all, faith 
in Christ means being united to Christ, and if we share 
His life, we must follow His example. He cannot live in 
us by His Spirit and permit us to live in sin. Paul con- 
nected doctrine with duty in this section by giving his 
readers three instructions. 


Seek the Heavenly (3:1-4) 
The emphasis is on the believers relationship with 
Christ. 

We died with Christ (v. 3a). The fullest explana- 
tion of this wonderful truth is found in Romans 6—8. 
Christ not only died for us (substitution), but we died 
with Him (identification). Christ not only died for sin, 
bearing its penalty, but He died unto sin, breaking its 
power. Because we are “in Christ” through the work of 
the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 12:13), we died with Christ. 


This means that we can have victory over the old sin 


nature that wants to control us. “How shall we, that are 
dead to sin, live any longer therein?” (Rom. 6:2). 

We live in Christ (v. 4a). Christ is our life. Eternal 
life is not some heavenly substance that God imparts 
when we, as sinners, trust the Savior. Eternal life is 
Jesus Christ Himself. “He that hath the Son hath life; 
and he that hath not the Son of God hath not life” (1 
John 5:12). We are dead and alive at the same time— 
dead to sin and alive in Christ. 

Someone has said, “Life is what you are alive to.” A 
child may come alive when you talk about a baseball 
game or an ice cream cone. A teenager may come alive 
when you mention cars or dates. Paul wrote, “For to 
me to live is Christ” (Phil. 1:21). Christ was Paul’s life 
and he was alive to anything that related to Christ. So 
should it be with every believer. 

Years ago I heard a story about two sisters who 
enjoyed attending dances and wild parties. Then they 
were converted and found new life in Christ. They 
received an invitation to a party and sent their RSVP in 
these words: “We regret that we cannot attend because 
we recently died.” 

We are raised with Christ (v. la). It is possible to 
be alive and still live in the grave. During World War 
II, several Jewish refugees hid in a cemetery, and a baby 
was actually born in one of the graves. However, when 
Jesus gave us His life, He lifted us out of the grave and 
set us on the throne in heaven! Christ is seated at the 
right hand of God, and we are seated there “in Christ.” 

The word ¿f does not suggest that Paul’s readers 
might not have been “risen with Christ”, for all of us, 
as believers, are identified with Christ in death, burial, 
resurrection, and ascension. The word since gives the 
truer meaning of the word. Our exalted position in 
Christ is not a hypothetical thing or a goal for which 
we strive. It is an accomplished fact. 

We are hidden in Christ (v. 3b). We no longer 
belong to the world, but to Christ; and the sources of 
life that we enjoy come only from Him. “Hidden in 
Christ” means security and satisfaction. The eminent 
Greek scholar Dr. A. T. Robertson commented on this: 
“So here we are in Christ who is in God, and no bur- 
glar, not even Satan himself, can separate us from the 
love of God in Christ Jesus (Rom. 8:31—39)” (Paul and 
the Intellectuals, Broadman, 98). 

The Christian life is a “hidden life” as far as the 
world is concerned, because the world does not know 
Christ (see 1 John 4:1-6). Our sphere of life is not this 
earth, but heaven; and the things that attract us and 
excite us belong to heaven, not to earth. This does not 
mean that we should ignore our earthly responsibilities. 
Rather it means that our motives and our strength 
come from heaven, not earth. 

We are glorified in Christ (v. 4b). Christ is now 
seated at the Father’s right hand, but one day He will 
come to take His people home (1 Thess. 4:13-18). 
When He does, we shall enter into eternal glory with 
Christ. When He is revealed in His glory, we shall also 
be revealed in glory. According to the apostle Paul, we 
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have already been glorified (Rom. 8:30)! This glory sim- 
ply has not yet been revealed. Christ has already given 
us His glory (John 17:22), but the full revelation of the 
glory awaits the return of the Savior (Rom. 8:17-25). 

Now, in view of our wonderful identification with 
Christ, we have a great responsibility: “Seek those 
things which are above” (Col. 3:1). Through Christ’s 
death, burial, resurrection, and ascension, we have 
been separated from the old life of this world, and we 
now belong to a new heavenly life. 

But how do we “seek those things which are above”? 
The secret is found in Colossians 3:2: “Habitually set 
your mind—your attention—on things above, not on 
things on the earth” (literal translation). Our feet must 
be on earth, but our minds must be in heaven. This is 
not to suggest that (as D. L. Moody used to say) we 
become “so heavenly minded that we are no earthly 
good.” It means that the practical everyday affairs of 
life get their direction from Christ in heaven. It means 
further that we look at earth from heaven's point of 
view. 

While attending a convention in Washington, 
D.C., I watched a Senate committee hearing on televi- 
sion. I believe they were considering a new ambassador 
to the United Nations. The late Senator Hubert 
Humphrey was making a comment as I turned on the 
television set: “You must remember that in politics, 
how you stand depends on where you sit.” He was 
referring, of course, to the political party seating 
arrangement in the Senate, but I immediately applied 
it to my position in Christ. How I stand—and walk— 
depends on where I sit, and I am seated with Christ in 
the heavenlies! 

When the nation of Israel came to the border of the 
Promised Land, they refused to enter, and, because of 
their stubborn unbelief, they had to wander in the 
wilderness for forty years (see Num. 13—14). That 
whole generation, starting with the twenty-year-olds, 
died in the wilderness, except for Caleb and Joshua, the 
only two spies who believed God. How were Caleb and 
Joshua able to “get the victory” during those forty dif- 
ficult years in the wilderness? Their minds and hearts 
were in Canaan! They knew they had an inheritance 
coming, and they lived in the light of that inheritance. 

The queen of England exercises certain powers and 
privileges because she sits on the throne. The president 
of the United States has privileges and powers because 
he sits behind the desk in the oval office of the White 
House. The believer is seated on the throne with 
Christ. We must constantly keep our affection and our 
attention fixed on the things of heaven, through the 
Word and prayer, as well as through worship and serv- 
ice. We can enjoy “days of heaven upon the earth” 
(Deut. 11:21) if we will keep our hearts and minds in 
the heavenlies. 


Slay the Earthly (3:5-9) 
We turn now from the positive to the negative. There 
are some people who do not like the negative. “Give us 
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positive doctrines!” they say. “Forget about negative 
warnings and admonitions!” But the negative warnings 
and commands grow out of the positive truths of 
Christian doctrine. This is why Paul wrote, “Mortify 
therefore.” 

No amount of positive talk about health will cure a 
ruptured appendix. The doctor will have to “get nega- 
tive” and take out the appendix. No amount of 
lecturing on beauty will produce a garden. The gardener 
has to pull weeds! The positive and the negative go 
together, and one without the other leads to imbalance. 

The word mortify means “put to death.” Because we 
have died with Christ (Col. 3:3), we have the spiritual 
power to slay the earthly, fleshly desires that want to 
control us. Paul called this “reckoning” ourselves to be 
dead to sin but alive in Christ (Rom. 6:11). Our Lord 
used the same idea when He said, “And if thy right eye 
offend thee, pluck it out” (Matt. 5:29-30). 

Obviously, neither Paul nor Jesus was talking about 
literal surgery. Sin does not come from the eye, hand, 
or foot; it comes from the heart, the evil desires within. 
Centuries ago in England, if a pickpocket was con- 
victed, his right hand was cut off. If he was convicted a 
second time, his left hand was amputated. One pick- 
pocket lost both hands and continued his “trade” by 
using his teeth! Physical surgery can never change the 
heart. 

Not only was Paul negative in this paragraph, but 
he also named sins, and some people do not like that. 
These sins belong to the old life and have no place in 
our new life in Christ. Furthermore, God’s judgment 
falls on those who practice these sins, and God is no 
respecter of persons. God’s wrath fell on the Gentile 
world because of these sins (Rom. 1:18ff.), and His 
wrath will fall again. “Because of these, the wrath of 
God is coming,” Paul warned (Col. 3:6 nrv). 

Fornication refers to sexual immorality in general. 
Uncleanness means “lustful impurity that is connected 
with luxury and loose living.” Inordinate affection 
describes a state of mind that excites sexual impurity. 
The person who cultivates this kind of appetite can 
always find opportunity to satisfy it. Evil concupis- 
cence means “base, evil desires.” It is clear that desires 
lead to deeds, appetites lead to actions. If we would 
purify our actions, then we must first purify our minds 
and hearts. 

What we desire usually determines what we do. If I 
create in my children an appetite for candy, then I must 
satisfy that appetite. If they become overweight and 
unhealthy, then I must change their appetites, and I 
must teach them how to enjoy foods other than sweets. 
“Create in me a clean heart, O God” (Ps. 51:10) should 
be our prayer, for it is out of the heart that these evil 
desires come (Mark 7:21—23). 

After he had named these sensual sins, Paul added, 
“and covetousness, which is idolatry’ (Col. 3:5b). 
Covetousness is the sin of always wanting more, whether 
it be more things or more pleasures. The covetous per- 
son is never satisfied with what he has, and he is usually 
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envious of what other people have. This is idolatry, for 
covetousness puts things in the place of God. “Thou 
shalt not covet” is the last of the Ten Commandments 
(Ex. 20:17). Yet this sin can make us break all of the 
other nine! A covetous person will dishonor God, take 
God’s name in vain, lie, steal, and commit every other 
sin in order to satisfy his sinful desires. 

Do believers in local churches commit such sins? 
Unfortunately, they sometimes do. Each of the New 
Testament epistles sent to local churches makes men- 
tion of these sins and warns against them. I am 
reminded of a pastor who preached a series of sermons 
against the sins of the saints. A member of his congre- 
gation challenged him one day and said that it would 
be better if the pastor preached those messages to the 
lost. “After all,” said the church member, “sin in the life 
of a Christian is different from sin in the lives of other 
people.” 

“Yes” replied the pastor, “it’s worse!” 

After warning us against the sensual sins, Paul then 
pointed out the dangers of the social sins (Col. 3:8-9). 
Dr. G. Campbell Morgan called these “the sins in good 
standing.” We are so accustomed to anger, critical atti- 
tudes, lying, and coarse humor among believers that we 
are no longer upset or convicted about these sins. We 
would be shocked to see a church member commit 
some sensual sin, but we will watch him lose his tem- 
per in a business meeting and call it “righteous 
indignation.” 

The picture here is that of a person changing 
clothes: “Put off ... put on” (Col. 3:9-10). This relates 
to the resurrection of Jesus Christ (Col. 3:1), for when 
He arose from the dead, Jesus Christ left the grave- 
clothes behind (John 20:1—10). He had entered into a 
glorious resurrection life and had no need for the grave- 
clothes. Likewise, when Lazarus was raised from the 
dead, Jesus instructed the people to “loose him, and let 
him go” (John 11:44). 

The graveclothes represent the old life with its sin- 
ful deeds. Now that we have new life in Christ, we 
must walk “in newness of life” by putting off the old 
deeds and desires (Rom. 6:4). We do this by practicing 
our position in Christ, by reckoning ourselves to be 
dead to the old and alive to the new. 

Paul began with anger, wrath, and malice—sins of 
bad attitude toward others. The word anger is the same 
as the word wrath (Col. 3:6), referring there to the 
wrath of God. This word describes habitual attitudes, 
while wrath refers to the sudden outburst of anger, God 
has a right to be angry at sin and to judge it, because 
He is holy and just. In fact, there is a righteous anger 
against sin that ought to characterize the saints (Eph. 
4:26). But none of us have the right to “play God” and 
pass final judgment on others by our attitudes. Malice 
is an attitude of ill will toward a person. If we have mal- 
ice toward a person, we are sad when he is successful, 
and we rejoice when he has trouble. This is sinful. 

Blasphemy describes speech that slanders others and 
tears them down. Often among Christians this kind of 


malicious gossip masquerades as a spiritual concern: “I 
would never tell you what I know about her, except 
that I know you'll want to pray about it.” Evil speaking 
is caused by malice (1 Peter 2:1). If you have deep- 
seated ill will toward a person, you will use every 
opportunity to say something bad about him. 

Filthy communication is just that: foul speech, 
coarse humor, obscene language. For some reason, 
some Christians think it is manly or contemporary to 
use this kind of speech. Low humor sometimes creeps 
into conversations. If someone says, “Now, take this 
with a grain of salt!” you can remind him of Colossians 
4:6: “Let your speech be always with grace, seasoned 
with salt.” Salt is a symbol of purity, and grace and 
purity go together. 

The final sin Paul named was lying (Col. 3:9). He 
wrote this same warning to the believers in Ephesus 
(Eph. 4:25). Satan is the liar John 8:44), while the 
Holy Spirit is the Spirit of Truth (John 14:17; 15:26). 
When a Christian lies, he is cooperating with Satan; 
when he speaks the truth in love (Eph. 4:15), he is 
cooperating with the Spirit of God. 

A lie is any misrepresentation of the truth, even if 
the words are accurate. The tone of voice, the look on 
the face, or a gesture of the hand can alter the meaning 
of a sentence. So can the motive of the heart. If my 
watch is wrong and I give a friend the wrong time, that 
is not a lie. Lying involves the intent to deceive for the 
purpose of personal gain. An old proverb says, “Half a 
fact is a whole lie.” 

Bishop Warren A. Candler was preaching about the 
lies of Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5), and asked the 
congregation, “If God still struck people dead for lying, 
where would I be?” The congregation snickered a bit, 
but the smiles disappeared when the Bishop shouted, 
“Td be right here—preaching to an empty church!” 


Strengthen the Christly (3:10-11) 

Because we are alive in Christ, we must seek the things 
that are above. And, because we died with Christ, we 
must put off the things that belong to the earthly life 
of past sin. The result is that we can become like Jesus 
Christ! God wants to renew us and make us into the 
image of His Son! 

The Greek verbs translated “put off” and “put on” 
(Col. 3:9-10) indicate a once-for-all action. When we 
trust Christ, we put off the old life and put on the new. 
The old man has been buried, and the new man is now 
in control. But the verb translated “renewed” is a pres- 
ent participle—“who is constantly being renewed.” 
The crisis of salvation leads to the process of sanctifica- 
tion, becoming more like Jesus Christ. 

The Greeks had two different words for new. The 
word neos means “new in time.” We use this word as an 
English prefix in such words as “neoorthodoxy” and 
“neoclassicism.” The word kainos means “new in qual- 
ity, fresh.” Sometimes the two words were used 
interchangeably in the New Testament, but there is still 
a fundamental difference. 
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The believer has once and for all put on the “new 
man” (neos), and, as a consequence, he is being renewed 
(kainos). There is a change in quality, for he is becom- 
ing like Jesus Christ. The “new Man” is Jesus Christ, 
the last Adam (1 Cor. 15:45), the Head of the new cre- 
ation (2 Cor. 5:17). 

How does this renewal come about? Through 
knowledge. The word knowledge was one of the key 
terms in the vocabulary of the gnostics. But their so- 
called spiritual knowledge could never change a 
person’s life to make him like Christ. The better he gets 
to know Christ, the more he becomes like Him (Phil. 
3:10). 

Man was created in the image of God (Gen. 
1:26-27). This involves man’s personality (intellect, 
emotion, will) and man’s spirituality (he is more than a 
body). When man sinned, this image of God was 
marred and ruined. Adam’s children were born in the 
image of their father (Gen. 5:1, 3). In spite of the rav- 
ages of sin, man still bears the image of God (Gen. 9:6; 
James 3:9). 

We were formed in God’s image, and deformed from 
God’s image by sin. But through Jesus Christ, we can 
be transformed into God’s image! We must be renewed 
in the spirit of our minds (Eph. 4:23). As we grow in 
knowledge of the Word of God, we will be transformed 
by the Spirit of God to share in the glorious image of 
God (2 Cor. 3:18). God transforms us by the renewing 
of our minds (Rom. 12:2), and this involves the study 
of God’s Word. It is the truth that sets us free from the 
old life (John 8:31-32). 

God’s purpose for us is that we be “conformed to 
the image of His Son” (Rom. 8:29). This refers to char- 
acter, the spiritual quality of the inner man. When we 
see Jesus Christ, we shall be like Him and have glori- 
fied bodies (1 John 3:1-3), but while we are waiting for 
Him to return, we can become like Him and share His 
holy image. This is a process of constant renewing as 
the Spirit of God uses the Word of God. 

Human distinctions and differences should be no 
barrier to holy living in the church. In Jesus Christ, all 
human distinctions disappear (Col. 3:11). In Christ, 
there are no nationalities (“neither Greek nor Jew’). 
There is no recognition of former religious differences 
(“circumcision nor uncircumcision”). The gnostics 
taught that circumcision was important to the spiritual 
life (Col. 2:11ff.). But Paul made it clear that this tra- 
ditional act of physical surgery gave no advantages in 
the spiritual life. 

There are also no cultural differences in Christ 
(“barbarian, Scythian’). The Greeks considered all 
non-Greeks to be barbarians; and the Scythians were 
the lowest barbarians of all! Yet, in Jesus Christ, a per- 
son’s cultural status is no advantage or disadvantage. 
Nor is his economic or political status (“bond or free”). 
Paul made it clear that a slave should try to get his free- 
dom (1 Cor. 7:20—23), but he should not think he is 
handicapped spiritually because of his social position. 

All of these human distinctions belong to the “old 
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man” and not the “new man.” In his letter to the 
Galatians, Paul added, “There is neither male nor 
female,” and thus erased even differences between the 
sexes. “Christ is all, and in all” was Paul’s conclusion. 
“For ye are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). 

It is wrong to build the fellowship of the church on 
anything other than Jesus Christ, His person and His 
work, Ministries that are built on human distinctions, 
such as race, color, or social standing, are not biblical. 
One of the evidences of spiritual growth and the 
renewing of the mind is this willingness to receive and 
love all who sincerely know Christ and seek to glorify 
Him. The gnostic “super saints” were trying to isolate 
the Colossian believers from the rest of the church, and 
this was wrong. Even though physically we do not lose 
our national heritage when we become Christians, we 
do not use that heritage as a test of what is spiritual. 

“Christ is all and in all” is the emphasis in this let- 
ter. “That in all things he might have the preeminence” 
(Col. 1:18). Because we are complete in Christ, we can 
look beyond the earthly differences that separate peo- 
ple and enjoy a spiritual unity in the Lord. The gnostic 
false teachers, like the false teachers today, tried to rob 
God’s people of the richness of their oneness in Christ. 
Beware! 

We are alive in Christ; therefore, we should seek the 
heavenly. We are dead in Christ; therefore, we should 
slay the earthly. We can become like Christ; therefore, 
we must strengthen the Christly and permit the Spirit 
to renew our minds, making us more into the image of 


God. 


CHAPTER NINE 
Colossians 3:12-17 


ALL DRESSED UP AND SOMEPLACE 
TO GO 


his section completes Paul’s exhortation to the 
[i to live a holy life. It continues the illus- 
tration of garments: “Put off ... put on” (Col. 
3:8-10). He exhorted his readers to put off the grave- 
clothes of sin and the old life, and to put on the 
“grace-clothes” of holiness and the new life in Christ. 
The emphasis in this section is on motives. Why 
should we put off the old deeds and put on the quali- 
ties of the new life? Paul explained four motives that 
ought to encourage us to walk in newness of life (Rom. 


6:4). 


The Grace of Christ (3:12-14) 
Grace is God’s favor to undeserving sinners. Paul 
reminded the Colossians of what God’s grace had done 
for them. 

God chose them (v. 12a). The word elect means 
“chosen of God.” God’s words to Israel through Moses 
help us to understand the meaning of salvation by 
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grace: “The Lord did not set his love upon you, nor 
choose you, because ye were more in number than any 
people; for ye were the fewest of all people. But because 
the Lord loved you ... hath the Lord brought you out 
[of Egypt] with a mighty hand” (Deut. 7:7-8). 

This miracle of divine election did not depend on 
anything that we are or that we have done, for God 
chose us in Christ “before the foundation of the world” 
(Eph. 1:4). If God saved a sinner on the basis of merit 
or works, nobody would be saved. It is all done through 
God’s grace that it might all bring glory to God. 

Of course, election is a “sacred secret” that belongs 
to God’s children. It is not a doctrine that we believers 
explain to the unsaved. “The Lord knoweth them that 
are his” (2 Tim. 2:19), so we must leave the working 
out of His eternal purposes with Him. Our task is to 
share the good news of the gospel with a lost world. 

God set them apart (v. 12). That is the meaning 
of the word /oly. Because we have trusted Christ, we 
have been set apart from the world unto the Lord. We 
are not our own; we belong completely to Him (1 Cor. 
6:19-20). Just as the marriage ceremony sets apart a 
man and a woman for each other exclusively, so salva- 
tion sets the believer apart exclusively for Jesus Christ. 
Would it not be a horrible thing, at the end of a wed- 
ding, to see the groom run off with the maid of honor? 
It is just as horrible to contemplate the Christian living 
for the world and the flesh. 

God loves them (v. 12). When an unbeliever sins, 
he is a creature breaking the laws of the holy Creator 
and Judge. But when a Christian sins, he is a child of 
God breaking the loving heart of his Father. Love is the 
strongest motivating power in the world. As the 
believer grows in his love for God, he will grow in his 
desire to obey Him and walk in the newness of life that 
he has in Christ. 

God has forgiven them (vv. 13-14). “Having for- 
given you all trespasses” (Col. 2:13). God’s forgiveness 
is complete and final; it is not conditional or partial. 
How is the holy God able to forgive us guilty sinners? 
Because of the sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross. 
God has forgiven us “for Christ’s sake” (Eph. 4:32), 
and not for our own sake. 

Chosen by God, set apart for God, loved by God, 
and forgiven by God. They all add up to GRACE! 
Now, because of these gracious blessings, the Christian 
has some solemn responsibilities before God. He must 
put on the beautiful graces of the Christian life. Paul 
named eight graces. 

1. Put on ... tender mercies (Col. 3:12). The Greek 
uses the term bowels of compassion because the Greek peo- 
ple located the deeper emotions in the intestinal area, 
while we locate them in the heart. As believers, we need 
to display tender feelings of compassion toward one 
another (see Phil. 2:1ff). This is not something that we 
turn on and off, like the TV set. It is a constant attitude 
of heart that makes us easy to live with. 

2. Put on ... kindness (Col. 3:12). We have been 
saved because of God’s kindness toward us through 


Jesus Christ (Eph. 2:7; Titus 3:4). We, in turn, ought 
to show kindness toward others. “Be ye kind one to 
another” (Eph. 4:32) is God’s command. 

One of the most beautiful pictures of kindness in 
the Bible is King David’s treatment of the crippled 
prince, Mephibosheth (see 2 Samuel 9). David’s desire 
was to show “the kindness of God” to King Saul’s fam- 
ily because of his own love for Saul’s son Jonathan. The 
young man chosen was Mephibosheth, Jonathan's son, 
a poor cripple. If David had acted according to justice, 
he would have condemned Mephibosheth, for the man 
belonged to a condemned family. But David acted on 
the basis of love and grace. 

David sought Mephibosheth and assured him not 
to be afraid. He invited Mephibosheth to live in the 
palace as a member of his family, and to eat at the 
king’s bountiful table. This is the kindness of God! You 
and I have experienced an even greater kindness, for as 
Christians, we are God’s children and shall live with 
Him in heaven forever! 

3, Put on ... humbleness of mind (Col. 3:12). The 
pagan world of Paul’s day did not admire humility. 
Instead, they admired pride and domination. Jesus 
Christ is the greatest example of humbleness of mind 
(Phil. 2:1ff.). Humility is not thinking poorly of one- 
self. Rather, it is having the proper estimate of oneself 
in the will of God (Rom. 12:3). The person with hum- 
bleness of mind thinks of others first and not of 
himself. 

4. Put on ... meekness (Col. 3:12). Meekness is not 
weakness; it is power under control. This word was 
used to describe a soothing wind, a healing medicine, 
and a colt that had been broken. In each instance, there 
is power: a wind can become a storm; too much medi- 
cine can kill; a horse can break loose. But this power is 
under control. The meek person does not have to fly 
off the handle because he has everything under control. 

5. Put on ... longsuffering (Col. 3:12). This word is 
literally “long-temper.” The short-tempered person 
speaks and acts impulsively and lacks self-control. 
When a person is longsuffering, he can put up with 
provoking people or circumstances without retaliating. 
It is good to be able to get angry, for this is a sign of 
holy character. But it is wrong to get angry quickly at 
the wrong things and for the wrong reasons. 

6. Put on ... forbearance (Col. 3:13). This word lit- 
erally means “to hold up” or “to hold back.” God is 
forbearing toward sinners in that He holds back His 
judgment (Rom. 2:4; 3:25). Meekness, longsuffering, 
and forbearance go together. 

7. Put on ... forgiveness (Col. 3:13). This is the log- 
ical result of all that Paul has written so far in this 
section. It is not enough that the Christian must 
endure grief and provocation, and refuse to retaliate; he 
must also forgive the troublemaker. If he does not, then 
feelings of malice will develop in the heart; and these 
can lead to greater sins. 

It is Christlike to forgive (Eph. 4:32), and forgive- 
ness opens the heart to the fullness of the love of God. 
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The very instant we have a complaint against another 
person, we should forgive him in our hearts. (“Family 
forgiveness” is another matter. We should go to the 
offender and seek to help him in love. See Matt. 
18:15-35.) 

8. Put on ... love (Col. 3:14). This is the most 
important of the Christian virtues, and it acts like a 
“girdle” that ties all the other virtues together. All of the 
spiritual qualities Paul has named are aspects of true 
Christian love, as a reading of 1 Corinthians 13 will 
reveal. Love is the first of the fruit of the Spirit and the 
other virtues follow—joy (Col. 3:16), peace (Col. 
3:15), longsuffering, gentleness, kindness, and meek- 
ness (Col. 3:12). 

When love rules in our lives, it unites all these spir- 
itual virtues so that there is beauty and harmony, 
indicating spiritual maturity. This harmony and matu- 
rity keep the life balanced and growing. The gnostic 
system could never do this. 


The Peace of Christ (3:15) 

In this verse Paul turned from character to conduct. 
How can a Christian know when he is doing God’s 
will? One answer is the peace of Christ in the heart and 
in the church. When the believer loses his inner peace, 
he knows that he has in some way disobeyed God. 

The word translated “rule” is an athletic term. It 
means “to preside at the games and distribute the 
prizes.” Paul used a variation of this word in his letter 
to the Colossians: “Let no one declare you unworthy of 
a prize” (literal translation, Col. 2:18). In the Greek 
games, there were judges (we would call them 
“umpires”) who rejected the contestants who were not 
qualified, and who disqualified those who broke the 
rules. 

The peace of God is the “Umpire” in our believing 
hearts and our churches. When we obey the will of 
God, we have His peace within, but when we step out 
of His will (even unintentionally), we lose His peace. 

We must beware, however, of a false peace in the 
heart. Jonah deliberately disobeyed God, yet he was 
able to go to sleep in the hold of a ship in a storm! “I 
had peace about it!” is not sufficient evidence that we 
are in the will of God. We must pray, surrender to His 
will, and seek His guidance in the Scriptures. The 
peace of heart alone is not always the peace of God. 

Something else is involved: if we have peace in 
our hearts, we will be at peace with others in the 
church. We are called to one body, and our relation- 
ship in that body must be one of harmony and peace. 
If we are out of the will of God, we are certain to 
bring discord and disharmony to the church. Jonah 
thought he was at peace, when actually his sins cre- 
ated a storm! 

When a Christian loses the peace of God, he begins 
to go off in directions that are out of the will of God. 
He turns to the things of the world and the flesh to 
compensate for his lack of peace within. He tries to 
escape, but he cannot escape himself! It is only when he 
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confesses his sin, claims God’s forgiveness, and does 
God’s will that he experiences God’s peace within. 
When there is peace in the heart, there will be 
praise on the lips: “And be ye thankful” (Col. 3:15). 
The Christian out of God’s will is never found giving 
sincere praise to God. When David covered up his sins, 
he lost his peace and his praise (Ps. 32; 51). When he 


confessed his sins, then his song returned. 


The Word of Christ (3:16) 

This means, of course, the Word of God. The false 
teachers came to Colosse with man-made traditions, 
religious rules, and human philosophies. They tried to 
harmonize God’s Word with their teachings, but they 
could not succeed. God’s Word always magnifies Jesus 
Christ. 

It was not the word of false teachers that brought 
salvation to the Colossians; it was the Word of the 
truth of the gospel (Col. 1:5). This same Word gives us 
life and sustains and strengthens us (1 Peter 1:22— 
2:3). 

The Word will transform our lives if we will but 
permit it to “dwell” in us richly. The word dwell means 
“to feel at home.” If we have experienced the grace and 
the peace of Christ, then the Word of Christ will feel at 
home in our hearts. We will discover how rich the 
Word is with spiritual treasures that give value to our 
lives. 

However, we must not think that Paul wrote this 
only to individual Christians; for he directed it to the 
entire church body. “Let the Word of Christ dwell 
among you” is a possible translation. As it dwells richly 
in each member of the church, it will dwell richly in 
the church fellowship. 

There is a danger today, as there was in Paul’s day, 
that local churches minimize the Word of God. There 
seems to be a lack of simple Bible teaching in Sunday 
school classes and pulpits. Far more interest is shown in 
movies, musical performances, and various entertain- 
ments than in God’s Word. Many saved people cannot 
honestly say that God’s Word dwells in their hearts 
richly because they do not take time to read, study, and 
memorize it. 

There is (according to Paul) a definite relationship 
between our knowledge of the Bible and our expression 
of worship in song. One way we teach and encourage 
ourselves and others is through the singing of the Word 
of God. But if we do not know the Bible and under- 
stand it, we cannot honestly sing it from our hearts. 

Perhaps this “poverty of Scripture” in our churches 
is one cause of the abundance of unbiblical songs that 
we have today. A singer has no more right to sing a lie 
than a preacher has to preach a lie. The great songs of 
the faith were, for the most part, written by believers 
who knew the doctrines of the Word of God. Many so- 
called “Christian songs” today are written by people 
with little or no knowledge of the Word of God. It is a 
dangerous thing to separate the praise of God from the 
Word of God. 
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Psalms were, of course, the songs taken from the 
Old Testament. For centuries, the churches in the 
English-speaking world sang only metrical versions of 
the Psalms. I am glad to see today a return to the 
singing of Scripture, especially the Psalms. Hymns 
were songs of praise to God written by believers but 
not taken from the Psalms. The church today has a 
rich heritage of hymnody which, I fear, is being neg- 
lected. Spiritual songs were expressions of Bible truth 
other than in psalms and hymns. When we sing a 
hymn, we address the Lord; when we sing a spiritual 
song, we address each other. 

Paul described a local church worship service (1 
Cor. 14:26; Col. 3:16). Note that the believer sings to 
himselfas well as to the other believers and to the Lord. 
Our singing must be from our hearts and not just our 
lips. But if the Word of God is not in our hearts, we 
cannot sing from our hearts. This shows how impor- 
tant it is to know the Word of God, for it enriches our 
public and private worship of God. 

Our singing must be with grace. This does not 
mean “singing in a gracious way,” but singing because 
we have God’s grace in our hearts. It takes grace to sing 
when we are in pain, or when circumstances seem to be 
against us. It certainly took grace for Paul and Silas to 
sing in that Philippian prison (Acts 16:22-25). Our 
singing must not be a display of fleshly talent; it must 
be a demonstration of the grace of God in our hearts. 

Someone has said that a successful Christian life 
involves attention to three books: God’s Book, the 
Bible; the pocketbook; and the hymn book. I agree. I 
often use a hymnal in my devotional time to help 
express my praise to God. As a believer grows in his 
knowledge of the Word, he will want to grow in his 
expression of praise. He will learn to appreciate the 
great hymns of the church, the gospel songs, and the 
spiritual songs that teach spiritual truths. To sing only 
the elementary songs of the faith is to rob himself of 
spiritual enrichment 

Before we leave this section, we should notice an 
important parallel with Ephesians 5:18—6:9. In his 
letter to the Ephesians, Paul emphasized being filled 
with the Spirit; in his letter to the Colossians, he 
emphasized being filled with the Word. But the evi- 
dences of this spiritual fullness are the same! How can we 
tell if a believer is filled with the Spirit? He is joyful, 
thankful, and submissive (Eph. 5:19-21); all of this 
shows up in his relationships in the home and on the 
job (Eph. 5:22—6:9). How can we tell if a believer is 
filled with the Word of God? He is joyful, thankful, 
and submissive (Col. 3:16—4:1). 


The Name of Christ (3:17) 
In modern society, we pay little attention to names. 
But the ancient world held a man’s name to be of 
utmost importance. Often, during Old Testament 
days, God changed a person’s name because of some 
important experience or some new development. 

As Christians, we bear the name of Christ. The word 


Christian is found only three times in the entire New 
Testament (Acts 11:26; 26:28; 1 Peter 4:16). The name 
was given originally as a term of contempt, but gradu- 
ally it became a name of honor. The name of Christ, 
then, means identification: we belong to Jesus Christ. 

But His name also means authority, A man’s name 
signed to a check authorizes the withdrawal of money 
from the bank. The president’s name signed to a bill 
makes it a law. In the same way, it is in the name of 
Jesus Christ that we have the authority to pray (John 
14:13-14; 16:23-26). Because Jesus Christ is God, 
and He has died for us, we have authority in His name. 

All that we say and do should be associated with the 
name of Jesus Christ. By our words and our works, we 
should glorify His name. If we permit anything into 
our lives that cannot be associated with the name of 
Jesus, then we are sinning. We must do and say every- 
thing on the authority of His name and for the honor 
of His name. 

Bearing the name of Jesus is a great privilege, but it 
is also a tremendous responsibility. We suffer persecu- 
tion because we bear His name (John 15:20-21). I 
have noticed in conversations that you can tell people 
you are a Baptist, Presbyterian, Lutheran, or even an 
atheist, and there will be little response. But if you tell 
people you are a Christian and bring the name of 
Christ into the conversation, almost immediately there 
is some kind of response, and it is usually negative. 

Every parent tries to teach his children to honor the 
family name. In just a few minutes, a person can dis- 
grace a name that it has taken his ancestors years to 
build. For example, the Hebrew name Judah is a 
respected name; it means “praise.” The New Testament 
equivalent is “Judas’-—and who would name his son 
Judas? 

Note that Paul again mentioned thanksgiving in 
this Colossian letter. Whatever we do in the name of 
Christ ought to be joined with thanksgiving. If we can- 
not give thanks, then we had better not do it or say it! 
This is the fifth of six references in Colossians to 
thanksgiving (Col. 1:3, 12; 2:7; 3:15, 17; 4:2). When 
we remember that Paul was a Roman prisoner when he 
wrote this letter, it makes this emphasis on thanksgiv- 
ing that much more wonderful. 

As we review these four spiritual motivations for 
godly living, we are impressed with the centrality of 
Jesus Christ. We forgive because Christ forgave us (Col. 
3:13). It is the peace of Christ that should rule in our 
hearts (Col. 3:15). The Word of Christ should dwell in 
us richly (Col. 3:16). The name of Christ should be 
our identification and our authority. “Christ is all, and 
in all” (Col. 3:11). 

Since we are united with Christ through the 
indwelling Holy Spirit, we have all the resources we 
need for holy living. But we must be spiritually moti- 
vated. Because we have experienced the grace of Christ, 
we want to live for Him. Because we have enjoyed the 
peace of Christ, we want to obey Him. We have been 


enriched by the Word of Christ, and ennobled by the 
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name of Christ; therefore, we want to honor and glo- 
rify Him. 


Can we desire any higher motivation? 


CHAPTER TEN 


Colossians 3:18—4:1 


A FAMILY AFFAIR 


aith in Jesus Christ not only changes individuals; it 
F changes homes. In this section, Paul addressed 

himself to family members: husbands and wives, 
children, and household servants. It seems clear that 
these persons being addressed were believers since the 
apostle appealed to all of them to live to please Jesus 
Christ. 

Something is radically wrong with homes today. 
The last report I saw indicated that in America there 
are now more broken homes than ever. Single-parent 
families are on the increase. Over half of all mothers are 
now working outside the home, and many of them 
have small children. The average American child from 
six to sixteen watches from twenty to twenty-four 
hours of television each week and is greatly influenced 
by what he sees. The “battered child” syndrome contin- 
ues to increase, with from two to four million cases 
being reported annually, and many not reported at all. 

The first institution God founded on earth was the 
home (Gen. 2:18-25; Matt. 19:1-6). As goes the 
home, so goes society and the nation. The breakdown 
of the home is a sign of the end times (2 Tim. 3:1-5). 
Centuries ago Confucius said, “The strength of a 
nation is derived from the integrity of its homes.” One 
of the greatest things we can do as individuals is help to 
build godly Christian homes. Paul addressed the vari- 
ous members of the family and pointed out the factors 
that make for a strong and godly home. 


Husbands and Wives: Love and Submission 
(3:18-19) 

Paul did not address the wives first because they were 
the neediest! The gospel radically changed the position 
of women in the Roman world. It gave them a new 
freedom and stature that some of them were unable to 
handle, and for this reason Paul admonished them. 
(Similar admonitions are found in Eph. 5:18ff. and 1 
Peter 3:1ff.) 

We must not think of submission as “slavery” or 
“subjugation.” The word comes from the military 
vocabulary and simply means “to arrange under rank.” 
The fact that one soldier is a private and another is a 
colonel does not mean that one man is necessarily bet- 
ter than the other. It only means that they have 
different ranks. 

God does all things “decently and in order” (1 Cor. 
14:40). If He did not have a chain of command in soci- 
ety, we would have chaos. The fact that the woman is to 
submit to her husband does not suggest that the man is 
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better than the woman. It only means that the man has 
the responsibility of headship and leadership in the 
home. 

Headship is not dictatorship or lordship. It is loving 
leadership. In fact, both the husband and the wife must 
be submitted to the Lord and to each other (Eph. 5:21). 
It is a mutual respect under the lordship of Jesus 
Christ. 

True spiritual submission is the secret of growth 
and fulfillment. When a Christian woman is submitted 
to the Lord and to her own husband, she experiences a 
release and fulfillment that she can have in no other 
way. This mutual love and submission creates an 
atmosphere of growth in the home that enables both 
the husband and the wife to become all that God wants 
them to be. 

The fact that the Christian wife is “in the Lord” is 
not an excuse for selfish independence. Just the oppo- 
site is true, for her salvation makes it important that 
she obey the Word and submit to her husband. While 
it is true that in Jesus Christ “there is neither male nor 
female” (Gal. 3:28), it is also true that joyful submis- 
sion is an evidence that the wife belongs to Jesus 
Christ. 

However, the husband has the responsibility of lov- 
ing his wife, and the word for “love” used here is 
agape—the sacrificing, serving love that Christ shares 
with His church. A marriage may begin with normal, 
human, romantic love, but it must grow deeper into 
the spiritual agape love that comes only from God. In 
the parallel passage (Eph. 5:18ff), Paul made it clear 
that the husband must love his wife “even as Christ 
loved the church.” Jesus Christ gave His all for the 
church! He willingly died for us! The measure of a 
man’s love for his wife is not seen only in gifts or words, 
but in acts of sacrifice and concern for her happiness 
and welfare. 

Paul added a special word of warning for the hus- 
bands: “And be not bitter against them” (Col. 3:19). 
Husbands must be careful not to harbor ill will toward 
their wives because of something they did or did not 
do. A “root of bitterness” in a home can poison the 
marriage relationship and give Satan a foothold (Eph. 
4:31; Heb. 12:15). The Christian husband and wife 
must be open and honest with each other and not hide 
their feelings or lie to one another. “Speaking the truth 
in love” (Eph. 4:15) is a good way to solve family dif- 
ferences. “Let not the sun go down upon your wrath” 
is a wise policy to follow if you want to have a happy 
home (Eph. 4:26). 

A husband who truly loves his wife will not behave 
harshly or try to throw his weight around in the home. 
“Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does 
not boast, it is not proud. It is not rude, it is not self- 
seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of 
wrongs” (1 Cor. 13:4-5 nry). 

A wife really has little difficulty submitting to a 
husband who loves her. She knows he seeks the very 
best for her and that he will not do anything to harm 
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her. The husband’s love for his wife is seen in his sacri- 
fice for her, and the wife's love for her husband is seen 
in her submission to him. Where there are sacrifice and 
submission in an atmosphere of love, you will find a 
happy home. 

A happy marriage does not come automatically; it 
is something that must be worked at all the time. As we 
walk with Christ in submission to Him, we have no 
problem submitting to one another and seeking to 
serve one another. But where there is selfishness, there 
will be conflict and division. If there is bitterness in the 
heart, there will eventually be trouble in the home. 

Where do we get the power to love and to submit? 
From the Lord. If we are wearing the “grace-clothes” 
described earlier (Col. 3:5-14), and if we have our 
hearts filled with the peace of Christ and the Word of 
Christ, then we will contribute to the joy and harmony 
of the home. If we live to please Christ first, others sec- 
ond, and ourselves last, we will build strong marriages 
and spiritual homes. 


Parents and Children: Encouragement and 
Obedience (3:20-21) 

There were children in these Christian homes, and 
Paul addressed part of his letter to them. The normal 
result of marriage is the bearing of children, and fortu- 
nate are those children who are born into Christian 
homes where there is love and submission. “Be fruitful 
and multiply” was God’s order to our first parents 
(Gen. 1:28), and this order was given before man 
sinned. The marriage relationship and the bearing of 
children are not sinful; rather, they are part of God’s 
mandate to man. In the begetting and bearing of chil- 
dren, the husband and wife share in the creative 
activity of God. 

A great deal is being said about the rights of chil- 
dren, and they do have rights. One of them is the right 
to be born. Another is the right to be born into a ded- 
icated Christian home where they will be raised in the 
“nurture and admonition of the Lord” (Eph. 6:4). 
They have the right to have godly parents who will 
teach them the Word of God and discipline them in 
love. 

John H. Starkey was a violent British criminal. He 
murdered his own wife, then was convicted for the 
crime and executed. The officials asked General 
William Booth, founder of the Salvation Army, to con- 
duct Starkey’s funeral. Booth faced as ugly and mean a 
crowd as he had ever seen in his life, but his first words 
stopped them and held them: “John H. Starkey never 
had a praying mother!” 

Children have rights, but they also have responsibil- 
ities, and their foremost responsibility is to obey. They 
are to obey “in all things” and not simply in those 
things that please them. Will their parents ever ask 
them to do something that is wrong? Not if the parents 
are submitted to the Lord and to one another, and not 
if they love each other and their children. 

The child who does not learn to obey his parents 


is not likely to grow up obeying any authority. He 
will defy his teachers, the police, his employers, and 
anyone else who tries to exercise authority over him. 
The breakdown in authority in our society reflects the 
breakdown of authority in the home. 

For the most part, children do not create problems; 
they reveal them. Parents who cannot discipline them- 
selves cannot discipline their children. If a father and 
mother are not under authority themselves, they can- 
not exercise authority over others. It is only as parents 
submit to each other and to the Lord that they can 
exercise properly balanced spiritual and physical 
authority over their children. 

The measure of the child’s obedience is “all things,” 
and the motive is to please the Lord. It is possible to 
please the parents and not please the Lord, if the par- 
ents are not yielded to the Lord. The family that lives 
in an atmosphere of love and truth, that reads the 
Word of God, and that prays together will have an eas- 
ier time discovering God’s will and pleasing the Lord. 

The word fathers in Colossians 3:21 could be trans- 
lated “parents,” as it is in Hebrews 11:23. Paul made it 
clear that parents must make it as easy as possible for 
children to obey. “Provoke not your children” (Col. 
3:21) is a commandment to parents, and how often it 
is disobeyed! Too often, parents automatically say no 
when their children ask for something, when the par- 
ents should listen carefully and evaluate each request. 
Parents often change their minds and create problems 
for their children, sometimes by swinging from 
extreme permissiveness to extreme legalism. 

Fathers and mothers should encourage their chil- 
dren, not discourage them. One of the most important 
things parents can do is spend time with their children. 
A survey in one town indicated that fathers spent only 
thirty-seven seconds a day with their small sons! It is an 
encouragement for children to know that their parents, 
as busy as they are, take time—make time—to be with 
them. 

Parents also need to listen and be patient as their 
children talk to them. A listening ear and a loving heart 
always go together. “You took time to have me,” a child 
said to her father, “but you won't take time to listen to 
me!” What an indictment! 

Life is not easy for children, especially Christian 
children. Their problems might seem small to us, but 
they are quite large to them! Christian parents must lis- 
ten carefully, share the feelings and frustrations of their 
children, pray with them, and seek to encourage them. 
Home ought to be the happiest and best place in all the 
world! 

Discouraged children are fair prey for Satan and the 
world. When a child does not get “ego-strength” at 
home, he will seek it elsewhere. It is a pity that some 
Christian parents do not help their children develop 
their personalities, their gifts, and their skills. It is even 
worse when Christian parents compare one child with 
another and thereby set up unnecessary competition in 
the home. 
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Parents sometimes use their children as weapons for 
fighting against each other. Father will forbid Junior 
from doing something, but Mother will veto that order 
and give her approval. The poor child is caught 
between his parents, and before long he learns how to 
play both ends against the middle. The result is moral 
and spiritual tragedy. 

If a home is truly Christian, it is a place of encour- 
agement. In such a home, the child finds refuge from 
battles, and yet strength to fight the battles and carry 
the burdens of growing maturity. He finds a loving 
heart, a watching eye, a listening ear, and a helping 
hand. He does not want any other place—home meets 
his needs. In this kind of a home, it is natural for the 
child to trust Christ and want to live for Him. 


Masters and Servants: Honesty and Devotion 
(3:22—4:1) 

Slavery was an established institution in Paul’s day. 
There were sixty million of them, and many of them 
were well-educated people who carried great responsi- 
bilities in the homes of the wealthy. In many homes, 
the slaves helped to educate and discipline the children. 

Why didn’t the church of that day openly oppose 
slavery and seek to destroy it? For one thing, the church 
was a minority group that had no political power to 
change an institution that was built into the social 
order. Paul was careful to instruct Christian slaves to 
secure their freedom if they could (1 Cor. 7:21), but he 
did not advocate rebellion or the overthrow of the 
existing order. 

Something should be noted: the purpose of the 
early church was to spread the gospel and win souls, 
not to get involved in social action. Had the first 
Christians been branded as an antigovernment sect, 
they would have been greatly hindered in their soul- 
winning and their church expansion. While it is good 
and right for Christians to get involved in the promo- 
tion of honesty and morality in government and 
society, this concern must never replace the mandate to 
go into all the world and preach the gospel (Mark 
16:15). 

You will remember that the book of Colossians was 
one of three letters that came from Paul's Roman 
imprisonment; the other two were Ephesians and 
Philemon. Read Paul’s little letter to Philemon and see 
his attitude toward slavery. Paul did not advise 
Philemon to treat his runaway slave severely, but to 
receive him as a brother even though he was still a 
slave. In fact, Onesimus, the slave, was one of the men 
who carried this letter to Colosse (Col. 4:9)! 

A Christian servant owed complete obedience to his 
master as a ministry to the Lord. If a Christian servant 
had a believing master, that servant was not to take 
advantage of his master because they were brothers in 
the Lord. If anything, the servant strived to do a better 
job because he was a Christian. He showed singleness 
of heart and gave his full devotion to his master. His 
work was done heartily, not grudgingly, and as to the 
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Lord and not to men. “Ye serve the Lord Christ” (Col. 
3:24). 

Single hearts and sincere hearts were necessary for 
Christian servants to please God and serve their mas- 
ters acceptably. These instructions emphasized the 
positive side of obedience. Servants were to obey to 
please God, not just to avoid punishment. Even if the 
master did not commend them, they would have their 
reward from the Lord. In the same manner, if they dis- 
obeyed, the Lord would deal with them even if their 
master did not. God is no respecter of persons (Acts 
10:34; Rom. 2:11; Eph. 6:9; James 2:1, 9). 

In our society we do not have slaves. But these prin- 
ciples apply to any kind of honest employment. A 
Christian worker ought to be the best worker on the 
job. He ought to obey orders and not argue. He ought 
to serve Christ and not the boss only, and he ought to 
work whether anybody is watching or not. If he follows 
these principles, he will receive his reward from Christ 
even if his earthly master (his boss) does not recognize 
him or reward him. 

I have a friend who, years ago, was fired from his 
job for working too hard. He was earning money to go 
to college, and he wanted to give the employer a good 
day’s work each day. The trouble was, his zeal was 
showing up the laziness of some of the other employ- 
ees—and they started fighting back. One of them 
falsely accused my friend of something, and he was 
fired. He lost his job but he kept his character, and the 
Lord rewarded him. 

In today’s complex, competitive world, it is some- 
times difficult for a Christian to obey God and hold his 
job, or get a promotion. But he must obey God just the 
same and trust Him for what he needs. Unsaved fellow 
employees may take advantage of the Christian worker, 
but perhaps this can be an opportunity for the 
Christian to witness and back up his witness with his 
life. It is far more important to win a lost soul than to 
make a few extra dollars. 

Just as the husbands and wives and parents and 
children have mutual and reciprocal responsibilities, so 
do masters and servants. Paul admonished the 
Christian masters to treat their servants with fairness 
and honesty. This would be a new idea to Roman mas- 
ters because they considered their slaves as “things,” 
and not people. Masters had almost total control over 
their slaves and could do with them whatever they 
pleased. Few unsaved Roman masters ever thought of 
treating their slaves with fairness, for slaves deserved 
nothing. 

The gospel did not immediately destroy slavery, but 
it did gradually change the relationship between slave 
and master. Social standards and pressures disagreed 
with Christian ideals, but the Christian master was to 
practice those ideals just the same. He was to treat his 
slave like a person and like a brother in Christ (Gal. 
3:28). He was not to mistreat him; he was to deal with 
his slave justly and fairly. After all, the Christian slave 
was a free man in the Lord, and the master was a 
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slave to Christ (1 Cor. 7:22). In the same way, our 
social and physical relationships must always be gov- 
erned by our spiritual relationships. 

As we review this very practical section of 
Colossians, we see once again the preeminence of Jesus 
Christ in our lives as believers. Christ must be the 
Head of the home. This series of admonitions is actu- 
ally a practical application of Colossians 3:17: “And 
whatsoever ye do in word or deed, do all in the name 
of the Lord Jesus.” It is by His power and authority that 
we should live in our daily relationships. If He is the 
preeminent One in our lives, then we will love each 
other, submit to each other, obey, and treat one another 
fairly in the Lord. 

It would be well for us to review Ephesians 5:18— 
6:9 and note the parallels between that passage and the 
one we have just studied. This section of Ephesians 
emphasizes being filled with the Spirit, while the letter 
to the Colossians emphasizes being filled with the 
Word, but the evidences are the same: joyful, thankful, 
and submissive living. To be filled with the Spirit 
means to be controlled by the Word. 

The fullness of the Spirit and the fullness of the 
Word are needed in the home. If family members are 
controlled by the Spirit of God and the Word of God, 
they will be joyful, thankful, and submissive—and they 
will have little trouble getting along with each other. 
Christian employers and employees will treat each 
other fairly if they are filled with the Spirit and the 
Word. 

The heart of every problem is the problem of the 
heart, and only God’s Spirit and God’s Word can 
change and control the heart. 

Can the people who live with you detect that you 
are filled with the Spirit and the Word? 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


Colossians 4:2-9 


TALK IS NOT CHEAP! 


ever underestimate the power of speech. 
N A judge says a few words, and a man’s life is 

saved or condemned. A doctor speaks a few 
words, and a patient either rejoices ecstatically or gives 
up in despair. Whether the communication is oral or 
written, there is great power in words. I am told that 
for every word in Adolf Hitler’s book Mein Kampf, 125 
persons lost their lives in World War II. 

The power of speech is a gift from God, and it must 
be used the way God ordains. In the book of James, the 
tongue is compared to a bridle and a rudder, a fire and 
a poisonous animal, and a fruitful tree and a fountain 
(James 3). These three pairs of pictures teach us that 
the tongue has the power to direct, the power to 
destroy, and the power to delight. The tongue is but a 
little member in our bodies, but it can accomplish great 
things for good or for evil. 


In this brief section, Paul pointed to four important 
ministries of speech. 


Praying (4:2-3a) 

Prayer and worship are perhaps the highest uses of the 
gift of speech. Paul was not ashamed to ask his friends 
to pray for him. Even though he was an apostle, he 
needed prayer support for himself and his ministry. If a 
great Christian like Paul felt the need for prayer sup- 
port, how much more do you and I need this kind of 
spiritual help! In these few words, Paul described the 
characteristics of a satisfying and spiritual prayer life. 

First, our praying must be faithful. “Continue in 
prayer” (Col. 4:2). This means, “Be steadfast in 
your prayer life; be devoted; don’t quit.” This is the 
way the early church prayed (Acts 1:14; 2:46). Too 
many of us pray only occasionally—when we feel 
like it or when there is a crisis. “Pray without ceas- 
ing” is God’s command to us (1 Thess. 5:17). This 
does not mean that we should walk around mutter- 
ing prayers under our breath. Rather, it means we 
should be constantly in fellowship with God so that 
prayer is as normal to us as breathing. 

This is not to suggest that God is reluctant to 
answer prayer and that we must “wear Him out” by our 
praying. Quite the opposite is true: God enjoys answer- 
ing our prayers. But He sometimes delays the answer to 
increase our faith and devotion and to accomplish His 
purposes at the right time. God’s delays are not always 
God’s denials. As we continue in prayer, our own hearts 
are prepared for the answer God will give. We find our- 
selves growing in grace even before His answer comes. 

Our praying must also be watchful. We must be 
awake and alert as we pray. The phrase “Watch and 
pray!” is used often in the Bible. It had its beginning in 
Bible history when Nehemiah was rebuilding the walls 
and gates of Jerusalem: “Nevertheless we made our 
prayer unto our God, and set a watch against them [the 
enemy] day and night” (Neh. 4:9). Jesus used the 
phrase (Mark 13:33; 14:38); Paul used it too (Eph. 
6:18). 

There is no power in dull, listless praying. If there 
is no fire on the altar, the incense will not rise to God 
(Ps. 141:2). Real praying demands spiritual energy and 
alertness, and this can come only from the Holy Spirit 
of God. Routine prayers are unanswered prayers. 

Our praying should also be thankful: “Watch in the 
same with thanksgiving” (Col. 4:2). Thanksgiving is an 
important ingredient in successful praying (Phil. 4:6). 
If all we do is ask, and never thank God for His gifts, 
we are selfish. Sincere gratitude to God is one of the 
best ways to put fervor into our praying. 

There is always so much to be thankful for! We 
have already noted the emphasis in Paul’s letter to the 
Colossians on thanksgiving (Col. 1:3, 12; 2:7; 3:15, 
17; 4:2). When we recall that Paul was a prisoner when 
he wrote this letter, it makes this emphasis even more 
wonderful. 

Finally, our praying ought to be purposeful: 
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“Praying also for us” (Col. 4:3). Too often our prayers 
are vague and general. “Lord, bless the missionaries!” 
How much better it would be if we would pray for spe- 
cific needs. By doing so, we would know when God 
answered and we could praise Him for it. Perhaps it is 
our lack of faith that causes us to pray generally instead 
of specifically. 

It has well been said that the purpose of prayer is 
not to get man’s will done in heaven, but to get God’s 
will done on earth. Prayer is not telling God what to do 
or what to give. Prayer is asking God for that which He 
wants to do and give, according to His will (1 John 
5:14-15). As we read the Word and fellowship with 
our Father, we discover His will and then boldly ask 
Him to do what He has planned. Richard Trench 
(1807-1886), archbishop of Dublin, said it perfectly: 
“Prayer is not overcoming God’s reluctance; it is laying 
hold of His willingness.” 

Of course, it is possible to pray in our hearts and 
never use the gift of speech (1 Sam. 1:13), but we are 
using words even if we don't say them audibly. True 
prayer must first come from the heart, whether the 
words are spoken or not. 

Study Paul’s prison prayers (Phil. 1:9-11; Eph. 
1:15-23; 3:14-21; Col. 1:9-12) for examples of prayer 
at its best. 


Proclaiming the Word (4:3b-4) 

Paul did not ask for the prison doors to be opened, but 
that doors of ministry might be opened (1 Cor. 16:9; 
Acts 14:27). It was more important to Paul that he be 
a faithful minister than a free man. It is worth noting 
that in all of Paul’s prison prayers, his concern was not 
for personal safety or material help, but for spiritual 
character and blessing. 

Paul was in prison because of the “mystery of 
Christ” which related to the Gentiles (see Eph. 
3:1-13). The mystery involved God’s purpose for the 
Gentiles in relation to Israel; for in the church, Jews 
and Gentiles are one (Eph. 2:11-22). Read the account 
of Paul’s arrest in the Jewish temple (Acts 
21:18—22:30). Note that the Jews listened to Paul till 
he spoke the word Gentiles (Acts 22:21-22). It was 
Paul’s concern for the Gentiles and his ministry to 
them that put him into prison. 

Even among some believing Jews, there was a kind 
of bigotry that wanted to force the Gentiles into a 
lower position (Acts 15:1ff.). This extreme legalistic 
party wanted the Gentiles to become Jews ceremonially 
before they could become Christians! Paul and 
Barnabas met this threat to the gospel of grace head-on 
and the council decided in their favor. But the legalis- 
tic party continued to oppose Paul and his ministry. 
They did not want the good news of the mystery of 
Christ to get to the Gentiles. They wanted to maintain 
their air of Jewish superiority. 

How strange that Paul would want God to help 
him do the very thing that had caused his arrest! He 
had no intention of giving up his ministry or of chang- 
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ing his message. When John Bunyan was arrested for 
preaching illegally and put into prison, he was told that 
he would be released if he promised to stop preaching. 
“If I am out of prison today,” he replied, “I will preach 
the gospel again tomorrow, by the help of God.” 

How could Paul share the mystery of Christ when 
he was a prisoner? Paul’s case was discussed by many 
people; Paul was also able to witness to the guards to 
whom he was chained (Phil. 1:12-18). Imagine being 
chained to the apostle Paul! Through this witness, the 
gospel was carried into parts of Rome that would have 
been inaccessible to Paul had he been a free man. There 
were even “saints in Caesar’s household” (Phil. 4:22)! 

The proclamation of the gospel is empowered by 
prayer. The Spirit of God uses the Word of God as we 
come to the throne of grace and ask God for His bless- 
ing. We must never separate the Word of God from 
prayer because God has joined them together (Acts 
6:4). 

A visitor at Spurgeon’s Tabernacle in London was 
being shown around the building by the pastor, 
Charles Spurgeon. 

“Would you like to see the powerhouse of this min- 
istry?” Spurgeon asked, as he showed the man into a 
lower auditorium. “It is here that we get our power, for 
while I am preaching upstairs, hundreds of my people 
are in this room praying.” Is it any wonder that God 
blessed Spurgeon’s preaching of the Word? 

You, as a church member, can assist your pastor in 
the preaching of the Word by praying for him. Never 
say to your pastor, “Well, the least I can do is to pray 
for you.” The most you can do is to pray! Pray for your 
pastor as he prepares the Word, studies, and meditates. 
Pray that the Holy Spirit will give deeper insights into 
the truths of the Word. Pray too that your pastor will 
practice the Word that he preaches so that it will be real 
in his own life. As he preaches the message, pray that 
the Spirit will give him freedom of utterance, and 
that the Word will reach into hearts and minds in a 
powerful way. (It wouldn't hurt to pray for other 
church leaders too.) 

The proclaiming of the Word of God is a great priv- 
ilege and a tremendous responsibility. You do not have 
to be an ordained preacher or a missionary to share 
God’s Word. Even in your daily conversation you can 
drop the seed of the Word into hearts, and then pray 
that God will water that seed and bring forth fruit. 


Witnessing to the Lost (4:5-6) 
“Them that are without” refers to those who are out- 
side the family of God. Jesus made a distinction 
between His disciples and those who were outside 
(Mark 4:11). Paul also made this same distinction (1 
Cor. 5:12-13). Those of us who are born again are the 
“spiritual insiders” because we belong to God’s family 
and share His life. 

However, as Christians, we must never have a sanc- 
tified superiority complex. We have a responsibility to 
witness to the lost around us and to seek to bring them 
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into God’s family. To begin with, we have the responsi- 
bility to walk wisely (Col. 4:5). Walk refers, of course, 
to our conduct in daily life. The unsaved outsiders 
watch us Christians and are very critical of us. There 
must be nothing in our lives that would jeopardize our 
testimony. 

This story has often been told about Dr. Will H. 
Houghton, who pastored the Calvary Baptist Church 
in New York City and later served as president of 
Chicago’s Moody Bible Institute till his death in 1946. 
When Dr. Houghton became pastor of the Baptist 
Tabernacle in Atlanta, a man in that city hired a private 
detective to follow Dr. Houghton and report on his 
conduct. After a few weeks, the detective was able to 
report to the man that Dr. Houghton’s life matched his 
preaching. As a result, that man became a Christian. 

What does it mean to “walk in wisdom”? For one 
thing, it means that we are careful not to say or do 
anything that would make it difficult to share the 
gospel. It also means we must be alert to use the 
opportunities God gives us for personal witnessing. 
“Redeeming the time” means buying up the opportu- 
nity (Eph. 5:16). This is a commercial term and 
pictures the Christian as a faithful steward who knows 
an opportunity when he sees one. Just as a merchant 
seizes a bargain when he finds one, so a Christian 
seizes the opportunity to win a soul to Christ. 

Walking in wisdom also includes doing our work, 
paying our bills, and keeping our promises. We must 
“walk honestly toward them that are without” (1 Thess. 
4:12). A friend of mine went into a store to make a 
purchase for his church. The salesman asked, “Is__a 
member of your church?” My friend said that he was, 
and the salesman proceeded to tell him how much 
money that church member owed his store and how 
difficult it was to get anything from him. It would 
probably have been futile for my friend to witness to 
that clerk. 

Christians in general and Christian leaders in par- 
ticular must have “a good report of them which are 
without” (1 Tim. 3:7). When members of a church are 
calling a new pastor, they ought to investigate his testi- 
mony among his neighbors and the businessmen who 
know him. Even though unsaved people are in the dark 
spiritually (2 Cor. 4:3-4), they have a great deal of dis- 
cernment when it comes to the things of this life (Luke 
16:8). It is unfortunate when members of a church call 
a pastor who has not paid his bills and has left behind 
a bad witness to unsaved people. 

It is not enough simply to walk wisely and carefully 
before unbelievers. We must also talk with them and 
share the gospel message with them. But we must take 
care that our speech is controlled by grace, so that it 
points to Christ and glorifies the Lord. This means we 
must have grace in our hearts (Col. 3:16), because it is 
from the heart that the mouth speaks. With grace in 
our hearts and on our lips, we will be faithful witnesses 
and not judges or prosecuting attorneys! 

The Lord Jesus Christ spoke with grace on His lips. 


“And all ... wondered at the gracious words which pro- 
ceeded out of his mouth” (Luke 4:22). Among the 
many statements about Jesus Christ in Psalm 45 (a 
messianic psalm) is this: “Grace is poured into thy lips” 
(Ps. 45:2). Even when our Lord was dealing with sin, 
He spoke words of grace. 

Our speech is supposed to “minister grace unto the 
hearers” (Eph. 4:29). But it cannot do that unless we 
have grace in our hearts and in our words. “Speaking 
the truth in love” (Eph. 4:15) is God’s ideal for our 
conversation. 

Why did Paul add “seasoned with salt” (Col. 4:6)? 
In that day, salt was used as a preservative as well as a 
seasoner. We should never say to anyone, “Now, take 
this with a grain of salt.” We must put the salt into our 
speech to make sure it is pure and properly seasoned. 
“Let no corrupt communication proceed out of your 
mouth” (Eph. 4:29). Our speech must be pure. 

Salt was also added to the sacrifices (Lev. 2:13). 
Perhaps Paul was suggesting that we look on our words 
as sacrifices offered to God, just as our words of praise 
are spiritual sacrifices (Heb. 13:15). It would no doubt 
help us to say the right things in the right manner if we 
remembered that our words are looked on as sacrifices 
to God. 

It is unfortunate when a Christian speaks in a rude 
or coarse manner, particularly when the unsaved are lis- 
tening. “Be ready always to give an answer to every 
man that asketh you a reason of the hope that is in you 
with meekness and fear” (1 Peter 3:15). Meekness is the 
opposite of harshness, and fear is the opposite of arro- 
gance. There is no place in a Christian’s conversation 
for a know-it-all attitude. While we need to have con- 
victions and not compromise, we must also cultivate a 
gracious spirit of love. 

The Christian’s walk and talk must be in harmony 
with each other. Nothing will silence the lips like a 
careless life. When character, conduct, and conversa- 
tion are all working together, it makes for a powerful 
witness. 


Sharing Burdens (4:7-9) 
Paul did not spell out the details of his personal situa- 
tion in this letter. He left it to his two spiritual 
brothers, Tychicus and Onesimus, to share the burdens 
with the church in Colosse. This is another wonderful 
ministry of speech: we can share our needs and burdens 
with others; then they can encourage and assist us. 

When Paul left Ephesus, he was accompanied by 
seven other believers—among them, Tychicus (Acts 
20:4). These men were helping Paul deliver the love 
offering from the Gentile churches to the poor saints in 
Judea (1 Cor. 16:1; 2 Cor. 8—9). It is possible that 
Tychicus and Trophimus were the two brethren Paul 
referred to in his second letter to the Corinthians (see 
2 Cor. 8:19-24). 

Tychicus shared Pauls Roman imprisonment and 
no doubt was helpful to him in many ways. Paul chose 
Tychicus and Onesimus to deliver the Ephesian letter 
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(Eph. 6:21) and the Colossian letter (Col. 4:7-9). OF 
course, they also took the personal letter to Philemon. 
Paul instructed Tychicus to share with the Colossian 
Christians all the details of his situation there in Rome. 

Paul’s description of Tychicus reveals what a splen- 
did Christian Tychicus really was. He was a beloved 
brother, willing to stay with Paul even though the situ- 
ation was difficult. How encouraging it is to have a 
Christian at your side when everything seems to be 
against you! 

Tychicus was also a faithful minister. His love 
revealed itself in action. He ministered to Paul, and he 
also ministered for Paul to assist him in his many obli- 
gations. Someone has said that the greatest ability in 
the world is dependability, and this is true. Paul could 
depend on Tychicus to get the job done. 

Tychicus was also Paul’s fellow servant. Though he 
was not an apostle himself, he was assisting Paul in his 
apostolic ministry. Paul and Tychicus worked together 
in the service of the Lord. Later, Paul was able to send 
Tychicus to Crete (Titus 3:12), and then to Ephesus (2 
Tim. 4:12). 

It was not easy for Tychicus to be associated with 
Paul, the prisoner; for Paul had many enemies. Nor was 
it easy for Tychicus to travel as he did, assisting Paul in 
his various tasks. Tychicus did not take the easy way, 
but rather the right way. Our churches today could use 
more members like Tychicus! 

Paul also mentioned Onesimus (“one of you”) who 
himself came from Colosse. He was the runaway slave 
who belonged to Philemon and who had been won to 
Christ through Paul’s ministry in Rome. Paul sent 
Onesimus back to his master with a letter asking 
Philemon to receive him and forgive him. It is interest- 
ing to note that Paul also called Onesimus faithful and 
beloved. Onesimus had been a believer only a short 
time, and yet he had already proved himself to Paul. 

These two men had a dual ministry to perform: to 
encourage the Colossian Christians and to inform 
them about Paul’s situation. Is it wrong for God’s peo- 
ple to share information in this way? Of course not! 
Paul was not begging for money or asking for sympa- 
thy. He wanted the Colossian saints to know his 
situation so they could pray for him. While it is true 
that some Christian workers “use” circumstances self- 
ishly to enlist support, this was not true of Paul. He 
simply wanted his friends in Colosse to know the facts 
and to support him in prayer. 

In our home, we receive a number of missionary 
prayer letters. We read them and try to note the special 
burdens and needs. In my own private devotions, I use 
several prayer calendars that help me remember to pray 
about specific needs for different ministries. I appreci- 
ate knowing the facts so that I can intercede in a 
specific way. I also enjoy getting reports of how God 
has answered prayer, for this encourages my faith. 

Praying, proclaiming the Word, witnessing, and 
sharing burdens—these are four wonderful ministries 
of speech. How much better it is to be involved in these 
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ministries than to be using our tongues for gossip, 
malicious criticism, and other sinful purposes. 

Let’s make David’s prayer our prayer: “Set a watch, 
O Lord, before my mouth; keep the door of my lips” 
(Ps. 141:3). 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


Colossians 4:10-18 


FRIENDS, ROMANS, COUNTRYMEN 


aul was not only a soul-winner; he was a great 
Priests If my count is correct, there are 

more than one hundred different Christians 
(named and unnamed) associated with Paul in the 
book of Acts and in his epistles. He named twenty-six 
different friends in Romans 16 alone! 

It was customary in Paul’s day to close each letter 
with personal greetings. Friends did not see one 
another that much, and letter service was very slow and 
limited. Of course, Paul’s greetings were much more 
than social; they conveyed his genuine spiritual con- 
cern for his friends. In this closing section, Paul sent 
personal greetings to Colosse from six of his associates 
in the ministry: Aristarchus, John Mark, and Jesus 
Justus, all of whom were Jews; and Epaphras, Luke, 
and Demas, who were Gentiles. Paul then added spe- 
cial greetings to two church assemblies, with a special 
word to one of the pastors. 

When we first read this list of names, we are prob- 
ably not greatly moved. But when we get behind the 
scenes and discover the drama of these men’s lives as 
they worked with Paul, the list becomes very exciting. 
We can categorize these men into three groups. 


The Men Who Stayed (4:10-11, 14a) 

This group is made up of three Jews (Aristarchus, John 
Mark, Jesus Justus), and one Gentile (Luke). All of 
them were characterized by faithfulness to the apostle 
Paul in his hour of special need. They were the men 
who stayed. 

Aristarchus (v. 10a). This man was identified as 
Paul’s fellow prisoner and fellow worker (Col. 4:11). 
Aristarchus was from Macedonia and was one of Paul’s 
traveling companions (Acts 19:29). He was originally 
from Thessalonica (Acts 20:4) and willingly risked his 
life in that Ephesian riot (Acts 19:28-41). He sailed 
with Paul to Rome (Acts 27:2), which meant he also 
experienced the storm and shipwreck that Luke so 
graphically described in Acts 27. 

Aristarchus stayed with Paul no matter what the cir- 
cumstances were—a riot in Ephesus, a voyage, a storm, 
or even a prison. It is not likely that Aristarchus was an 
official Roman prisoner. “Fellow prisoner” probably 
means that Aristarchus shared Paul’s confinement with 
him so that he could be a help and comfort to the apos- 
tle. He was a voluntary prisoner for the sake of Jesus 


Christ and the gospel. 
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Paul could not have accomplished all that he did 
apart from the assistance of his friends. Aristarchus 
stands out as one of the greatest of Paul’s helpers. He 
did not look for an easy task. He did not run when the 
going got tough. He suffered and labored with Paul. 

John Mark (v. 10b). Mark, the writer of the sec- 
ond gospel, played a very important part in the early 
history of the church. He too was a Jew, a native of 
Jerusalem where his mother, Mary, kept “open house” 
for the believers (Acts 12:12). John Mark was a cousin 
of Barnabas, the man who went with Paul on that first 
missionary journey (Acts 13:1-3). It is a good possibil- 
ity that John Mark was led to faith in Christ through 
the ministry of Peter (1 Peter 5:13). 

When Paul and Barnabas set out on that first mis- 
sionary journey, they took John Mark with them as 
their assistant. He probably took care of the travel 
arrangements, supplies, and so forth. But when the 
going got tough, John Mark abandoned the preachers 
and returned home to Jerusalem (Acts 13:5—13). 

Why John quit is not explained in Scripture. 
Perhaps he was afraid, for the group was about to move 
into dangerous territory. Perhaps he resented the fact 
that Paul was taking over the leadership of the mission 
and replacing his relative, Barnabas. Or maybe John 
Mark resented Paul’s ministry to the Gentiles. 
Whatever the reason or excuse, he left them and 
returned home. 

Later, when Paul and Barnabas wanted to go on a 
second journey, Paul refused to take John Mark along 
(Acts 15:36-41). Was Paul wrong in his assessment of 
this young man? Perhaps, but we cannot blame Paul for 
being cautious when John Mark had failed him in the 
past. Paul was not running a popular tour; he was seek- 
ing to win lost souls to Christ. No amount of danger or 
inconvenience could hinder Paul from reaching unbe- 
lievers with the gospel. It was too bad that John Mark 
caused a division between Paul and Barnabas. 
However, we must admit that Paul did forgive John 
Mark and commend him: “Take Mark and bring him 
with thee: for he is profitable to me for the ministry” (2 
Tim. 4:11). 

Mark, Titus, and Timothy were young men who 
served as special representatives for the apostle Paul. He 
could send them to churches that were having prob- 
lems and trust them to help solve them. By the grace of 
God, John Mark had overcome his first failure and had 
become a valuable servant of God. He was even chosen 
to write the gospel of Mark! 

John Mark is an encouragement to everyone who 
has failed in his first attempts to serve God. He did not 
sit around and sulk. He got back into the ministry and 
proved himself faithful to the Lord and to the apostle 
Paul. He was one of the men who stayed. 

I might add that it is good to be a Barnabas and 
encourage younger Christians in the Lord. Perhaps 
John Mark would have made it without the help of 
Cousin Barnabas, but I doubt it. God used Barnabas to 
encourage John Mark and restore him to service again. 


Barnabas lived up to his name: “son of encouragement” 
(Acts 4:36 NIV). 

Jesus Justus (v. 11). Jesus Justus was a Jewish 
believer who served with Paul, but we know nothing 
about him. The name Jesus (Joshua) was a popular 
Jewish name, and it was not unusual for Jewish people 
to have a Roman name as well (Justus). John Mark is a 
case in point. Jesus Justus represents those faithful 
believers who serve God but whose deeds are not 
announced for the whole world to know. He was a fel- 
low worker with Paul and a comfort to Paul, and that 
is all we know about him. However, the Lord has kept 
a faithful record of this man’s life and ministry and will 
reward him accordingly. 

Luke (v. 14a). Luke was a very important man in 
the early church. He was a Gentile, yet he was chosen 
by God to write the gospel of Luke and the book of 
Acts. He is probably the only Gentile writer of any 
book of the Bible. He was also a physician, and was 
dearly loved by Paul. The profession of medicine had 
been perfected by the Greeks, and physicians were held 
in the highest regard. Even though Paul had the power 
to heal people, he traveled with a physician! 

Luke joined Paul and his party at Troas (note the 
pronoun “we” in Acts 16:10). Luke traveled with Paul 
to Jerusalem (Acts 20:5ff.) and was with him on the 
voyage to Rome (Acts 27:1ff.). No doubt Luke's per- 
sonal presence and his professional skill were a great 
encouragement to Paul during that very difficult time. 
While God can and does bring strength and healing in 
miraculous ways, He also uses the means provided in 
nature, such as medication. When my wife and I min- 
istered to missionaries in Africa, a physician friend and 
his wife traveled with us, and we were grateful for their 
help. 

Luke remained with Paul to the very end (see 2 
Tim. 4:11). God used Luke to write the book of Acts 
and to give us the inspired history of the early church 
and the ministry of Paul. Luke is a glowing example of 
the professional man who uses his skills in the service 
of the Lord and gives himself to go wherever God 
sends. He was a beloved Christian, a skillful physician, 
a devoted friend, and a careful historian—all wrapped 
up in one! 


The Man Who Prayed (4:12-13) 

We met Epaphras at the beginning of this study, for he 
was the man who founded the church in Colosse (Col. 
1:7-8). He had been led to Christ through Paul’s min- 
istry in Ephesus, and had returned home to share the 
good news of salvation. It seems likely that Epaphras 
also founded the churches in Laodicea and Hierapolis 
(Col. 4:13). In our modern terms, Epaphras became a 
“home missionary.” 

What motivated Epaphras to share the gospel? He 
was “a servant of Christ” (Col. 4:12). Paul called him 
“our dear fellow servant ... a faithful minister of 
Christ” (Col. 1:7). Epaphras loved Jesus Christ and 


wanted to serve Him and share His message of salva- 
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tion. But he did not do it alone. Epaphras also believed 
in the ministry of the local church, and in working 
with other saints. He was not just a “servant”; he was a 
‘fellow servant.” 

I was chatting one day with a foreign mission exec- 
utive about a mutual friend who had been forced to 
resign from his work on the field. “There was no prob- 
lem with sin or anything like that,” my friend 
explained. “His whole difficulty is that he is a loner. He 
cant work well with other people. On the mission 
field, it’s a team effort or it’s nothing.” 

One of the secrets of the ministry of Epaphras was his 
prayer life. Paul knew about this because Epaphras and 
Paul shared the same room, and when Epaphras 
prayed, Paul knew about it. What were the characteris- 
tics of this man’s prayer life? 

He prayed constantly (v. 12—“always”). He was 
a good example of Paul’s admonition: “Continue in 
prayer” (Col. 4:2). Epaphras did not pray only when he 
felt like it, as do many Christians today. Nor did he pray 
when he was told to pray, or when the other believers 
prayed. He was constantly in prayer, seeking God’s 
blessing. 

He prayed fervently (v. 12—“laboring fer- 
vently”). The word used here means “agonizing.” It is 
the same word used for our Lord’s praying in the gar- 
den (Luke 22:44). We get the impression that prayer 
was serious business with Epaphras! This Greek word 
was used to describe the athletes as they gave them- 
selves fully to their sports. If church members today 
put as much concern and enthusiasm into their pray- 
ing as they did into their baseball games or bowling, we 
would have revival! 

He prayed personally (v. 12—“for you”). 
Epaphras did not pray around the world for everybody 
in general and nobody in particular. He centered his 
intercession on the saints in Colosse, Laodicea, and 
Hierapolis. No doubt he mentioned some of them by 
name. Prayer for Epaphras was not an impersonal reli- 
gious exercise, for he carried these people in his heart 
and prayed for them personally. 

He prayed definitely. If you had asked Epaphras, 
“What are you praying for?” he could have told you. 
His great desire was that the believers in those three 
assemblies might mature in their Christian faith. Paul 
used four significant words to summarize the prayer of 
Epaphras, and these four words also summarize the 
message of the book of Colossians: “perfect—com- 
plete—all—will.” 

Epaphras was concerned that these Christians know 
and do the will of God. But he wanted them to be 
involved in all the will of God, not just in part of it. 
(Allis a key word in Colossians, used over thirty times.) 
He also wanted them to stand perfect and complete in 
God’s will. The gnostic teachers offered these 
Christians “perfection and maturity,” but they could 
not deliver the goods. Only in Jesus Christ can we have 
these blessings. “And ye are complete in him,” for only 


in Christ does the fullness of God dwell (Col. 2:9-10). 
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This request carries the thought of being mature 
and perfectly assured in the will of God, and parallels 
Paul’s prayer burden (Col. 2:2). “Full assurance in the 
will of God” is a tremendous blessing! It is not neces- 
sary for the believer to drift in life. He can know God’s 
will and enjoy it. As he learns God’s will and lives it, he 
matures in the faith and experiences God’s fullness. 

He prayed sacrificially (v. 13—“great zeal” or 
“much distress”). Real prayer is difficult. When Jesus 
prayed in the garden, He sweat great drops of blood. 
Paul had “great conflict” (agony) as he prayed for the 
Colossians (2:1), and Epaphras also experienced “much 
distress.” This does not mean that we must wrestle with 
God in order to get Him to answer. But it does mean 
that we must throw ourselves into our praying with zeal 
and concern. If there is no burden, there can be no 
blessing. To rephrase what John H. Jowett said about 
preaching, “Praying that costs nothing accomplishes 
nothing.” 

All of the men with Paul were named and com- 
mended in one way or another, but Epaphras was the 
only one commended for his prayer ministry. This does 
not mean that the other men did not pray, but it does 
suggest that prayer was his major interest and ministry. 
Epaphras was Paul’s fellow prisoner (Philem. 23)—but 
even confinement could not keep him from entering 
the courts of heaven and praying for his brothers and 
sisters in the churches. 

E. M. Bounds was a prayer warrior of the last gen- 
eration. He would often rise early in the morning and 
pray for many hours before he began the work of the 
day. His many books on prayer testify to the fact that 
Bounds, like Epaphras, knew how to agonize in prayer 
before God. (If you have never read Power in Prayer 
[Baker] by E.M. Bounds, by all means do so.) 

I am impressed with the fact that Epaphras prayed 
for believers in three different cities. We are fortunate 
today if church members pray for their own pastor and 
church, let alone believers in other places! Perhaps one 
reason that revival tarries is because we do not pray fer- 
vently for one another. 


The Man Who Strayed (4:14b) 

Demas is mentioned only three times in Paul’s letters, 
and these three references tell a sad story. First he is 
called “Demas ... my fellow laborer” and is linked with 
three good men—Mark, Aristarchus, and Luke 
(Philem. 24). Then he is simply called “Demas,” and 
there is no special word of identification or commen- 
dation (Col. 4:14). But the third reference tells what 
became of Demas: “For Demas hath forsaken me, hav- 
ing loved this present world” (2 Tim. 4:10). 

At one point in his life, John Mark had forsaken 
Paul, but he was reclaimed and restored. Demas for- 
sook Paul and apparently was never reclaimed. His sin 
was that he loved this present world. The word world 
refers to the whole system of things that runs this 
world, or “society without God.” In the first of his epis- 
tles, John the apostle pointed out that the world entices 
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the believer with “the lust of the flesh, the lust of the 
eyes, and the pride of life” (1 John 2:15-17). Which of 
these traps caught Demas, we do not know; perhaps he 
fell into all three. 

But we do know that Christians today can succumb 
to the world just as Demas did. How easy it is to main- 
tain a religious veneer, while all the time we are living 
for the things of this world. Demas thought that he 
could serve two masters, but eventually he had to make 
a decision; unfortunately, he made the wrong decision. 

It must have hurt Paul greatly when Demas forsook 
him. It also hurt the work of the Lord, for there never 
has been a time when the laborers were many. This 
decision hurt Demas most of all, for he wasted his life 
in that which could never last. “He that doeth the will 
of God abideth forever” (1 John 2:17). 

After conveying greetings from his friends and fel- 
low servants, Paul himself sent greetings to the sister 
churches in Laodicea and Hierapolis. These people had 
never seen Paul (Col. 2:1), yet he was interested in 
them and concerned about their spiritual welfare. 


Final Greetings (4:15-18) 

We know nothing about Nymphas, except that he had 
a church meeting in his house. (Some versions read 
“Nympha” and seem to indicate that this believer was a 
woman.) In the first centuries of the church, local 
assemblies met in private homes. Even today, many 
new local churches get their start this way. It was not 
until the Christian faith emerged from persecution into 
official government approval that church buildings 
were constructed. It really matters little where the 
assembly meets, so long as Jesus Christ is the center of 
the fellowship. (For other examples of “the church in 
the home,” see Rom. 16:5 and 1 Cor. 16:19.) 

Paul’s great concern was that the Word of God be 
read and studied in these churches. The verb “read” 
means “to read aloud.” There would not be copies of 
these letters for each member. It is a strong conviction 
of mine that we need to return to the public reading of 
the Word of God in many of our churches. “Give 
attendance to reading” (1 Tim. 4:13) means the public 
reading of God’s Word. 

It is worth noting that the various letters from Paul 
were good for all of these assemblies. In my ministry, I 
have shared God’s Word in many different places and 
situations, and it has always reached the heart and met 
the need. Even in different cultures. God’s Word has a 
message for the heart. God’s Word does not have to be 
edited or changed to meet different problems in vari- 
ous situations, for it is always applicable. 

What was “the epistle from Laodicea”? We do not 
know for sure. Some scholars think that the epistle to 
the Ephesians was this missing letter, but this idea is 
pure speculation. The fact that this letter has been lost 
does not mean we are missing a part of God’s inspired 
Word. Some of Paul’s correspondence with the church 
at Corinth has also been lost. God not only inspired 
His Word, but He providentially watched over it so 


that nothing would be lost that was supposed to be in 
that Word. Instead of wondering about what we do not 
have, we should be applying ourselves to what we do 
have! 

When we compare Colossians 4:17 with Philemon 
2, we get the impression that Archippus belonged to 
the family of Philemon. Possibly, he was Philemon’s 
son and the pastor of the church that met in Philemon’s 
house. We cannot prove this, of course, but it does 
seem a logical conclusion. This would make Apphia the 
wife of Philemon. 

Paul’s last words before his salutation are directed at 
Archippus as an encouragement to continue faithfully 
in his ministry. Was Archippus discouraged? Had the 
gnostic false teachers invaded his church and created 
problems for him? We do not know. But we do know 
that pastors of local churches face many problems and 
carry many burdens, and they often need a word of 
encouragement. 

Paul reminded Archippus that his ministry was a 
gift from God, and that he was a steward of God who 
would one day have to give an account of his work. 
Since the Lord gave him his ministry, the Lord could 
also help him carry it out in the right way. Ministry is 
not something we do for God; it is something God 
does in and through us. 

The word fulfill carries with it the idea that God 
has definite purposes for His servants to accomplish. 
He works in us and through us to complete those good 
works that He has prepared for us (see Eph. 2:10). Of 
course, fulfill also parallels the theme of Colossians— 
the fullness of Jesus Christ available to each believer. 
We are able to fulfill our ministries because we have 
been “filled full” through Jesus Christ. 

Unless we make a practical application of Bible 
doctrine, our study is in vain. After reading this letter 
and studying it, we cannot help but see that we have in 
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Jesus Christ all that we can ever want or need. All of 
God’s fullness is in Jesus Christ and we have been made 
complete in Him. What an encouragement this must 
have been to Archippus! What an encouragement it 
should be to us today! 

Paul usually dictated his letters to a secretary (see 
Rom. 16:22) and then signed his name at the end. He 
always added a sentence about the grace of God, for 
this was his “trademark” (see 2 Thess. 3:17—18). The 
combination of his signature and “grace” gave proof 
that the letter was authentic. 

The New Testament contains many references to 
Paul’s bonds and the fact that he was a prisoner (see 
Acts 20:23; 23:18, 29; 26:29; Phil. 1:7, 13-14, 16; 2 
Tim. 1:8; 2:9; Philem. 10, 13; Eph. 3:1; 4:1). Why did 
Paul want them to remember his bonds? Primarily 
because those bonds were a reminder of his love for lost 
souls, especially the Gentiles. He was “the prisoner of 
Jesus Christ for you Gentiles” (Eph. 3:1). Paul’s bonds 
were evidence of his obedience to the Lord and his will- 
ingness to pay any price so that the Gentiles might hear 
the gospel. 

Even today, there are devoted Christians who are in 
bonds because of their faithfulness to the Lord. We 
ought to remember them and pray for them. 
“Remember them that are in bonds, as bound with 
them” (Heb. 13:3). 

As we come to the close of our study of this remark- 
able letter, we must remind ourselves that we are 
complete in Jesus Christ. We should beware of any 
teaching that claims to give us “something more” than 
we already have in Christ. All of God’s fullness is in 
Him, and He has perfectly equipped us for the life that 
God wants us to live. We do not live and grow by addi- 
tion, but by appropriation. 

May the Lord help us to live as those who are com- 
plete in Christ. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
A CHURCH IS BORN 


Ais took his son to a large city museum, 


thinking that the visit would entertain the boy. 
But for two hours the lad did nothing but sigh 
and complain. Finally in desperation he said to his 
father, “Dad, let’s go someplace where things are real!” 

Some people feel that way when they read the 
Bible. They think they are in a religious museum, 
looking at ancient artifacts that have no meaning for 
life in today’s scientific world. But they are wrong. No 
book published has more meaning for our lives, and 
more relevance to our problems, than the Bible. No 
wonder William Lyon Phelps, for years called “Yale’s 
most inspiring professor,” said, “I believe a knowledge 
of the Bible without a college course is more valuable 
than a college course without a Bible.” 

Two of Paul’s earliest letters are 1 and 2 
Thessalonians. (It is possible that Galatians was writ- 
ten first.) These two letters were written to real people 
who were experiencing real problems in a world that 
was not friendly to their Christian faith. You and I 
can easily identify with these people because we live 
in a similar world and face many of the same prob- 
lems. Once you understand the background, the 
burden, and the blessing of these two letters, you will 
see how up-to-date and practical they are. 


The Background 

You can visit Thessalonica today, only the travel 
guide will call it Thessaloniki. (It used to be known 
as Salonika.) It is an important industrial and com- 
mercial city in modern Greece and is second to 
Athens in population. It served as an important 
Allied base during World War I. In World War II it 
was captured by the German army, and the Jewish 
population of about 60,000 persons was deported 
and exterminated. 

It is an ancient city, originally named Therma 
from the many hot springs adjacent to it. In 315 BC 
it was renamed Thessalonica after the half-sister of 
Alexander the Great. When Rome conquered 
Macedonia in 168 BC, the city was made capital of 
that entire province. In Paul’s day two hundred thou- 
sand people lived there, most of them Greeks, but also 
many Romans and a strong Jewish minority. Today it 
has a population of three hundred thousand, and is 
one of the few cities that has survived from the New 
Testament era of apostolic ministry. 

Dr. Luke explained how Paul came to 
Thessalonica and how the church was founded (Acts 
17:1-15). Paul went to Macedonia in response to a 
“call” from a man in Macedonia who said, “Come 
over into Macedonia and help us” (Acts 16:9). Paul, 
Silas, Luke, and Timothy arrived first in Philippi, 
where they led Lydia and her household to Christ and 
there established a church. Paul and Silas were 
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arrested on false charges, beaten, and put into jail. 
But God delivered them and they were able to lead 
the jailer and his household to faith in Christ. 

After encouraging the new believers, Paul and his 
friends left Philippi (though Luke probably stayed 
behind temporarily) and headed for the important 
city of Thessalonica. They bypassed Amphipolis and 
Apollonia (Acts 17:1), not because they had no bur- 
den for the people in those cities, but because Paul’s 
policy was to minister in the large cities and then have 
the believers reach out into the smaller towns nearby. 
It is about a hundred miles from Philippi to 
Thessalonica. 

Paul’s commission was to take the gospel to the 
Gentiles (Acts 9:15; Eph. 3:1-12), but he always 
started his ministry among the Jews. The local syna- 
gogue was the place where the Old Testament law was 
known and revered. Paul could get a sympathetic 
hearing in the synagogue, at least until persecution 
began. Furthermore, there were always many Gentile 
“God-fearers” in the synagogues, and through them 
Paul could begin a witness to the pagan Gentiles. Add 
to this Paul’s great burden for the Jews (Rom. 9:1-3; 
10:1), and the historical principle of “to the Jew first” 
(Rom. 1:16), and you can see why Paul and his asso- 
ciates began their work in the synagogue. 

It is interesting to study the words Luke used to 
describe Paul’s public ministry in the synagogue 
(Acts 17:2-3). Reasoned means “to discourse using 
questions and answers.” Perhaps “dialogue” would 
be a good synonym. Opening simply means “explain- 
ing.” Paul would read a portion of the Old 
Testament Scriptures and explain their meaning 
with reference to Jesus Christ and the gospel. 
Alleging literally means “to lay beside.” Paul put the 
Scriptures before them in an orderly manner, show- 
ing them how they harmonized. Preach means “to 
proclaim, to announce.” Paul did not simply teach 
the Scriptures; he proclaimed Christ and urged his 
listeners to receive Him by faith. 

We can learn much from Paul’s approach to evan- 
gelism. He used the Word of God, and he declared 
the Son of God. He started where the people were 
and led them into the truth of the gospel. (When Paul 
preached to Gentiles, he started with the God of cre- 
ation, since they had no knowledge of the Old 
Testament Scriptures. See Acts 14:8-18; 17:16ff.) 

He ministered in the synagogue for three 
Sabbaths, and the Lord worked in power. Many peo- 
ple believed in Jesus Christ and were saved, including 
a number of high-ranking women. However, the 
unbelieving Jews began to oppose the work, and Paul 
and his helpers had to leave the city. They went forty 
miles to Berea and there had a good ministry, but the 
Jews from Thessalonica followed them and caused 
trouble. It was then that Paul left for Athens, and 
from there to Corinth. 

How long did Paul minister in Thessalonica? Does 
the statement “three Sabbath days” (Acts 17:2) mean 


three weeks only, or that he preached in the synagogue 
only three weeks but continued in another place? We 
know that Paul was there long enough to receive two 
“home missions offerings” from the church in 
Philippi (Phil. 4:16). Also, Paul worked at his tent- 
making trade to support himself (1 Thess. 2:9; 2 
Thess. 3:6-15). 

If Paul were there only three weeks, he certainly 
taught the new Christians a great deal of basic Bible 
doctrine. As we study these two letters, we will dis- 
cover that almost every major doctrine of the 
Christian faith is mentioned. 

Even though Paul’s ministry in Thessalonica was 
not a long one, it was solid enough to leave behind a 
thriving church. When he left for Athens, Paul told 
Timothy and Silas to remain there and help the new 
church and then to join him later. When they did 
meet again, Paul sent Timothy back to Thessalonica 
to encourage the Christians and assure them of his 
love and concern. (He had tried to go back twice but 
was hindered, 1 Thess. 2:17-18.) It was when 
Timothy rejoined Paul at Corinth and gave him the 
report on the new church that Paul wrote 1 
Thessalonians. He wrote 2 Thessalonians just a short 
time later. All of this background teaches us several 
helpful lessons. Obviously, God uses people. God did 
not send angels to evangelize Thessalonica; He sent a 
converted Jewish rabbi and his friends, including a 
young man who was part Jew, part Gentile. God still 
uses people—dedicated people who will obey His 
leading and share His message. 

Here is a second lesson: the gospel is still “the 
power of God unto salvation” (Rom. 1:16). It did not 
require years to set up a church in Thessalonica. God’s 
power was effective in changing lives, and a church 
was founded in less than a month. Paul reminded 
them that the gospel came to them not “in word only, 
but also in power in the Holy Spirit” (1 Thess. 1:5). 

Finally, Satan still opposes the gospel and perse- 
cutes God’s people, but persecution can be a means of 
growth. As we study these two letters, we will see that 
God’s Spirit strengthens and encourages suffering 


saints as they go through the difficulties of Christian 
life. 


The Burden 
Why did Paul write these two letters? First, he wanted 
to assure his friends of his love and concern. After all, 
he left the city hastily at night, and he did not want 
them to think he had deserted them. Also, Paul’s ene- 
mies were attacking his character and telling the new 
believers that their leader was really a greedy charlatan 
who preached religion in order to make money (1 
Thess. 2). There were plenty of itinerant rogues in 
Greece who did just that, and some were spreading 
the word that Paul was one of them. In this letter, 
Paul assured his readers of his love for them and his 
honesty in ministering to them. 

He had a second purpose in view: he wanted. to 
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ground them in the doctrines of the Christian faith, 
particularly with reference to Christ’s return. It 
appears that the church was going through severe per- 
secution, and this is always a time of temptation to 
compromise and give in to discouragement. By 
reminding them of the truths of the Christian faith 
and what God had done for them in Christ, Paul 
encouraged them to stand firm and maintain their 
strong witness. 

He also encouraged them to live holy lives. Keep 
in mind that temptations to immorality were rife in 
the cities then, and that sexual sins were not con- 
demned by most people. These letters emphasize 
purity of life—a concept that needs to be emphasized 
in our churches too. 

The new Christians were confused about the 
return of Jesus Christ. Paul had told them that the 
Lord would return in the air and take them home, but 
some of their number had died. The bereaved ones 
wondered if their Christian dead would be included 
in the “catching up” of the church. Paul explained this 
in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18. 

But there was a second confusion. Because the 
persecutions were so intense, some of the believers 
thought that “the day of the Lord” had arrived. (It is 
possible that a forged letter contributed to this confu- 
sion, 2 Thess. 2:1—2.) Paul wrote 2 Thessalonians to 
explain this doctrine and to assure them that the day 
of the Lord had not yet arrived. 

Finally, in this letter, Paul sought to correct some 
weaknesses in the church. Some members were not 
respecting and honoring their spiritual leaders as they 
should (1 Thess. 5:12-13). Others were refusing to 
work, arguing that the soon-coming of the Lord made 
this the logical thing to do (2 Thess. 3:6ff.). There 
was some confusion in their public services that also 
needed correcting (1 Thess. 5:19-21). 

Confusion still exists about Bible prophecy, with 
radio and television preachers contradicting each 
other (and the Bible) and upsetting the saints. Is the 
coming of the Lord near? Must any signs take place 
before He can return? Will God’s people have to go 
through the day of the Lord (the tribulation) before 
He can return? Paul answered these important ques- 
tions in these two inspired letters. 

And what about the matter of practical holiness? It 
is not easy for Christians to avoid the pollutions of 
the world. The sex promoters offer their wares at 
almost every newspaper stand and drugstore. 
Immorality and infidelity are common themes of 
radio and television programs as well as of popular 
music. The bad examples of famous people make it 
easier for young people to say, “Everybody is doing 
it!” 

In addition to being more cautious in daily living, 
we also need more order and respect in our local 
churches. I have discovered that lack of respect for 
spiritual leadership is the main cause of church fights 
and splits. What Paul wrote in 1 Thessalonians 
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5:12-13 and 2 Thessalonians 3:6-15 is greatly 
needed today. 

In all fairness to church officers, I realize that 
some pastors do not deserve to be followed. They are 
not spiritual; they do not pray; and they have no con- 
cern for the lost. They are merely using the ministry 
to make an easy living. A pastor must not demand 
respect; he must command respect, as did Paul, by his 
dedicated life and sacrificial ministry. 

First Thessalonians is a letter from a spiritual 
father to his children. Paul pictured the church as a 
family (the word brethren or brother is used nineteen 
times in the first letter and nine times in the second), 
and he reminded them of what God did for them 
through his ministry. 

The second letter was written to correct certain 
wrong ideas—and wrong practices—relating to the 
doctrine of the Lord’s return. 

We have seen the background of the letters and 
the burden that motivated Paul to write them. We 
shall now consider the blessing of these letters and 
discover what they can mean to us. 


The Blessing 

Each New Testament letter has a special message, or 
blessing, that is uniquely its own. Romans, for exam- 
ple, emphasizes the righteousness of God and shows 
that God is righteous in His dealings with both sin- 
ners and believers. First Corinthians focuses on the 
wisdom of God, and 2 Corinthians on the comfort of 
God. Galatians is the freedom letter and Philippians 
is the joy letter, while Ephesians stresses the wealth 
that we have in Christ Jesus. 

What is the special blessing in the message of 1 
and 2 Thessalonians? It is the message of the return of 
Jesus Christ and how this vital doctrine can affect our 
lives and churches and make us more spiritual. Every 
chapter in 1 Thessalonians ends with reference to the 
coming of Jesus Christ, and each reference relates the 
doctrine to a practical aspect of Christian living. Here 
is a summary: 

1:10—salvation and assurance 

2:19-20—soul-winning and service 

3:11-13—stability in Christian living 
4:13-18—strength in sorrow 

5:23-24— sanctification of life 

In other words, Paul did not look on this doctrine 
as a theory to be discussed, but as a truth to be lived. 
These letters encourage us to live “in the future tense” 
since Jesus could appear at any time. We are to prac- 
tice the promise of His return in our manner of life. 

Turning to 2 Thessalonians, we discover addi- 
tional truth concerning future events and the church. 
Keep in mind that the second letter was written to 
correct the confusion regarding our Lord’s return. 
Some believers thought the day of the Lord (the time 
of tribulation) had arrived, and they wondered when 
the Lord would appear. Perhaps the best way to grasp 
the major messages of the two letters is by contrast: 
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Christ comes in the air Christ comes to the 
for His church earth with His church 
(4:13-18) (1:10) 

A sudden secret rapture A crisis that is part of a 
that can occur at any predicted program 
time 

Can occur today Can occur only after 
certain events happen 


The day of Christ The day of the Lord 


Paul did not write these letters to stir up a debate. 
His desire was that these letters bless our lives and our 
churches. The doctrine of the Lord’s return is not a 
toy to play with or a weapon to fight with, but a tool 
to build with. Believers may disagree on some of the 
fine points of Bible prophecy, but we all believe that 
Jesus Christ is coming again to reward believers and 
judge the lost. And we must all live in the light of His 
coming. 

Your study of these letters should give you assur- 
ance for the future, encouragement in witnessing and 
walking with the Lord, comfort in the loss of 
Christian loved ones, and stability in a world that is 
very unsure of itself. I realize that godly men differ in 
their interpretations of prophecy, particularly the mat- 
ter of the church escaping or entering the time of 
tribulation. My own position is that the church will be 
taken to heaven before the tribulation, and then will 
return to the earth with the Lord to bring the tribula- 
tion to a close (Rev. 19:11ff.). I see 1 Thessalonians 
emphasizing the rapture of the church and 2 
Thessalonians, the revelation of the Lord with the 
church when He comes to judge. 

However, the practical spiritual lessons of these 
truths should not be lost in debates over interpreta- 
tions. I am encouraged to read what Dr. Leon Morris 
wrote in his excellent commentary on the Thessalonian 
epistles in The New International Commentary 
(Eerdmans, 1959, 152). 

In his discussion of 1 Thessalonians 5:1-3, Dr. 
Morris faced the matter of whether believers will escape 
the tribulation or be left on earth to pass through that 
terrible event. “The language of this chapter could be 
understood either way,” he stated, and then affirmed 
his own position that the church will go through the 
tribulation. Then he added, “But I fully recognize that 
other interpretations are possible, and suggest that it is 
not wise for any of us to condemn those who see such 
passages differently.” 

In other words, we can disagree without being dis- 
agreeable. My own conviction is that we shall be 
delivered from “the wrath to come” (1 Thess. 1:10; 
5:9-10). I believe the Lord wants us to live in the con- 
stant expectation of His coming. I have studied 
carefully the excellent defenses of the other positions, 
and I respect the men who hold to them. But I must 
lovingly disagree with them. 


CHAPTER TWO 


1 Thessalonians 1:1-10 


WHAT EVERY CHURCH SHOULD BE 


o doubt you have heard some preacher say, “If you 
N ever find the perfect church, please dont join it. If 
you do, it won't be perfect anymore!” 

Since local churches are made up of human beings, 
saved by God’s grace, no church is perfect. But some 
churches are closer to the New Testament ideal than 
others. The church at Thessalonica was in that cate- 
gory. At least three times in this letter, Paul gave thanks 
for the church and the way it responded to his ministry 
(1 Thess. 1:2; 2:13; 3:9). Not every pastor can be that 
thankful. 

What characteristics of this church made it so ideal 
and such a joy to Paul’s heart? 


An Elect People (1:1-4) 

The word church in 1 Thessalonians 1:1 means “a 
called-out people.” Whenever you read about a call in 
the Bible, it indicates divine election—God is calling 
out a people from this world (Acts 15:13-18). Seven 
times in John 17, our Lord referred to believers as those 
whom the Father gave to him out of the world (John 
17:2, 6, 9, 11-12, 24). Paul stated that he knew the 
Thessalonians had been chosen by God (1 Thess. 1:4). 

The doctrine of divine election confuses some peo- 
ple and frightens others, yet neither response is 
justified. A seminary professor once told me, “Try to 
explain election, and you may lose your mind. But 
explain it away—and you may lose your soul!” 

We will never understand the total concept of elec- 
tion this side of heaven. But we should not ignore this 
important doctrine that is taught throughout the Bible. 
Let’s notice some obvious facts about divine election. 

Salvation begins with God. “God hath from the 
beginning chosen you to salvation” (2 Thess. 2:13). “Ye 
have not chosen me, but I have chosen you” (John 
15:16). “He [the Father] hath chosen us in him 
[Christ] before the foundation of the world” (Eph. 
1:4). The entire plan of salvation was born in the heart 
of God long before man was created or the universe 
formed. 

Salvation involves God’s love. Paul called these 
saints “brethren beloved”—not only beloved by Paul 
(see 1 Thess. 2:17), but also beloved by God. God’s 
love made Calvary possible (Rom. 5:8), and there Jesus 
Christ died for our sins. But it is not God’s love that 
saves the sinner; it is God’s grace. God in His grace 
gives us what we do not deserve, and God in His mercy 
does not give us what we do deserve. This explains why 
Paul often opened his letters with “Grace be unto you, 
and peace, from God our Father, and the Lord Jesus 
Christ” (1 Thess. 1:1). 

Salvation involves faith. “For by grace are ye saved 


through faith” (Eph. 2:8). Paul, Silas (Silvanus is the 
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Roman spelling), and Timothy brought the gospel to 
Thessalonica and preached in the power of God (1 
Thess. 1:5). Some people who heard the message 
believed and turned from their vain idols to the true 
and living God (1 Thess. 1:9). The Spirit of God used 
the Word of God to generate faith (Rom. 10:17). Paul 
called this “sanctification of the Spirit and belief of the 
truth” (2 Thess. 2:13). 

Salvation involves the Trinity. As you read this let- 
ter, you discover the doctrine of the Trinity. Christians 
believe in one God existing in three Persons: God the 
Father, and God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. 
Keep in mind that all three Persons are involved in our 
salvation. This will help you escape dangerous extremes 
that either deny human responsibility or dilute divine 
sovereignty—for both are taught in the Bible. 

As far as God the Father is concerned, I was saved 
when He chose me in Christ before the world began. 
As far as God the Son is concerned, I was saved when 
He died for me on the cross. As far as God the Holy 
Spirit is concerned, I was saved one Saturday night in 
May 1945, when I heard the Word and trusted Jesus 
Christ. At that moment, the entire plan fell together 
and I became a child of God. If you had asked me that 
night if I was one of the elect, I would have been 
speechless. At that time I knew nothing about election. 
But the Holy Spirit witnessed in my heart that I was a 
child of God. 

Salvation changes the life. How did Paul know 
that these Thessalonians were elected of God? He saw a 
change in their lives. If you put 1 Thessalonians 1:3 
next to 1 Thessalonians 1:9-10, You will get the picture: 


your work of faith you turned to God from 


idols 

your labor of love to serve the living and 
true God 

and patience of hope to wait for His Son from 
heaven 


The person who claims to be one of God’s elect, but 
whose life has not changed, is only fooling himself. 
Those whom God chooses, He changes. This does not 
mean they are perfect, but they are possessors of a new 
life that cannot be hidden. 

Faith, hope, and love are the three cardinal virtues 
of the Christian life, and the three greatest evidences 
of salvation. Faith must always lead to works (James 
2:14-26). It has been said, “We are not saved by faith 
plus works, but by a faith that works.” If the 
Thessalonians had continued to worship their dead 
idols while professing faith in the living God, it 
would have proved that they were not among God’s 
elect. 

Love is also an evidence of salvation: “the love of 
God is shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Ghost 
which is given unto us” (Rom. 5:5). We are “taught by 
God to love one another” (1 Thess. 4:9). We serve 
Christ because we love Him; this is the “labor of love” 


705 


1 Thessalonians 1 


that Paul mentioned. “If ye love me, keep my com- 
mandments” (John 14:15). 

The third evidence of salvation is hope, waiting for 
Jesus Christ to return (1 Thess. 1:10). The return of 
Jesus Christ is the dominant theme of both of these 
Thessalonian letters. Unsaved people are not eagerly 
awaiting the Lord’s return. In fact, when our Lord 
catches His church up into the air, unsaved people will 
be totally surprised (1 Thess. 5:1-11). 

Faith, hope, and love are evidences of election. 
These spiritual qualities are bound together and can 
come only from God. For further evidence, see these 
passages: 1 Corinthians 13:13; Romans 5:1-5; 
Galatians 5:5-6; Colossians 1:4-5; Hebrews 6:10-12; 
10:22—24; 1 Peter 1:21-22. 

A local church must be composed of elect people, 
those who have been saved by the grace of God. One 
problem today is the presence, in the church family, of 
unbelievers whose names may be on the church roll, 
but not written in the Lamb’s Book of Life. Every 
church member should examine his heart to determine 
whether he has truly been born again and belongs to 


God’s elect. 


An Exemplary People (1:5-7) 

From the very inception of this church, Paul looked to 
them with joy and gratitude as Christians worthy of 
the name. They were examples in several areas of their 
lives. 

They received the Word (v. 5). The gospel came to 
them through the ministry of Paul and his associates. 
Many traveling preachers and philosophers in that day 
were only interested in making money from ignorant 
people. But the Holy Spirit used the Word in great 
power, and the Thessalonians responded by receiving 
both the message and the messengers. In spite of the 
persecution in Philippi, Paul and Silas had been “bold 
... to speak ... the gospel” (1 Thess. 2:2), and the peo- 
ple believed and were saved. They never lost that 
eagerness for the Word of God (1 Thess. 2:13). 

They followed their spiritual leaders (v. 6a). The 
word followers is actually “imitators.” These new believ- 
ers not only accepted the message and the messengers, 
but they also imitated their lives. This led to severe per- 
secution. It is important that young Christians respect 
spiritual leadership and learn from mature believers. 
Just as a newborn baby needs a family, so a newborn 
Christian needs the local church and the leaders there. 
“Obey them that have the [spiritual] rule over you, and 
submit yourselves: for they watch for your souls” (Heb. 
13:17). It is not enough for us as mature believers to 
win souls; we must also watch for souls and encourage 
new Christians to obey God’s Word. 

They suffered for Christ (v. 6b). In turning from 
idols to serve God, these believers angered their friends 
and relatives, and this led to persecution. No doubt 
some of them lost their jobs because of their new faith. 
Just as the Jewish unbelievers persecuted the believers 
in Judea, so the Gentile unbelievers persecuted the 
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Thessalonian believers (1 Thess. 2:14-16). Faith is 
always tested, and persecution is one of the tests (Matt. 
13:21; 2 Tim. 3:12). 

They encouraged other churches (v. 7). 
Christians either encourage or discourage each other. 
This principle applies also to churches. Paul used the 
churches of Macedonia as a stimulus for the 
Corinthian church to give to the missionary offering (2 
Cor. 8:1-8). Even though they were new believers, the 
Thessalonians set a good example that encouraged the 
surrounding assemblies. Churches must never compete 
with one another in a worldly manner, but they can 
“provoke unto love and to good works” (Heb. 10:24). 

In every way, the church at Thessalonica was exem- 
plary. The secret was found in their faith, hope, and 
love, for these are the spiritual motivators of the 


Christian life. 


An Enthusiastic People (1:8) 

Their “work of faith and labor of love” expressed itself 
in their sharing of the gospel with others. They were 
both “receivers” (the Word came to them, 1 Thess. 1:5) 
and “transmitters” (the Word went out from them, 1 
Thess. 1:8). Each believer and each local church must 
receive and transmit God’s Word. 

The verb “sounded out” actually means “to sound 
as a trumpet.” But the Thessalonians were not “tooting 
their own horns” as did the Pharisees (Matt. 6:1—4). 
They were trumpeting forth the good news of salva- 
tion, and their message had a clear and certain sound 
to it (1 Cor. 14:8). Wherever Paul went, the people 
told him about the faith of the Thessalonian believers. 

It is the responsibility and privilege of each local 
church to share the message of salvation with the lost 
world. At the end of each of the four gospels and at the 
beginning of the book of Acts, there are commissions 
for the churches to obey (Matt. 28:18-20; Mark 
16:15-16; Luke 24:46-49; John 20:21; Acts 1:8). 
Many congregations are content to pay a staff to do the 
witnessing and soul-winning. But in New Testament 
churches, the entire congregation was involved in shar- 
ing the good news (Acts 2:44—47; 5:42). 

A recent survey of church growth indicated that 70 
to 80 percent of a church’s growth is the result of 
friends witnessing to friends and relatives to relatives. 
While visitation evangelism and other methods of out- 
reach help, the personal contact brings the harvest. 

But election and evangelism go together. The per- 
son who says, “God will save those He wants to save 
and He doesn’t need my help!” understands neither 
election nor evangelism. In the Bible, election always 
involves responsibility. God chose Israel and made them 
an elect nation so that they might witness to the 
Gentiles. 

In the same way, God has chosen the church that 
we might be witnesses today. The fact that we are God’s 
elect people does not excuse us from the task of evan- 
gelism. On the contrary, the doctrine of election is one 
of the greatest encouragements to evangelism. 


Paul’s experience at Corinth (Acts 18:1—11) is a per- 
fect illustration of this truth. Corinth was a wicked city, 
and it was not easy to start a church there. The people 
were godless sinners (1 Cor. 6:9-11), but Paul 
preached the Word faithfully. When persecution arose 
from the Jewish unbelievers, Paul moved from the syn- 
agogue into the house of Justus. Then the Lord 
encouraged Paul: “Be not afraid, but speak, and hold 
not thy peace: for I am with thee, and no man shall set 
on thee to hurt thee: for I have much people in this 
city” (Acts 18:9-10). The fact that God had His elect 
in Corinth encouraged Paul to remain there for a year 
and a half. 

If salvation were the work of man, we would have 
every right to be discouraged and quit. But salvation is 
the work of God, and He uses people to call out His 
elect “He called you by our gospel” (2 Thess. 2:14). 
The same God who ordains the end (the salvation of 
the lost) also ordains the means to the end (the preach- 
ing of the gospel). There is no conflict between divine 
sovereignty and human responsibility, even though we 
cannot reconcile the two. 

We need more churches today where the people 
are enthusiastic to share the message of salvation with 
others. As I write this, 2.4 billion people in our world 
have no visible witness of the gospel in their midst, or 
no church body. In spite of the outreach of radio, tel- 
evision, and the printing press, we are losing ground 
in the work of reaching the lost. Are you an enthusi- 
astic Christian? Is your church enthusiastic about 
witnessing? 


An Expectant People (1:9-10) 

Their work of faith made them an elect people, for they 
turned to God from their idols and trusted Jesus 
Christ. Their Jabor of love made them an exemplary and 
enthusiastic people as they lived the Word of God and 
shared the gospel. Their patience of hope made them an 
expectant people, looking for their Savior’s return. 

In these verses, Paul related the second coming of 
Christ to their salvation. Because they had trusted 
Christ, they looked for His return with joyful 
expectancy and knew that they would be delivered 
“from the wrath to come” (1 Thess. 1:10). Paul 
repeated this truth in 1 Thessalonians 5:9-10, and he 
amplified it again in 2 Thessalonians 1:5-10. 

When they worshipped idols, the Thessalonians 
had no hope. But when they trusted “the living God,” 
they had a living hope (see 1 Peter 1:2-3). Those of us 
who have been brought up in the Christian doctrine 
cannot understand the bondage of pagan idolatry. 
Before Paul came to them with the gospel, these people 
were without hope and “without God in the world” 
(Eph. 2:12). Read Psalm 115 for a vivid description of 
what it is like to worship an idol. 

Christians are “children of the living God” (Rom. 
9:26). Their bodies are the “temples of the living 
God” (2 Cor. 6:16), indwelt by the “Spirit of the liv- 
ing God” (2 Cor. 3:3). The church is “the church of 
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the living God” (1 Tim. 3:15); and for His church, 
God is preparing “the city of the living God” (Heb. 
12:22). The living God has given us a living hope by 
raising His Son Jesus Christ from the dead. 

Two aspects of the Lord’s return must be distin- 
guished. First, Jesus Christ will come in the air for His 
church (1 Thess. 4:13-18). This will usher in a period 
of tribulation on the earth (1 Thess. 5:1-3). At the 
close of this period, He will return to the earth with 
His church (2 Thess. 1:5-10; Rev. 19:11-21), defeat 
His enemies, and then set up His kingdom (Rev. 
20:1-6). 

The word translated “wait” in 1 Thessalonians 1:10 
means “to await someone with patience and confi- 
dence, expectantly.” Waiting involves activity and 
endurance. Some of the Thessalonian believers quit 
their work and became idle busybodies, arguing that 
the Lord was coming soon. But if we really believe the 
Lord is coming, we will prove our faith by keeping 
busy and obeying His Word. Our Lord’s parable of the 
pounds (Luke 19:11-27) teaches that we must 
“occupy” (be busy; in this case, invest the money) till 
He returns. 

Christians are waiting for Jesus Christ, and He may 
return at any time. We are not waiting for any “signs”; 
we are waiting for the Savior. We are waiting for the 
redemption of the body (Rom. 8:23-25) and the hope 
of righteousness (Gal. 5:5). When Jesus Christ returns 
we shall receive new bodies (Phil. 3:20-21), and we 
shall be like Him (1 John 3:1-2). He will take us to the 
home He has prepared (John 14:1-6), and He will 
reward us for the service we have given in His name 
(Rom. 14:10-12). 

A local church that truly lives in the expectation of 
seeing Jesus Christ at any time will be a vibrant and vic- 
torious group of people. Expecting the Lord’s return is 
a great motivation for soul-winning (1 Thess. 2:19-20) 
and Christian stability (1 Thess. 3:11—13). It is a won- 
derful comfort in sorrow (1 Thess. 4:13-18) and a 
great encouragement for godly living (1 Thess. 
5:23-24). It is tragic when churches forget this won- 
derful doctrine. It is even more tragic when churches 
believe it and preach it—but do not practice it. 

Paul remembered how this church was born (1 
Thess. 1:3), and he gave thanks for their spiritual char- 
acteristics: they were elect, exemplary, enthusiastic, and 
expectant. But churches are made up of individuals. 
When you and I speak of the church, we must never 
say “they.” We should say “we.” We are the church! This 
means that if you and I have these spiritual characteris- 
tics, our churches will become what God wants them 
to become. The result will be the winning of the lost 
and the glorifying of the Lord. 

What every church should be is what every 
Christian should be: e/ect (born again), exemplary (imi- 
tating the right people), enthusiastic (sharing the gospel 
with others), and expectant (daily looking for Jesus 
Christ to return). 

Perhaps it is time for an inventory. 
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CHAPTER THREE 


1 Thessalonians 2:1-12 


HELPING THE BABY GROW UP 


hapter 1 of 1 Thessalonians introduced us to Paul 

the evangelist. This chapter introduces us to Paul 

the pastor, for it explains how the great apostle 
cared for the new believers in the churches that he 
founded. Paul considered “the care of all the churches” 
(2 Cor. 11:28) a greater burden than all the sufferings 
and difficulties he experienced in his ministry (2 Cor. 
11:23ff.). 

Just as God uses people to bring the gospel to the 
lost, so He uses people to nurture the babes in Christ 
and help lead them to maturity. The church at 
Thessalonica was born through the faithful preaching of 
the apostle and his helpers, and the church was nur- 
tured through the faithful pastoring that Paul and his 
friends gave to the infant church. This helped them 
stand strong in the midst of persecution. 

In these verses, Paul reminded them of the kind of 
ministry he had as he taught and cared for the young 
church. Three pictures of his ministry emerge. 


The Faithful Steward (2:1-6) 

Paul had been “put in trust with the gospel” (1 Thess. 
2:4). It was not a message that he made up or that he 
received from men (Gal. 1:11-12). Paul looked on 
himself as a steward of God’s message. 

A steward owns nothing, but possesses and uses 
everything that belongs to his master. Joseph was a 
steward in the household of Potiphar (Gen. 39:1-6). 
He managed his master’s affairs and used all his mas- 
ters goods to promote his master’s welfare. Every 
steward one day must give an account of his steward- 
ship (Luke 16:1-2). If he is found unfaithful, he will 
suffer. 

The message of the gospel is a treasure God has 
entrusted to us. We must not bury it; we must invest it 
so it will multiply and produce “spiritual dividends” to 
God’s glory. Some Christians think that the church’s 
only responsibility is to protect the gospel from those 
who would change it (Gal. 1:6-9). But we also must 
share the gospel; otherwise, we are protecting it in vain. 

Faithfulness is the most important quality a steward 
possesses (1 Cor. 4:1-2). He may not be popular in the 
eyes of men, but he dare not be unfaithful in the eyes 
of God. “Not as pleasing men, but God who trieth 
[testeth] our hearts” (1 Thess. 2:4). The Christian who 
“plays to the grandstands” will lose God’s approval. 
When we see the characteristics of Paul’s ministry as a 
steward, we understand what faithfulness means. 

The manner of his ministry (vv. 1-2). Paul and 
Silas had been beaten and humiliated at Philippi, yet 
they came to Thessalonica and preached. Most of us 
would have taken a vacation or found an excuse not to 
minister. Paul was courageous—he was not a quitter. 
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He had a “holy boldness” that was born of dedication 
to God. Like the other apostles before him, Paul boldly 
proclaimed the good news (Acts 4:13, 29, 31). 

His preaching was “with much contention.” This is 
an athletic term that means “a contest, a struggle.” The 
Greek world was familiar with athletic contests, and 
Paul often used this idea to illustrate spiritual truths (1 
Cor. 9:24-27; Phil. 3:13—14; 2 Tim. 4:7). He used this 
same word in Philippians 1:30, where he pictured the 
Christian life as an athletic contest that demanded ded- 
ication and energy. It had not been easy to start a 
church in Philippi, and it was not easy to start one in 
Thessalonica. 

The message of his ministry (v. 3a). “For the 
appeal we make does not spring from error” (Nrv). 
Here he assured them that his message was true. Six 
times in this letter he mentioned the gospel. This mes- 
sage of Christs death and resurrection (1 Cor. 15:1-6) 
is a true message and is the only true gospel (Gal. 
1:6-12). Paul received this gospel from God, not from 
man. It is the only good news that saves the lost sinner. 

The motive of his ministry (v. 3b). He was not 
guilty of “uncleanness,” for his motives were pure. It is 
possible to preach the right message with the wrong 
motives (Phil. 1:14-19). Unfortunately, some people 
in Paul’s day used religion as a means for making 
money. Paul did not use the gospel as “a cloak” to cover 
his “covetousness” (1 Thess. 2:5). He was open and 
honest in all his dealings, and he even worked at a trade 
to earn his own support (see 2 Thess. 3:8-10). 

Paul was very sensitive about money matters. He 
did not want to give anyone a reason to accuse him of 
being a religious salesman (1 Cor. 9:1-18). As an apos- 
tle, he had the privilege of receiving support. But he 
gave up that right in order to be free from any possible 
blame that would disgrace the ministry. 

The method of his ministry (vv. 3c—6). Paul did 
not use guile or trickery to win converts. The word 
translated “guile” carries the idea of “baiting a hook.” 
In other words, Paul did not trap people into being 
saved the way a clever salesman traps people into buy- 
ing his product. Spiritual witnessing and “Christian 
salesmanship” are different. Salvation does not lie at 
the end of a clever argument or a subtle presentation. 
It is the result of God’s Word and the power of the 
Holy Spirit (1 Thess. 1:5). 

Often we hear, “I don’t care what your method is, 
just so long as your message is right.” But some meth- 
ods are unworthy of the gospel. They are cheap, 
whereas the gospel is a costly message that required the 
death of God’s only Son. They are worldly and man 
centered, whereas the gospel is a divine message cen- 
tered in God’s glory. 

Paul’s enemies in Thessalonica accused him of 
being a cheap peddler of this new message. They said 
that his only motive was to make money. In describing 
himself as a faithful steward, Paul answered these crit- 
ics, and Pauls readers knew that he told the truth. (Trace 
that phrase “as ye know” in 1 Thess. 1:5; 2:1, 5, 11; 


3:3-4; 4:2; 5:2.) Paul appealed to the witness of God 
(1 Thess. 2:5) and to their own witness. He had “a con- 
science void of offense toward God, and toward men” 
(Acts 24:16). 

Paul abhorred flattery (1 Thess. 2:5). David also 
hated this sin. “They speak vanity everyone with his 
neighbor; with flattering lips and with a double heart 
do they speak” (Ps. 12:2). 

I once read that a flatterer is a person who manipu- 
lates rather than communicates. A flatterer can use 
either truth or lies to achieve his unholy purpose, 
which is to control your decisions for his own profit. 

Some people even flatter themselves. “For he flat- 
ters himself in his own eyes” (Ps. 36:2 rsv). This was 
the sin of Haman, that evil man in the book of Esther. 
He was so interested in flattering himself that he even 
plotted to slaughter all the Jews to achieve that goal. 

Some people try to flatter God. “Nevertheless they 
[Israel] did flatter him [God] with their mouth, and 
they lied unto him with their tongues” (Ps. 78:36). 
Flattery is another form of lying. It means saying one 
thing to God with our lips while our hearts are far from 
Him (Mark 7:6). 

Some Christians try to win friends and influence 
people by appealing to their egos. A true ministry of 
the gospel deals honestly (but lovingly) with sin and 
judgment and leaves the unbeliever with nothing to 
boast of in himself. Paul’s method was as pure as his 
motive: he presented the Word of God in the power of 
the Spirit, and trusted God to work. 


The Loving Mother (2:7-8) 

The emphasis of the steward is faithfulness; the empha- 
sis of the mother is gentleness. As an apostle, Paul was a 
man of authority, but he always used his authority in 
love. The babes in Christ sensed his tender loving care 
as he nurtured them. He was indeed like a loving 
mother who cared for her children. 

It takes time and energy to care for children. Paul 
did not turn his converts over to babysitters; he made 
sacrifices and cared for them himself. He did not tell 
them to “read a book” as a substitute for his own per- 
sonal ministry (though good Christian literature can 
help young believers to grow). 

Paul had patience with the new Christians. Our 
four children are into adulthood now, but I can assure 
you that my wife and I needed a great deal of patience 
before they reached that state. (To even things up, our 
parents needed patience with us!) Children do not 
grow up instantly. They all experience growing pains 
and encounter problems as they mature. Paul’s love for 
them made him patient, because love suffers long, and 
is kind (1 Cor. 13:4). 

Paul also nourished them. First Thessalonians 2:7 
can read “even as a nursing mother cherishes her own 
children.” What is the lesson here? A nursing mother 
imparts her own life to the child. This is exactly what 
Paul wrote in 1 Thessalonians 2:8. You cannot be a 
nursing mother and turn your baby over to someone 
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else. That baby must be in your arms, next to your 
heart. 

The nursing mother eats the food and transforms it 
into milk for the baby. The mature Christian feeds on 
the Word of God and then shares its nourishment with 
the younger believers so they can grow (1 Peter 2:1-3). 
A nursing child can become ill through reaction to 
something the mother has eaten. The Christian who is 
feeding others must be careful not to feed on the wrong 
things himself. 

Besides making sacrifices, having patience, and giv- 
ing nourishment, a mother also protects her child. It 
was this fact that enabled King Solomon to discover 
which woman was the real mother of the living child (1 
Kings 3:16-28). Paul was willing to give not only the 
gospel but his own life as well. His love for the 
Thessalonians was so great he would die for them if 
necessary. 

But it is not easy to be a “nursing mother.” Even 
Moses felt the burden of caring for God’s people. “Was 
it I who conceived all this people? Was it I who brought 
them forth, that Thou shouldest say to me, “Carry 
them in your bosom as a nurse carries a nursing infant, 
to the land which Thou didst swear to their fathers’?” 
(Num. 11:12 Nass). But if we do not nurse the new 
Christians on the milk of the Word, they can never 
mature to appreciate the meat of the Word (Heb. 
5:10-14). 


The Concerned Father (2:9-12) 

Paul considered himself a “spiritual father” to the 
believers at Thessalonica, just as he did toward the 
saints at Corinth. “For if you were to have countless 
tutors in Christ, yet you would not have many fathers, 
for in Christ Jesus I became your father through the 
gospel” (1 Cor. 4:15 nass). The Spirit of God used the 
Word of God in Paul’s ministry, and many people in 
Thessalonica were born again into the family of God. 

But the father not only begets the children; he also 
cares for them. As he defended his own work against 
false accusations, Paul pointed out three of his duties as 
the spiritual father to the Thessalonicans. 

His work (v. 9). The father works to support his 
family. Even though the Christians in Philippi sent 
financial help (Phil. 4:15-16), Paul still made tents and 
paid his own way. No one could accuse him of using 
his ministry for his own profit. Later on, Paul used this 
fact to shame the lazy Christians in the Thessalonican 
church (2 Thess. 3:6ff). 

Paul used the words “labor and travail.” J. B. 
Phillips translated these words “our struggles and hard 
work.” “Toil and hardship” would be another transla- 
tion. It was not easy to make tents and minister the 
Word at the same time. No wonder Paul toiled “night 
and day” (Acts 20:31). He toiled because he loved the 
believers and wanted to help them as much as possible. 
“For I seek not yours, but you: for the children ought 
not to lay up for the parents, but the parents for the 
children” (2 Cor. 12:14). 
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His walk (v. 10). Fathers must live so that they 
are good examples to their children. He could call the 
Thessalonican believers as witnesses that his life had 
been exemplary in every way. None of the members of 
the assembly could accuse Paul of being a poor exam- 
ple. Furthermore, God had witnessed Paul’s life, and 
Paul was not afraid to call God as a witness that he 
had lived a dedicated life, while caring for the church 
family. 

His life was holy. In the Greek, this means to “care- 
fully fulfill the duties God gives to a person.” Our word 
pious is close to it, if you think of piety at its best and 
not as some fake kind of religion. This same word is 
applied to the character of God in Revelation 15:4 and 
16:5. 

His life was also righteous. This refers to integrity, 
uprightness of character, and behavior. This is not the 
“righteousness, which is of the law” but the practical 
righteousness that God works out in our lives as we 
yield to Him (Phil. 3:4-10). 

Paul’s life was also unblamable. Literally, this word 
means “not able to find fault in.” His enemies might 
accuse him, but no one could level any charge against 
Paul and prove it. Christians are supposed to be 
“blameless and harmless” as they live in this world 
(Phil. 2:15). 

His words (vv. 11-12). A father must not only 
support the family by working and teach the family by 
being a good example, He must also take time to speak 
to the family members. Paul knew the importance of 
teaching these new believers the truths that would help 
them grow in the Lord. 

Paul dealt with each of the believers personally. “For 
you know that we dealt with each of you as a father 
deals with his own children” (1 Thess. 2:11 Niv). As 
busy as he was, Paul still had time for personal counsel- 
ing with the members of the assembly. While it is good 
for church leaders to address the larger group, spending 
time with people on a one-to-one basis is also needed. 
Our Lord was never too busy to speak to individuals, 
even though He preached to great multitudes. To be 
sure, this is difficult and demanding work. But it is 
rewarding work that glorifies God. 

Paul encouraged the new believers. This is what a 
father does with his children, for children are easily dis- 
couraged. New Christians need someone to encourage 
them in the Lord. The word exhorting in our 
Authorized Version means “to call to one’s side, to 
encourage.” It does not mean that Paul scolded them. 
Rather, it means he encouraged them to go on with the 
Lord. 

I once received a letter from a radio listener who 
thanked me for the encouragement of the messages she 
had heard. “When we go to church,” she wrote, “all our 
pastor does is scold us and whip us. We really get tired 
of this. It’s refreshing to hear some words of encourage- 
ment!” 

Paul also comforted them. This word carries the 
same idea of “encouragement,” with the emphasis on 
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activity. Paul not only made them feel better, but he 
made them want to do better. A father must not pam- 
per a child; rather, he must encourage the child to go 
right back and try over again. Christian encouragement 
must not become an anesthesia that puts us to sleep. It 
must be a stimulant that awakens us to do better. 

Finally, Paul charged them. This word means that 
Paul “testified to them” out of his own experience with 
the Lord. It carries the idea of giving personal witness. 
Sometimes we go through difficulties so that we may 
share with new Christians what the Lord has done. 
God “comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can 
comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we our- 
selves have received from God” (2 Cor. 1:4 nrv). 

We who are parents know that our children (espe- 
cially teenagers) do not like to hear us say, “Now, back 
when I was a kid....” But this is an important part of 
training a family. It is a wonderful thing when a “spir- 
itual father” can encourage and help his “children” out 
of his own experience with the Lord. “Come, ye chil- 
dren, hearken unto me: I will teach you the fear of the 
Lord” (Ps. 34:11). 

What was the purpose for this fatherly ministry to 
the believers? His aim was that his children might 
“walk worthy of God” (1 Thess. 2:12). Just as a father 
wants to be proud of his children, so the Lord wants 
to get glory through the lives of His children. “I was 
very glad to find some of your children walking in 
truth” (2 John 4 Nass). Paul ministered to them in 
such a personal way because he was teaching them 
how to walk. 

Every child must learn how to walk. He must have 
good models to follow. Paul admonished them to walk 
“worthy of the Lord” (see Col. 1:10 and Phil. 1:27). 
We are to walk worthy of the calling we have in Christ 
Jesus (Eph. 4:1). God has called us; we are saved by 
grace. We are a part of His kingdom and glory. One 
day we shall enter the eternal kingdom and share His 
glory. This assurance ought to govern our lives and 
make us want to please the Lord. 

The verb in 1 Thessalonians 2:12 is in the present 
tense: “who is continually calling you.” God called us 
to salvation (2 Thess. 2:13-14), and He is constantly 
calling us to a life of holiness and obedience. “But as he 
which hath called you is holy, so be ye holy in all man- 
ner of conversation [behavior]; because it is written, 
‘Be ye holy, for I am holy” (1 Peter 1:15—16). 

This passage gives us a beautiful example of New 
Testament follow-up. Paul has shown us how to raise 
the babies. We must be faithful stewards, loving moth- 
ers, and concerned fathers. If we are not faithful to 
God, we may find ourselves becoming doting mothers 
and pampering fathers. Children need discipline as 
well as love. In fact, discipline is one evidence of love. 

No wonder the church at Thessalonica prospered in 
spite of persecution, and shared the gospel with others 
for miles around. They had been born right (1 Thess. 
1) and nurtured right (1 Thess. 2). This is a good 
example for us to follow. 


CHAPTER FOUR 
1 Thessalonians 2:13-20 


GROWING PAINS 


where believers faced persecution and suffering. 

Their situation explains Paul’s choice of words: afflic- 
tion (1 Thess. 1:6; 3:3), which means “pressure from 
circumstances”; suffered (1 Thess. 2:14), the same 
word used for our Lord’s sufferings; persecuted (1 
Thess. 2:15), meaning “driven out and rejected”; con- 
trary (1 Thess. 2:15), used of winds that blow against 
and hinder progress; and hindered (1 Thess. 2:18), 
which pictures a road so broken up that travel is 
blocked. 

Yet in the midst of suffering, the Thessalonian 
Christians experienced joy. They received Paul’s min- 
istry of the Word “in much affliction, with joy of the 
Holy Spirit” (1 Thess. 1:6). Paul certainly was bur- 
dened for his brethren who were going through 
suffering, and yet he also had joy (1 Thess. 2:19-20). It 
was a fulfillment of our Lord’s promise, “In the world 
ye shall have tribulation: but be of good cheer; I have 
overcome the world” (John 16:33). 

Churches do experience “growing pains” as they 
seek to win the lost and glorify the Lord. We may not 
experience the same kind of political and religious per- 
secution that the early Christians suffered (though in 
some parts of the world today the persecution is just as 
intense as it was then). Yet if we are living “godly in 
Christ Jesus,” we will suffer for His sake (2 Tim. 3:12). 
In this paragraph, Paul explained the divine resources 
we have in times of suffering and persecution. 


| t was not easy to be a Christian in Thessalonica, 


God’s Word Within Us (2:13) 

The church has been founded on the Word of God (1 
Thess. 1:6), the message of the gospel of Jesus Christ. 
The same Word that brings us salvation also enables us 
to live for Christ and endure suffering for His sake. 
Paul was thankful that the saints in Thessalonica had 
the right spiritual attitudes toward the Word of God. 
This helped them endure in the hour of suffering. 

They appreciated the Word. They did not receive 
it as the word of men; they received it as the Word of 
God. We must never treat the Bible as any other book, 
for the Bible is different in origin, character, content, 
and cost. The Bible is the Word of God. It was inspired 
by the Spirit of God (2 Tim. 3:16) and written by men 
of God who were used by the Spirit (2 Peter 1:20-21). 
God’s Word is holy, pure, and perfect (Ps. 19:7—9). The 
Bible was written at great cost, not only to the writers, 
but to Jesus Christ who became Man that the Word of 
God might be given to us. 

The way a Christian treats his Bible shows how he 
regards Jesus Christ. He is the living Word (John 1:1, 
14), and the Bible is the written Word, but in essence 
they are the same. Both are bread (Matt. 4:4; John 
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6:48), light (Ps. 119:105; John 8:12), and truth (John 
14:6; 17:17). The Holy Spirit gave birth to Jesus Christ 
through a holy woman (Luke 1:35), and He gave birth 
to the Bible through holy men of God (2 Peter 
1:20-21). Jesus Christ is the eternal Son of God forever 
(Rom. 1:25), and the Word of God will live forever (Ps. 
119:89; 1 Peter 1:23, 25). 

It may be a personal prejudice, but I dislike seeing 
a Bible on the floor or at the bottom of a stack of 
books. If I am carrying several books with my Bible, I 
try to remember to put the Bible on the top. If we 
appreciate the Bible as the inspired Word of God, then 
we will reveal this appreciation in our treatment of the 
Bible. 

Would you rather have your Bible than food? Job 
said, “I have esteemed the words of his mouth more 
than my necessary food” (Job 23:12). God’s Word is 
bread (Matt. 4:4), milk and meat (Heb. 5:11-14), and 
even honey (Ps. 119:103). Mary chose the Word, but 
her sister Martha got involved in making a meal (Luke 
10:38—42). Mary got the blessing while Martha lost the 
victory. 

Would you rather have God’s Word than money? 
The believer who wrote Psalm 119 made it clear that 
God’s Word meant more to him than “all riches” (Ps. 
119:14), “thousands of gold and silver” (Ps. 119:72), 
“fine gold” (Ps. 119:127), and even “great spoil” (Ps. 
119:162). 

I recall a young couple I sought to help in one of 
my churches. They had a lovely little son, but they were 
very careless about attending church and Sunday 
school. The little boy was not getting the Christian 
training he needed. A visit to the home told me why: 
the father wanted more money and so he worked on 
Sundays to make double time. He did not have to work 
on the Lord’s Day, but he wanted the money rather 
than God’s Word. He earned more money, but he was 
never able to keep it. The little son became ill and the 
extra money went to doctors. 

Would you rather have God’s Word than sleep? “My 
eyes anticipate the right watches, that I may meditate 
on Thy Word” (Ps. 119:148 nass). The Jews had three 
night watches: sunset to ten, ten to two, and two until 
dawn. The psalmist gave up sleep three times each right 
that he might spend time with the Word. But some 
Christians cannot get out of bed on Sunday morning 
to study the Word. 

If we are going to be victorious in suffering, we 
must appreciate the Word. But there is a second atti- 
tude we must show toward the Bible. 

They appropriated the Word. Paul used two dif- 
ferent words for “received”: the first means simply “to 
accept from another,” while the second means “to wel- 
come.” One means “the hearing of the ear,” while the 
other means “the hearing of the heart.” The believers at 
Thessalonica did not only ear the Word; they took it 
into their inner man and made it a part of their lives. 

The Lord Jesus repeatedly warned people about the 
wrong kind of hearing, and His warnings are still 
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needed. “Who hath ears to hear, let him hear” (Matt. 
13:9). In other words, “Take heed that you hear.” Use 
every opportunity you have to hear the Word of God. 

But He gave another warning in Mark 4:24: “Take 
heed what ye hear.” How often believers hear the Word 
of God in Sunday school and church and then get in 
their cars, turn on the radio, and listen to programs 
that help erase the impressions made by the Word. 
When we visited church congregations in Great 
Britain, my wife and I were impressed with their prac- 
tice of sitting down after the benediction. They 
meditated on the Word and allowed the Spirit to min- 
ister to them. This is far better than rushing out of 
church and joking with friends. 

Our Lord’s third warning is in Luke 8:18: “Take 
heed therefore ow ye hear.” Many people are careless 
hearers and cannot apply themselves to listen to the 
teaching of God’s Word. These people have “itching 
ears” and want religious entertainment (2 Tim. 4:3). 
Some of them are “dull of hearing” (Heb. 5:11), too 
lazy to apply themselves and pay attention. One of 
these days our churches will be hungry because of a 
famine “for hearing the words of the Lord” (Amos 
8:11). Too many churches have substituted entertain- 
ment for the preaching of God’s Word, and many 
people no longer welcome the Word of God. 

How do we appropriate the Word? By understand- 
ing it and receiving it into our hearts, and by 
meditating on it so that it becomes part of the inner 
man. Meditation is to the spiritual life what digestion 
is to the physical life. If you did not digest your food, 
you would die. It takes time to meditate, but it is the 
only way to appropriate the Word and grow. 

They applied the Word. They obeyed the Word by 
faith, and the Word went to work in their lives. It is not 
enough to appreciate the Bible, or even to appropriate 
the Bible. We must apply the Word in our lives and be 
hearers and doers of the Word (James 1:19-25). 

The Word of God has in it the power to accomplish 
the will of God. “For nothing is impossible with God” 
(Luke 1:37 nrv). It has well been said, “God’s com- 
mandments are God’s enablements.” Jesus commanded 
the crippled man to stretch out his hand—the very 
thing the man could not do. Yet that word of com- 
mand gave him the power to obey. He trusted the 
word, obeyed, and was made whole (Mark 3:1-5). 
When we believe God’s Word and obey, He releases 
power—divine energy—that works in our lives to ful- 
fill His purposes. 

The Word of God within us is a great source of 
power in times of testing and suffering. If we appreci- 
ate the Word (the heart), appropriate the Word (the 
mind), and apply the Word (the will), then the whole 
person will be controlled by God’s Word and He will 


give us the victory. 


God’s People around Us (2:14-16) 
In my pastoral work, I often found that suffering peo- 
ple can become very self-centered and think that they 
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are the only ones going through the furnace. Everyone 
goes through the normal human suffering such as sick- 
ness, pain, and bereavement. But I am referring to the 
suffering we endure because we are Christians. 

Perhaps your family has disowned you because of 
your faith, or perhaps you have been bypassed for a 
promotion at work because you are a Christian. These 
experiences hurt, but they are not ours alone. Other 
Christians are going through the same trials, and 
many, in other parts of the world, face much greater 
difficulty. 

Not only were the Thessalonian saints imitators of 
the Lord and of Paul (1 Thess. 1:6), but they also 
became imitators of the Jewish believers in their expe- 
rience of persecution. The saints in Judea suffered at 
the hands of the Jews, and the saints in Thessalonica 
suffered at the hands of the Gentiles. But keep in mind 
that even this Gentile persecution was encouraged by 
the Jewish unbelievers (Acts 17:5, 13). Jesus promised 
that this would happen (John 15:18-27). 

Was Paul giving evidence of “religious bigotry” 
when he accused the Jews of killing Jesus Christ and 
persecuting the Christians? No, he was simply stating a 
fact of history. Nowhere does the Bible accuse a// Jews 
of what a few Jews did in Jerusalem and Judea when 
Christ was crucified and the church founded. The 
Romans also participated in the trial and death of 
Christ, and, for that matter, it was our sins that sent 
Him to the cross (Isa. 53:6). There is no place in the 
Christian faith for anti-Semitism. Paul himself loved 
his fellow Jews and sought to help them (Acts 24:17; 
Rom. 9:1-5). 

God called Israel to be a blessing to all the world 
(Gen. 12:1-3; 22:18). Through Israel He gave the 
promises and the covenants, and the Word of God, and 
through Israel, Jesus Christ the Savior came into the 
world. “Salvation is of the Jews” (John 4:22). The first 
Christians were Jews, as was Paul, the greatest 
Christian missionary. 

Why, then, did the leaders of Israel officially reject 
Jesus Christ and persecute His followers? They were 
only repeating the sins of their fathers. Their ancestors 
had persecuted the prophets long before Jesus came to 
earth (Matt. 5:10-12). They could not see that their 
law was only a temporary preparation for God’s new 
covenant of grace. By rejecting God’s truth, they pro- 
tected their man-made traditions (Mark 7:1-8). Our 
Lord’s parable in Luke 20:9-19 explained their sinful 
attitudes. 

The sad thing was that Israel was filling up their 
sins (1 Thess. 2:16) and storing up wrath for the day of 
judgment. This image is used in Genesis 15:16, and 
Jesus used it in His sermon against the Pharisees (Matt. 
23:32). God patiently waits as sinners rebel against 
Him, and He watches as their measure of sin and judg- 
ment fills up. When the time is up, God’s patience will 
end and judgment will fall. 

In one sense, judgment had already fallen on Israel; 
for they were a scattered people, and their nation in 


Palestine was under Roman rule (see Deut. 28:15ff). 
But an even greater judgment was to fall in the future; 
for in AD 70 the Roman armies besieged Jerusalem, 
destroyed the city and the temple, and ended the 
period of God’s patience with His people during the 
ministry of the apostles (see Matt. 22:1—11). It is tragic 
but true that the righteous suffered because of the sins 
of the wicked. 

Paul encouraged the suffering Christians by assur- 
ing them that their experiences were not new or 
isolated. Others had suffered before them and were 
even then suffering with them. The churches in Judea 
had not been exterminated by suffering; if anything, 
they had been purified and increased. But the persecu- 
tors were filling up the measure of wrath to be heaped 
on their heads. Saints have been saved to the uttermost 
(Heb. 7:25), but sinners will experience wrath to the 
uttermost (1 Thess. 2:16). 

Here is one of the great values of the local church: 
we stand together in times of difficulty and encourage 
one another. It was when Elijah isolated himself from 
the other faithful Israelites that he became discouraged 
and wanted to quit. One reason Paul sent Timothy 
back to Thessalonica was to encourage the believers (1 
Thess. 3:1—4). A lonely saint is very vulnerable to the 
attacks of Satan. We need each other in the battles of 
life. 


God’s Glory before Us (2:17-20) 

Paul was not ashamed to state his affection for the 
Thessalonian Christians. He felt as though he had been 
“orphaned” from them (1 Thess. 2:17) since he was 
their spiritual mother and father (1 Thess. 2:7, 11). 
Paul wanted to remain there longer to help ground 
them in the faith, but the enemy drove him out. 
However, his absence was only physical; he was still 
with them in heart (see Phil. 1:7). 

Paul made every effort possible to return to them, 
though Satan was “breaking up the road and putting 
up obstacles” (literal meaning of “hindered” in 1 Thess. 
2:18). Paul had the same kind of deep desire to be with 
them as Jesus had to be with His disciples before His 
death (Luke 22:15). 

But Paul did not look back and give in to regret and 
remorse. Instead, he looked ahead and rejoiced. For the 
Christian, the best is yet to come. Paul looked ahead by 
faith and saw his friends in the presence of Jesus Christ 
in glory. 

In times of trouble and testing, it is important that 
we take the long view of things. Paul lived in the future 
tense, as well as in the present. His actions were gov- 
erned by what God would do in the future. He knew 
that Jesus Christ would return and reward him for his 
faithful ministry; and on that day, the saints from 
Thessalonica would bring glory to God and joy to 
Paul’s heart. As the familiar song says, “It will be worth 
it all when we see Jesus.” 

The fact that we shall one day stand at the 
Judgment Seat of Christ ought to motivate us to be 
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faithful in spite of difficulties. We must remember that 
faithfulness is the important thing (1 Cor. 4:2). At the 
judgment seat of Christ, our works will be judged and 
rewards will be given (Rom. 14:10-12; 1 Cor. 4:1-5; 2 
Cor. 5:9-10). In his letters, Paul often pictured these 
rewards as crowns. The word used signified the “victor’s 
crown’ at the races, not the royal crown of the king. It 
is the word stephanos from which we get the names 
“Stephen” and “Stephanie.” 

Paul did not say that he would receive a crown, 
though this is suggested. He said that the saints them- 
selves would be his crown when he met them at the 
judgment seat. To be sure, some of the believers in the 
church were not living as they should, and some were 
a burden to Paul. But when he looked ahead and saw 
them in glory, they brought joy to his heart. 

This joy of greeting believers in heaven also brings 
with it a solemn warning: we will lose joy if we go to 
heaven emptyhanded. The Christian who has not sin- 
cerely tried to win others to Christ will not experience 
this glory and joy when Jesus Christ returns. It is not 
enough to “wait for his Son” (1 Thess. 1:10). We must 
also witness for God and work for His Son, so that 
when we get to heaven, we will have trophies to pres- 
ent for His glory. There is a special joy and reward for 
the soul-winner (Dan. 12:3). 

There is also a crown for the believer who subdues 
his body and keeps it controlled for the glory of God 
(1 Cor. 9:24-27). Self-control is produced by the Spirit 
(Gal. 5:23). Since our bodies are God’s temples, we 
must be careful not to defile them. The ultimate in giv- 
ing the body to God is dying for His sake; and for this 
there is a crown (Rev. 2:10). Those who lovingly look 
for Christ’s appearing will receive the “crown of righ- 
teousness” (2 Tim. 4:8). The faithful pastor can 
anticipate the “crown of glory” (1 Peter 5:4). 

We must never look on future rewards as a means 
of showing up the other saints. Like the elders 
described in Revelation 4:4 (a picture of the glorified 
church), we will worship the Lord and lay our crowns 
at His feet (Rev. 4:10). After all, our work was done in 
his power and for His glory, so He deserves all the 
praise. 

The fact that God promises rewards to us is another 
evidence of His grace. God could demand our service 
simply on the basis of all He has done for us. Our 
motive for serving Him is love. In His grace, He gives 
us rewards so that we may have something to give Him 
in return. 

When the Christians at Thessalonica read this let- 
ter, it must have encouraged them tremendously. 
They were going through intense persecution and suf- 
fering, and perhaps some of them were tempted to 
give up. 

“Dont give up!” Paul encouraged them. “Lay hold 
of the spiritual resources you have in Jesus Christ. You 
have the Word of God within you, the people of God 
around you, and the glory of God before you. There is 
no need to give up.” 
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CHAPTER FIVE 


1 Thessalonians 3:1-13 


TAKE A STAND! 


efore a child can walk, he must learn to stand. 
B Usually the father and mother teach the child to 

stand and then to walk. Paul was “spiritual parent” 
to these believers, but he had been forced to leave 
Thessalonica. How, then, could he help these young 
Christians learn to stand in the trials of life? 

In the first two chapters, Paul explained how the 
church was born and nurtured. Now he dealt with the 
next step in maturity: how the church was to stand. 
The key word in this chapter is establish (1 Thess. 3:2, 
13). The key thought is expressed in 1 Thessalonians 
3:8: “For now we live, if ye stand fast in the Lord.” 

Paul explained three ministries that he performed to 
help these new Christians become firmly established. 


He Sent Them a Helper (3:1-5) 

When Paul and his friends left Thessalonica, they went 
to Berea and ministered the Word. But the trouble- 
makers from Thessalonica followed them and stirred 
up opposition. Paul left for Athens while Silas and 
Timothy remained at Berea (see Acts 17:10-15). 
Apparently, Timothy did join Paul in Athens (note the 
“we” in 1 Thess. 3:1—2), but Paul sent him back to 
Thessalonica to help the young church that was going 
through tribulations. Several important factors were 
involved in this move. 

Paul’s concern (v. 1). The “wherefore” that opens 
this chapter refers to 1 Thessalonians 2:17-20, where 
Paul expressed his great love for the believers. It was 
because of this love that he could not abandon them 
when they needed spiritual help. Paul was not only an 
evangelist; he was also a pastor. He knew that soul-win- 
ning was but one part of the commission God gave 
him. These new believers must also be taught and 
established in the faith. 

Instead, Paul chose to be left alone in Athens so that 
Timothy could return to Thessalonica and establish the 
saints. The word translated “left” in 1 Thessalonians 
3:1 means “to leave loved ones at death.” In 1 
Thessalonians 2:17 he said that he felt “orphaned” 
from his friends in Thessalonica, and the Greek word 
can also mean “bereaved.” Paul was not a “hireling 
shepherd” who abandoned the sheep when there was 
danger (John 10:12-13). To leave these new believers 
was like an experience of bereavement. 

This is a good lesson for Christian workers today. 
Paul so loved the Thessalonican believers that he would 
have risked his own life to return to them. He so loved 
the saints at Philippi that he was willing to stay out of 
heaven in order to encourage them (Phil. 1:22-26). He 
wanted to give of himself and his resources for them, as 
a parent provides for loved children. “I will very gladly 
spend and be spent for you” (2 Cor. 12:15). 
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Timothy’s character (v. 2). Not every believer is 
equipped to establish other Christians in the faith. 
Ideally, every Christian should be mature enough to 
help other Christians grow in the Lord and learn to 
stand on their own two feet. Unfortunately, some 
Christians are like those described in Hebrews 
5:11-14. They have gone backward in their spiritual 
walk and have forgotten the basic truths of the Word. 
Instead of teaching others, they themselves need to be 
taught again. They are going through a second child- 
hood spiritually. 

Timothy was the ideal man to send to the church to 
help them stand firm. Timothy and Titus were Paul’s 
“special agents” whom he used as troubleshooters 
whenever the churches had problems. Paul sent 
Timothy to Corinth to help straighten out the prob- 
lems there (1 Cor. 16:10-11). He also planned to send 
Timothy to help the saints in Philippi (Phil. 2:19-23). 

What kind of a person can help younger believers 
grow in the Lord? To begin with, he must be a Christian 
himself: “Timothy, our brother” (1 Thess. 3:2). We can- 
not lead another where we have not been ourselves, nor 
can we share that which we do not possess. Paul had led 
Timothy to faith in Christ (1 Tim. 1:2) so that he was 
truly a brother. 

But Timothy was also a minister. This is simply the 
Greek word for a servant. Our English word deacon 
comes from this word diakonos. Timothy was not afraid 
to work. He had faithfully served with Paul (Phil. 2:22) 
and knew how to minister in the churches. It is a 
demanding thing to establish new Christians. They 
have many problems and often do not grow as fast as 
we think they should. Teaching them requires love and 
patience, and Timothy had these qualities. 

Timothy was a good team man; he was a “fellow 
worker.” He did not try to run the show himself and 
get people to follow him. To begin with, he was a fel- 
low worker with God. It was God who worked in and 
through Timothy to accomplish His work (see 1 Cor. 
3:9 and Phil. 2:13). 

But Timothy was also a fellow worker with the 
other believers. He obeyed Paul and left Athens for 
Thessalonica. He returned to Paul in Corinth with 
news about the Thessalonican church. No wonder Paul 
wrote of him: “For I have no man like-minded, who 
will naturally care for your state” (Phil. 2:20). 

The church’s conflict (vv. 3—5). The trials and 
testings that come to our lives as Christians are not 
accidents—they are appointments. We must expect to 
“suffer for his sake” (Phil. 1:29). Persecution is not for- 
eign to the believer (1 Peter 4:12ff), but a normal part 
of the Christian life. Paul had repeatedly told them this 
while he was with them. We must warn new believers 
that the way is not easy as they seek to live for Christ, 
otherwise, when trials come, these babes in Christ will 
be discouraged and defeated. 

Of course, behind these persecutions is Satan, the 
enemy of the Christian (1 Thess. 3:5). He is the tempter, 
and he seeks to ruin our faith. Note the emphasis on 


faith in this chapter (1 Thess. 3:5-7, 10). As a roaring 
lion, Satan stalks believers; and we must resist him 
“steadfast in the faith” (1 Peter 5:8-9). When Satan 
tempted Eve, he began by weakening her faith in God: 
“Yea, hath God said?” (Gen. 3:1). As a serpent, Satan 
deceives (2 Cor. 11:3); as a lion, he devours (1 Peter 5:8). 
He will use any means to attack the Christian and 
weaken his faith in God. 

The word moved in 1 Thessalonians 3 is interesting. 
It literally means “to wag the tail, to fawn over.” The 
idea is that Satan often flatters the believer in order to 
lead him astray. Satan told Eve she would be like God 
if she ate of the tree, and she fell for his flattery. Satan 
is more dangerous when he flatters than when he 
frowns. 

Timothy's task was to establish these believers and 
encourage (comfort) them in their faith. It is faith in 
God that keeps our feet on the ground when the enemy 
attacks. Without faith in God, we are defeated. “This 
is the victory that overcometh the world, even our 


faith” (1 John 5:4). 


He Wrote Them a Letter (3:6-8) 

Timothy met Paul at Corinth (Acts 18:5) and gave him 
the glad news that things were going well at 
Thessalonica. The phrase “brought us good tidings” is 
the exact equivalent of “preaching the good news of the 
gospel.” The report from Timothy was, to Paul, like 
hearing the gospel. 

Timothy reported that the new believers were 
standing firm in spite of persecution. They did not 
believe the lies that the enemy had told about Paul, but 
they still held him in the highest esteem in love. 

Paul’s response was to write them this letter. Paul 
wrote some letters that are not a part of the New 
Testament (1 Cor. 5:9), but the two letters to the 
Thessalonican church are a part of God’s inspired 
Word. 

This suggests that God’s Word is one of the best 
tools for establishing new Christians in the faith. “So 
then, brothers, stand firm and hold to the teachings we 
passed on to you, whether by word of mouth or by let- 
ter” (2 Thess. 2:15 Nv). When Jesus was tempted by 
Satan, He used the Word of God to defeat him (Matt. 
4:1-11). Paul admonished the Ephesian believers to 
take “the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of 
God” (Eph. 6:17) in their battle against Satan and his 
demonic assistants. 

The Bible is able to establish us because it is 
inspired of God (2 Tim. 3:16). It is not simply a book 
of religious ideas or good moral advice; it is the very 
Word of God. It is “profitable for doctrine, for reproof, 
for correction, for instruction in righteousness.” It has 
well been said that doctrine tells us what is right, reproof 
tells us what is not right, correction tells us how to get 
right, and instruction tells us how to stay right 

First Thessalonians is saturated with Bible doc- 
trines. Every major doctrine of the faith is touched on 
in these brief chapters. There are dozens of references 
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to God the Father and Jesus Christ, and at least four 
references to the Holy Spirit (1 Thess. 1:5-6; 4:8; 
5:19). In this epistle, Paul dealt with sin and salvation, 
the doctrine of the church, the work of the ministry, 
and especially the doctrine of the last things. Since Paul 
did not remain in Thessalonica very long, it is remark- 
able that he taught his converts so much. 

Dr. R. W. Dale was pastor of Carr’s Lane 
Congregational Church in England for nearly fifty 
years. He began a series of sermons on basic Bible doc- 
trine, knowing that his members could not stand firm 
in their faith if they did not know what they believed 
or why they believed it. A fellow pastor said to Dr. 
Dale, “They will never take it.” But Dale replied, 
“They will Aave to take it!” And they did, to the 
strengthening of the church. 

When I became a Christian, churches did not have 
regular follow-up courses for new converts such as we 
have today. My “follow-up course” was a series of Bible 
studies from the book of Hebrews, led by a gifted lay- 
man and taught in his living room. Much of what was 
taught was over my head as a new believer. But what I 
did learn grounded me in the Word and established me 
in the faith. 

A working knowledge of the Bible is essential for 
spiritual growth and stability. God’s Word is food to 
nourish us (Matt. 4:4), ight to guide us (Ps. 119:105), 
and a weapon to defend us (Eph. 6:17). “Thus saith the 
Lord!” is our sure foundation. One reason God has 
established local churches is that believers might grow 
in the Word and, in turn, help others to grow (2 Tim. 
2:2; Eph. 4:11-16). 

Paul sent them a man, and that man established 
them in the Word. Paul ministered to them in a third 
way. 


He Prayed for Them (3:9-13) 

The Word of God and prayer should go together. The 
prophet Samuel told the people of Israel, “God forbid 
that I should sin against the Lord in ceasing to pray for 
you: but I will teach you the good and the right way” 
(1 Sam. 12:23). Peter said, “But we [the apostles] will 
give ourselves continually to prayer, and to the ministry 
of the word” (Acts 6:4). Paul had this same emphasis: 
“And now, brethren, I commend you to God [prayer], 
and to the word of his grace, which is able to build you 
up” (Acts 20:32). 

Jesus prayed for His disciples, just as Paul prayed 
for the Thessalonican Christians, that their faith would 
not fail (Luke 22:31—32). I ministered for several weeks 
in Kenya and Zaire, and when I arrived home, I was 
more convinced than ever that the greatest need of mis- 
sionaries and national churches is prayer. We must also 
pray for young Christians here at home. It is not 
enough to teach them Bible truth; we must also sup- 
port them in our prayers. 

Paul prayed for three specific requests. First, he 
prayed that their faith might mature (1 Thess. 3:10). 
Paul asked God to make it possible for him to minister 
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to them personally, but God did not answer that 
request. Paul longed to see them again; he longed to 
minister to them and help bring their faith to maturity. 
The word translated “perfect” has the meaning of 
“adjust, equip, furnish.” It is even used for the mend- 
ing of nets (Mark 1:19). Our faith never reaches 
perfection; there is always need for adjustment and 
growth. We go “from faith to faith” (Rom. 1:17). 

Abraham is a good illustration of this principle. 
God called him to the land of Canaan, and when he 
arrived, he discovered a famine. God permitted that 
famine so that Abraham’s faith might be tested. 
Unfortunately, Abraham failed the test and went down 
to Egypt for help. 

Each step of the way, God brought circumstances to 
bear on Abraham that forced him to trust God and 
grow in his faith. Faith is like a muscle: it gets stronger 
with use. Abraham had problems with his worldly 
nephew, Lot. He also had problems with his wife and 
her handmaid, Hagar. The ultimate test of faith came 
when God asked Abraham to sacrifice his beloved son, 
Isaac. 

Faith that cannot be tested cannot be trusted. God 
tries our faith, not to destroy it, but to develop it. Had 
Abraham not learned to trust God in the famine, he 
could never have trusted Him in the other difficulties. 
Paul prayed that the suffering Christians in 
Thessalonica might grow in their faith, and God 
answered his prayer. Paul wrote in his second letter, 
“We are bound to thank God always for you, brethren 
... because that your faith groweth exceedingly” (2 
Thess. 1:3). 

Paul’s second request was that their love might 
abound (1 Thess. 3:12). Times of suffering can be times 
of selfishness. Persecuted people often become very 
self-centered and demanding. What life does to us 
depends on what life finds in us; and nothing reveals 
the true inner man like the furnace of affliction. Some 
people build walls in times of trial and shut themselves 
off. Others build bridges and draw closer to the Lord 
and His people. This was Paul’s prayer for these believ- 
ers, and God answered it: “The charity of every one of 
you all toward each other aboundeth” (2 Thess. 1:3). 
Our growing faith in God ought to result in a growing 
love for others. We are “taught of God to love one 
another” (1 Thess. 4:9), and some of these lessons are 
best learned in the school of suffering. Joseph suffered 
for thirteen years because of his brothers’ envy and per- 
secution. Yet he learned to love them in spite of their 
hatred. The Jewish legalists persecuted Paul from city 
to city, yet Paul so loved his people that he willingly 
would have died for them (Rom. 9:1-3). 

When I counsel young couples in preparation for 
marriage, I often ask the man, “If your wife became 
paralyzed three weeks after you were married, do you 
love her enough to stay with her and care for her?” True 
love deepens in times of difficulty; shallow romance 
disappears when difficulties appear. 

But true Christian love is shown not only to believ- 
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ers, but also “toward all men” (1 Thess. 3:12). We love 
one another, but we also love the lost and our enemies. 
Abounding love must not be bound. It must be free to 
expand and touch all men. 

Paul’s third request was for holiness of life (1 Thess. 
3:13). Again, it is the return of Jesus Christ that moti- 
vates the believer to live a holy life. Our Lord’s return 
is also a source of stability in the Christian life. Where 
there is stability, there can be sanctity, and where there 
is holiness, there is assurance. The two go together. 

Notice that Paul’s prayers for his friends were not 
careless or occasional. He prayed “night and day”; he 
prayed “exceedingly,” which is the same word trans- 
lated “exceeding abundantly” in Ephesians 3:20. True 
prayer is hard work. Epaphras must have learned from 
Paul how to pray for people: “always laboring fervently 
... that ye may stand perfect and complete in all the 
will of God” (Col. 4:12). 

The entire Trinity is involved in this prayer. Paul 
addressed the Father and Son in 1 Thessalonians 3:11. 
In verse 12 “the Lord” may refer to the Holy Spirit, 
since “our Lord” at the end of 1 Thessalonians 3:13 
certainly refers to Jesus Christ. If this is so, then this is 
the only prayer I know of in the New Testament 
directed to the Holy Spirit. The Bible pattern of prayer 
is to the Father, through the Son, and in the Spirit. 
Since the Holy Spirit is the Sanctifier of the believer, 
and this is a prayer for holy living, the address is 
proper. 

Paul ended 1 Thessalonians 2 with a reference to 
the place of the saints at the return of Christ, and he 
ended this chapter in the same way. He prayed that his 
converts might stand blameless and holy before God at 
Christ’s return. Since all believers will be transformed 
to be like Christ when He returns (1 John 3:2), Paul 
could not be referring to our personal condition in 
heaven. He was referring to our lives here on earth as 
they will be reviewed at the Judgment Seat of Christ. 
We will never face our sins in heaven, for they are 
remembered against us no more (Rom. 8:1; Heb. 
10:14-18). But our works will be tested, and you can- 
not separate conduct from character. 

Paul’s prayer teaches us how to pray not only for 
new believers, but for al believers. We should pray that 
their faith will mature, their love grow, and their char- 
acter and conduct be holy and blameless before God. 
“And every man that hath this hope in him [Christ] 
purifieth himself, even as he is pure” (1 John 3:3). 

As we review this chapter, we see how important it 
is to care for new Christians. Leading someone to 
Christ is not enough. We must also lead him on in the 
Christian life and help him get established. If he is not 
established, he will fall when the winds of persecution 
start to blow. If he cannot stand, he will never learn to 
walk. 

What shall we do? We can be an encouragement 
and stand at his side as he matures. We can share the 
Word of God. We can pray. This is what Paul did—and 


it worked. 


CHAPTER SIX 


1 Thessalonians 4:1-12 


HOW TO PLEASE YOUR FATHER 


long with jogging, walking has become a popular 
Aer and outdoor sport. I often see individuals 

and entire families enjoying a walk in the park or 
in the forest preserves. When driving on the highway, I 
sometimes wave to “walking parties” heading for some 
distant rendezvous. 

The Christian life can be compared to a walk. In 
fact, this is one of Paul’s favorite pictures: “Walk wor- 
thy of the vocation wherewith ye are called” (Eph. 4:1); 
“walk not as other Gentiles walk” (Eph. 4:17); “walk in 
love” (Eph. 5:2); “walk as children of light” (Eph. 5:8). 

The Christian life begins with a step of faith. But 
that step leads to a walk of faith: “For we walk by faith, 
not by sight” (2 Cor. 5:7). Walking suggests progress, 
and we must make progress in the Christian life (Phil. 
3:13-16; Heb. 6:1). Walking also demands strength, 
and God has promised, “As thy days, so shall thy 
strength be” (Deut. 33:25). 

But we must be sure to “walk in the light” for the 
enemy has put traps and detours to catch us (1 John 
1:5-7). Of course, at the end of life’s walk, we will step 
into the very presence of the Lord. “And Enoch walked 
with God, and he was not, for God took him” (Gen. 
5:24). 

Paul described a threefold walk for the Christian to 
follow. 


Walk in Holiness (4:1-8) 

The moral climate in the Roman Empire was not 
healthy. Immorality was a way of life; and, thanks to 
slavery, people had the leisure time to indulge in the 
latest pleasures. The Christian message of holy living 
was new to that culture, and it was not easy for these 
young believers to fight the temptations around them. 
Paul gave four reasons why they should live a holy life 
and abstain from sensual lusts. 

To please God (v. 1). Everybody lives to please 
somebody. Many people live to please themselves. They 
have no sensitivity to the needs of others. “The soul of 
a journey,” wrote William Hazlitt, “is liberty, perfect 
liberty, to think, feel, do just as one pleases.” That 
advice may work for a vacation, but it could never 
work in the everyday affairs of life. Christians cannot 
go through life pleasing only themselves (Rom. 15:1). 

We must also be careful when it comes to pleasing 
others. It is possible to both please others and honor 
God, but it is also possible to dishonor God. “For if I yet 
pleased men, I should not be the servant of Christ” (Gal. 
1:10). This had been Paul’s attitude when he ministered 
in Thessalonica. “Even so we speak, not as pleasing men 
but God, who trieth our hearts” (1 Thess. 2:4). 

Pleasing God ought to be the major motive of the 
Christian life. Children should live to please their 
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father. The Holy Spirit works in our lives “both to will 
and to do of his good pleasure” (Phil. 2:13). Enoch 
walked with God, and before God called him to 
heaven, Enoch “had this testimony, that he pleased 
God” (Heb. 11:5). Jesus said, “I do always those things 
that please him” (John 8:29). 

Pleasing God means much more than simply doing 
God’s will. It is possible to obey God and yet not please 
Him. Jonah is a case in point. He obeyed God and did 
what he was commanded, but his heart was not in it. 
God blessed His Word, but He could not bless His ser- 
vant. So Jonah sat outside the city of Nineveh angry 
with everybody, including the Lord! Our obedience 
should be “not with eyeservice, as menpleasers, but as 
the servants of Christ, doing the will of God from the 
heart” (Eph. 6:6). 

How do we know what pleases God? How do we 
know what pleases an earthly father? By listening to him 
and living with him. As we read the Word, and as we 
fellowship in worship and service, we get to know the 
heart of God, and this opens us up to the will of God. 

To obey God (vv. 2-3). When he ministered in 
Thessalonica, Paul gave the believers the command- 
ments of God regarding personal purity. The word 
commandments is a military term. It refers to orders 
handed down from superior officers. We are soldiers in 
God’s army, and we must obey orders. “No one serving 
as a soldier gets involved in civilian affairs—he wants to 
please his commanding officer” (2 Tim. 2:4 rv). 

In 1 Thessalonians 4:3, Paul reminded these new 
believers that sexual immorality did not please God. 
God created sex, and He has the authority to govern its 
use. From the beginning, He established marriage as a 
sacred union between one man and one woman. God 
created sex both for the continuance of the race and for 
the pleasure of the marriage partners. “Marriage should 
be honored by all, and the marriage bed kept pure” 
(Heb. 13:4 niv). God’s commandments concerning sex 
are not for the purpose of robbing people of joy, but 
rather of protecting them that they might not lose their 
joy. “Thou shalt not commit adultery” builds a wall 
around marriage that makes the relationship not a 
prison, but a safe and beautiful garden. 

We never have to seek to know the will of God in 
this matter, He has told us clearly. “Abstain from forni- 
cation” is His commandment, and no amount of 
liberal theology or modern philosophy can alter it. 
Throughout the Bible, God warns against sexual sin, 
and these warnings must be heeded. God’s purpose is 
our sanctification, that we might live separated lives in 
purity of mind and body. 

To glorify God (vv. 4-5). This is the positive side 
of God’s commandment. Christians are supposed to be 
different from the unsaved. The Gentiles (unsaved) do 
not know God; therefore, they live ungodly lives. But 
we know God, and we are obligated to glorify Him in 
this world. “God’s plan is to make you holy, and that 
entails first of all a clean break with sexual immorality” 


(1 Thess. 4:3 pH). 
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“Possess his vessel” in 1 Thessalonians 4:4 probably 
means “control his body,” for our bodies are the vessels 
of God (see 2 Cor. 4:7; 2 Tim. 2:20-21). But it can 
also mean “learn to live with his own wife,” for the wife 
is called “the weaker vessel” (1 Peter 3:7). I prefer the 
first interpretation, for Paul wrote to a// Christians, not 
just the married ones. The Christian who commits sex- 
ual sin is sinning against his own body (1 Cor. 
6:19-20), and he is robbing God of the glory He 
should receive through a believer’s way of life. 

This explains why God gives such demanding 
requirements for spiritual leadership in the church (1 
Tim. 3). If spiritual leaders cannot rule in their own 
homes, how can they lead the church? If we glorify 
God in our bodies, then we can glorify Him in the 
body that is the church. 

To escape the judgment of God (vv. 6-8). God is 
no respecter of persons; He must deal with His chil- 
dren when they sin (Col. 3:23-25). A church member 
criticized her pastor because he was preaching against 
sin in the lives of Christians. “After all,” she said, “sin 
in the life of a believer is different from sin in the lives 
of unsaved people.” 

“Yes,” replied the pastor, “it is worse.” 

While it is true that the Christian is not under con- 
demnation (John 5:24; Rom. 8:1), it is also true that he 
is not free from the harvest of sorrow that comes when 
we sow to the flesh (Gal. 6:7-8). When King David 
committed adultery, he tried to cover his sin, but God 
chastened him severely. (Read Ps. 32; 51 to see what he 
lost during those months.) When David confessed his 
sins, God forgave him, but God could not change the 
consequences. David reaped what he sowed, and it was a 
painful experience for him. 

“But I am one of God’s elect!” a Christian may 
argue. “I belong to Him, and He can never cast me 
out.” Election is not an excuse for sin—it is an encour- 
agement for holiness. “For God hath not called us unto 
uncleanness, but unto holiness” (1 Thess. 4:7). “But as 
he which hath called you is holy, so be ye holy” (1 Peter 
1:15). The privilege of election also involves responsi- 
bilities of obedience (Deut. 7:6, 11). 

A holy walk involves a right relationship with God 
the Father (who called us), God the Son (who died for 
us), and God the Spirit (who lives within us). It is the 
presence of the Holy Spirit that makes our body the 
temple of God (1 Cor. 6:19-20). Furthermore, it is by 
walking in the Spirit that we get victory over the lusts 
of the flesh (Gal. 5:16ff.). To despise God’s command- 
ments is to invite the judgment of God and also to 
grieve the Spirit of God. 

How does the Spirit of God help us live a clean life, 
free from sexual impurity? To begin with, He creates 
holy desires within us so that we have an appetite for 
God’s pure Word (1 Peter 2:1-3) and not the polluted 
garbage of the flesh (Rom. 13:12-14). Also, He teaches 
us the Word and helps us to recall God’s promises in 
times of temptation (John 14:26; Eph. 6:17). As we 
yield to the Spirit, He empowers us to walk in holiness 


718 


and not be detoured into the lusts of the world and the 
flesh. The fruit of the Spirit overcomes the works of the 
flesh (Gal. 5:16-26). 

Paul devoted a great deal of space to this theme of 
sexual purity because it was a critical problem in the 
church of that day. Jt is also a critical problem in the 
church today. For many people, marriage vows are no 
longer considered sacred, and divorce (even among 
believers) is no longer governed by the Word of God. 
There are “gay churches” where homosexuals and les- 
bians “love one another” and claim to be Christians. 
Premarital sex and “Christian pornography” are 
accepted parts of the religious landscape in many 


places. Yet God has said, “Walk in holiness.” 


Walk in Harmony (4:9-10) 

The transition from /oliness to love is not a difficult 
one. Paul made this transition in his prayer recorded in 
1 Thessalonians 3:11-13. Just as God’s love is a holy 
love, so our love for God and for one another ought to 
motivate us to holy living. The more we live like God, 
the more we will love one another. If a Christian really 
loves his brother, he will not sin against him (1 Thess. 
4:6). There are four basic words for “love” in the Greek 
language. Eros refers to physical love; it gives us our 
English word erotic. Eros love does not have to be sin- 
ful, but in Paul’s day its main emphasis was sensual. 
This word is never used in the New Testament. 
Another word, storge (pronounced STOR-gay), refers 
to family love, the love of parents for their children. 
This word is also absent from our New Testament, 
although a related word is translated “kindly affec- 
tioned” in Romans 12:10. 

The two words most used for love are philia (fil-EE- 
-uh) and agape (a-GA-pay). Philia love is the love of 
deep affection, such as in friendship or even marriage. 
But agape love is the love God shows toward us. It is 
not simply a love based on feeling; it is expressed in our 
wills. Agape love treats others as God would treat them, 
regardless of feelings or personal preferences. 

The word philadelphia is translated “brotherly 
love.” Because Christians belong to the same family, 
and have the same Father, they should love one 
another. In fact, we are “taught of God to love one 
another.” God the Father taught us to love each other 
when He gave Christ to die for us on the cross. “We 
love, because he first loved us” (1 John 4:19 nv). God 
the Son taught us to love one another when He said, “A 
new commandment I give unto you, that ye love one 
another” (John 13:34). And the Holy Spirit taught us 
to love one another when He poured out the love of 
God in our hearts (Rom. 5:5) when we trusted Christ. 

Have you noticed that animals do instinctively what 
is necessary to keep them alive and safe? Fish do not 
attend classes to learn how to swim (even though they 
swim in schools), and birds by nature put out their 
wings and flap them in order to fly. It is mature that 
determines action. Because a fish has a fish’s nature, it 
swims; because a hawk has a hawk’s nature, it flies. And 


because a Christian has God’s nature (2 Peter 1:4), he 
loves, because “God is love” (1 John 4:8). 

Faith, hope, and love had been the distinctive char- 
acteristics of the Thessalonican Christians from the 
beginning (1 Thess. 1:3). Timothy had reported the 
good news of their love (1 Thess. 3:6), so Paul was not 
exhorting them to acquire something they did not 
already possess. He was encouraging them to get more 
of what they already enjoyed. You can never have too 
much Christian love. Paul had prayed that their love 
might “increase and abound” (1 Thess. 3:12), and God 
answered that prayer (see 2 Thess. 1:3). 

How does God cause our love to “increase more 
and more”? By putting us into circumstances that force 
us to practice Christian love. Love is the “circulatory 
system” of the body of Christ, but if our spiritual mus- 
cles are not exercised, the circulation is impaired. The 
difficulties that we believers have with one another are 
opportunities for us to grow in our love. This explains 
why Christians who have had the most problems with 
each other often end up loving one another deeply, 
much to the amazement of the world. 


Walk in Honesty (4:11-12) 

The word in 1 Thessalonians 4:12 that is translated 
“honestly” in our Authorized Version carries the mean- 
ing of “becomingly, in a seemly way.” It is translated 
“decently” in 1 Corinthians 14:40: “Let all things be 
done decently and in order.” The emphasis is on the 
believer’s witness to those who are outside the 
Christian fellowship. “Them that are without” is a 
familiar description of unbelievers. 

Christians not only have the obligation to love one 
another but also to be good testimonies to the people 
of the world. Paul’s great concern was that the 
Thessalonican believers earn their own wages and not 
become freeloaders depending on the support of unbe- 
lievers. “Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life” (1 
Thess. 4:11 nrv) seems like a paradox; if you are ambi- 
tious, your life will probably not be quiet. But the 
emphasis is on quietness of mind and heart, the inner 
peace that enables a man to be sufficient through faith 
in Christ. Paul did not want the saints running around 
creating problems as they earned their daily bread. 

For the most part, the Greeks despised manual 
labor. Most of the work was done by slaves. Paul, of 
course, was a tentmaker, and he was careful in 
Thessalonica to set the example of hard work (see 1 
Thess. 2:6; 2 Thess. 3:6ff.). Unfortunately, some of the 
new believers in the church misunderstood the doc- 
trine of Christ’s return and gave up their jobs in order 
to wait for His coming. This meant that they were sup- 
ported by other Christians, some of whom may not 
have had sufficient funds for their own families. It also 
meant that these fanatical people could not pay their 
bills, and therefore they lost their testimony with the 
unsaved merchants. 

“My wife is going to have plastic surgery,” a man 
said to his friend. “I’m taking away all of her credit 
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cards!” How easy it is to purchase things we do not 
need with money we do not have, and then lose not 
only our credit, but also our good Christian witness. 
“Therefore, if you have not been faithful in the use of 
unrighteous wealth, who will entrust the true riches to 
you?” (Luke 16:11 Nass). Churches and Christians 
who defend their orthodoxy but do not pay their bills 
have no orthodoxy to defend. 

“Mind your own business and work with your 
hands” (1 Thess. 4:11 Nrv) was what Paul commanded 
them. Idle people spend their time interfering with the 
affairs of others and getting themselves and others into 
trouble. “We hear that some among you are idle. They 
are not busy; they are busybodies” (2 Thess. 3:11 Nrv). 
“But let none of you suffer ... as a busybody in other 
men’s matters” (1 Peter 4:15). 

Believers who are about the Father’s business (Luke 
2:49) do not have the time—or desire—to meddle in 
the affairs of others. Unfortunately, even a Bible class 
could become an opportunity for gossip (“so that you 
might pray more intelligently”) and a substitute for 
true Christian service. 

As believers, we must be careful in our relationships 
with “those that are without.” It requires spiritual grace 
and wisdom to have contact without contamination 
and to be different without being judgmental and 
proud. “Walk in wisdom toward them that are with- 
out” (Col. 4:5). If we lack this spiritual wisdom, we will 
do more harm than good. 

There are several good reasons why Christians 
should work, not the least of which is to provide for 
their own families (1 Tim. 5:8). If unsaved people have 
to work to pay their bills, why should Christians be 
exempt? We also work in order to be able to give to 
those who have need (Eph. 4:28), but “if any would 
not work, neither should he eat” (2 Thess. 3:10). Work 
is not a curse; it is a blessing. God gave Adam work to 
do in Paradise. It is the toil and sweat of work that 
belongs to the curse, and not the work itself (Gen. 
2:15; 3:17fF.). 

As we review this section, we see how practical the 
Christian walk really is. The obedient Christian will 
have a holy life by abstaining from sexual sin; a harmo- 
nious life by loving the brethren; and an honest life by 
working with his hands and not meddling in the affairs 
of others. When unsaved people see Christ magnified 
in this kind of a life, they will either oppose it with 
envy or desire to have it for themselves. Either way, 


God is glorified. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 


1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 


THE COMFORT OF HIS COMING 


he pagan world in Paul’s day had no hope of life 
after death. A typical inscription on a grave 
demonstrates this fact: 
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I was not 
I became 
Iam not 
I care not 


While some of the philosophers, such as Socrates, 
sought to prove happiness after death, the pagan world 
had no word of assurance. 

The believers in Thessalonica were concerned about 
their loved ones who had died. What if the Lord should 
return? Would their deceased loved ones be handi- 
capped in any way? Will those who are alive at His 
coming have an advantage over the believers who have 
died? In this paragraph, Paul answered their questions. 
He based his encouragement and comfort on five fun- 
damental facts. 


Revelation: We Have God’s Truth (4:13, 15a) 

How can mortal man penetrate beyond the grave and 
find assurance and peace for his own heart? From Old 
Testament days till the present, mankind has tried to 
solve the riddle of death and the afterlife. Philosophers 
have wrestled with the question of immortality. 
Spiritists have tried to communicate with those who 
have gone beyond. 

In our modern world, scientists have investigated 
the experiences of people who claimed to have died and 
returned to life again. They have also studied occult 
phenomena, hoping to find a clue to the mystery of life 
after death. 

Paul solved the problem when he wrote, “For this 
we say unto you by the word of the Lord” (1 Thess. 
4:15). We Christians need not wonder about death or 
life after death, for we have a revelation from God in 
His Word. Why substitute human speculation for 
divine revelation? 

It is important to note that the revelation concerning 
death and the afterlife was not given all at one time. 
Many cults use verses from the Psalms and Ecclesiastes to 
“prove” their false doctrines. These verses seem to teach 
that the grave is the end, or that the soul “sleeps” till the 
resurrection. We must keep in mind that God’s revelation 
was gradual and progressive, and that it climaxed in the 
coming of Christ “who abolished death and brought life 
and immortality to light through the gospel” (2 Tim. 
1:10 Nass). We look to Christ and the New Testament 
for the complete revelation concerning death. 

God gave Paul a special revelation concerning the 
resurrection and the return of Christ (see 1 Cor. 
15:51-54). What Paul taught agreed with what Jesus 
taught (John 5:24-29; 11:21-27). And God’s revela- 
tion is based on the historic fact of Christ’s 
resurrection. Since our Savior has conquered death, we 
need not fear death or the future (1 Cor. 15:12ff.). The 
authority of God’s Word gives us the assurance and 
comfort we need. 


Return: Christ Is Coming Again (4:14-15) 


We have noted the emphasis on the return of Christ in 
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the Thessalonian letters. Paul related Christ’s return to 
salvation (1 Thess. 1:9-10), service (1 Thess. 2:19-20), 
and stability (1 Thess. 3:11—13). In this paragraph, he 
related it to sorrow, and he showed how the doctrine of 
Christ’s return can comfort the brokenhearted. 

Paul applied the word sleep to those believers who 
died. Jesus used the same expression (John 11:11-13). 
Paul was careful to state that Jesus died; the word sleep 
is not applied to His experience. It is because He died 
that we need not fear death. 

However, Paul did not say that the soul went to 
sleep at death. He made it clear that the soul of the 
believer went to be with the Lord: “them also which 
sleep in Jesus will God bring with him” (1 Thess. 4:14). 
He cannot bring them when He returns unless they are 
with Him. It is not the soul that sleeps; it is the body. 
The Bible definition of death is given in James 2:26: 
“For as the body without the spirit is dead.” At death, 
the spirit leaves the body, and the body goes to sleep 
and no longer functions. The soul-spirit goes to be 
with the Lord, if the person has trusted Jesus Christ. 
“Absent from the body, and ... present with the Lord” 
(2 Cor. 5:8). 

The fact of our Lord’s return is comfort to us in 
bereavement, because we know that He will bring with 
Him His people who have “died in the Lord.” I recall 
stating to a friend, “I hear you lost your wife. I’m very 
sorry.” He replied, “No, I didn’t lose her. You can’t lose 
something when you know where it is—and I know 
where she is!” On the authority of the Word of God, we 
also know what will happen: Jesus Christ will one day 
return and bring His people with Him. 

When will this event occur? Nobody knows, and it 
is wrong to set dates. The fact that Paul used the pro- 
noun “we” in 1 Thessalonians 4:15, 17 suggests that he 
expected to be alive when the Lord returned. 
Theologians call this the doctrine of the imminent 
return of Christ. Imminent means that it can happen at 
any moment. As Christians, we do not look for signs, 
nor must any special events transpire before the Lord 
can return. These great events will take place “in a 
moment, in the twinkling of an eye” (1 Cor. 15:52). 

Jesus Christ will return i the air, and this is where 
we shall meet Him (1 Thess. 4:17). Suddenly, millions 
of people will vanish! One summer a church camp staff 
staged an elaborate “rapture” while the camp director 
was off the grounds. When he returned, everybody was 
missing, clothing was on the ground as though people 
had “passed through” it, a motorboat was circling on 
the lake without pilot or passengers, and everything in 
the kitchen was functioning without a cook. A care- 
fully timed phone call from town (“Hey, what’s 
happening? Everybody’s missing over here!”) only 
added to the effect. “I’ve got to admit,” said the direc- 
tor, “it really shook me for a minute.” Just think of 
what effect this event will have on a lost world! 

Whether we Christians live or die, we have nothing 
to fear because Jesus will come either with us or for us! 
The fact of His return is a comfort to our hearts. 


Resurrection: The Christian Dead Will Rise 
(4:15-16) 

When Paul preached the doctrine of the resurrection to 
the Athenian philosophers, most of them mocked him 
(Acts 17:32). To the Greeks, being rid of the body was 
their great hope. Why would any man want to have his 
body resurrected? Furthermore, how could his body be 
resurrected, when the elements of the body would 
decay and become a part of the earth? To them, the 
doctrine of resurrection was foolish and impossible. 

When Jesus Christ returns in the air, He will issue 
the “shout of command” and the “dead in Christ shall 
rise first” (1 Thess. 4:16). This does not mean that He 
will put the elements of the body together again, for 
resurrection is not “reconstruction.” Paul argued for 
the resurrection in 1 Corinthians 15:35ff. He pointed 
out that the resurrection of the human body is like the 
growing of a plant from a seed. The flower is not the 
identical seed that was planted, yet there is continuity 
from seed to plant. Christians shall receive glorified 
bodies, like the glorified body of Christ (Phil. 3:20-21; 
1 Cor. 15:47-58). The dead body is the “seed” that is 
planted in the ground; the resurrection body is the 
“flower” that comes from that seed. 

Passages like John 5:28-29 and Revelation 20:1-6 
indicate that there are two resurrections in the future. 
When Jesus Christ returns in the air, He will call to 
Himself only those who are saved through faith in 
Him. This is called “the first resurrection” or “the res- 
urrection of life.” At the end of time, just before God 
ushers in the new heaven and earth, there will be 
another resurrection. This is called “the second resur- 
rection” or “the resurrection of judgment.” Between 
these two events, I believe that the tribulation on earth 
and the thousand-year-kingdom will occur. 

In Paul’s day, the Pharisees believed in the resurrec- 
tion of the dead, but the Sadducees did not (Acts 23:8). 
Jesus taught the doctrine of the resurrection and 
silenced the Sadducees (Matt. 22:23-33). The Old 
Testament Scriptures taught this doctrine (Job 
14:13-15; 19:23-27; Ps. 16:9-11; Dan. 12:2). The 
fact that Jesus arose from the dead proves that there is 
a resurrection. 

Three unique sounds will be involved in this event: 
the Lord’s shout, the sound of the trumpet, and the 
voice of the archangel. Jesus Christ will give “a shout of 
command,” just as He did outside the tomb of Lazarus 
(John 11:43). Those “in the graves shall hear his voice” 
John 5:28). 

First Corinthians 15:52 also relates His return to 
the sound of a trumpet. The Jewish people were famil- 
iar with trumpets, because trumpets were used to 
declare war, to announce special times and seasons, and 
to gather the people for a journey (see Num. 10). In the 
Roman Empire, trumpets were used to announce the 
arrival of a great person. When God gave the law to 
Israel, the event was preceded by a trumpet blast (Ex. 
19:18-20). 

Why “the voice of the archangel”? The only 
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archangel who is named in the Bible is Michael (Jude 
9), who apparently has a special ministry to Israel (Dan. 
10:21; Rev. 12:7). According to Daniel 10:13, there is 
more than one archangel; so we cannot be sure that it 
will be Michael’s voice. At any rate, the angelic hosts 
will share in the victory shout when Jesus Christ comes. 
The Christian doctrine of resurrection assures us 
that death is not the end. The grave is not the end. The 
body goes to sleep, but the soul goes to be with the 
Lord (Phil. 1:20-24). When the Lord returns, He will 
bring the soul with Him, will raise the body in glory, 
and will unite body and soul into one being to share 
His glory forever. This leads us to the fourth fact that 
gives us comfort and assurance in the face of death. 


Rapture: Living Believers Caught Up (4:17) 

The word rapture is not used in this section, but that is 
the literal meaning of “caught up.” The Latin word 
rapto means “to seize, to carry off,” and from it we get 
our English word rapture. 

I once heard the Greek scholar Dr. Kenneth S. 
Wuest preach on this passage and explain the various 
meanings of the Greek word that is translated “caught 
up” in 1 Thessalonians 4:17. Each of these meanings 
adds a special truth to the doctrine of our Lord’s return. 

“To catch away speedily.” This is the translation 
in Acts 8:39, where the Spirit “caught away Philip” 
after he had led the Ethiopian to Christ. When the 
Lord returns in the air, we who are alive will be caught 
away quickly, in the twinkling of an eye. This means we 
should live each moment in the expectation of our 
Lord’s return, lest He come and find us out of His will 
(1 John 3:1-3). 

“To seize by force.” See John 6:15. Does this sug- 
gest that Satan and his armies will try to keep us from 
leaving the earth? I trust it does not suggest that some 
of the saints will be so attached to the world that they 
must literally be dragged away. Like Lot being deliv- 
ered from Sodom, they will be scarcely saved (Gen. 
19:16). 

“To claim for one’s own self.” This views the rap- 
ture from our Lord’s point of view as He comes to 
claim His bride. 

“To move to a new place.” Paul used this word 
when he described his visit to heaven (2 Cor. 12:1—4). 
Jesus Christ has gone to prepare a home for us (John 
14:1-6), and when He comes, He will take us to that 
glorious place. We are pilgrims and strangers in this 
world. Our true citizenship is in heaven (Phil. 
3:20-21). 

“To rescue from danger.” See Acts 23:10. This sug- 
gests that the church will be taken home before the time 
of tribulation that will come to the world from God. 
First Thessalonians 1:10; 5:9 seem to state this clearly. 

Will the unsaved world be aware of what is happen- 
ing? Will they hear the shout, the voice, and the 
trumpet? First Corinthians 15:52 indicates that this 
will happen so suddenly that it will be over in the twin- 
kling of an eye. Since the shout, voice, and trumpet 
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apply to God’s people, there is no reason to believe that 
the unsaved masses will hear them. If they do, they will 
hear sounds without meanings (see John 12:27-30). 
Millions of people will vanish instantly, and no doubt 
there will be chaos and great concern. Except for those 
who know the Bible teaching, the world will wonder at 
what has happened. 


Reunion: Christians Forever with the Lord 
(4:17-18) 

You and I shall meet the Lord in the air, in person, 
when He comes for us. The Greek word translated 
“meet” carries the idea of meeting a royal person or an 
important person. We have walked with Christ by faith 
here on earth, but in the air we shall “see him as he is” 
and become like Him (1 John 3:1-2). What a meeting 
that will be! 

It will be a glorious meeting, because we shall have 
glorified bodies. When He was here on earth, Jesus 
prayed that we might one day see His glory and share 
in it John 17:22-24). The suffering that we endure 
today will be transformed into glory when He returns 
(Rom. 8:17-19; 2 Cor. 4:17-18). 

It will be an everlasting meeting, for we shall be “for- 
ever with the Lord.” This was His promise: “I will 
come again, and receive you unto myself; that where I 
am, there ye may be also” (John 14:3). The goal of 
redemption is not just to rescue us from judgment, but 
to relate us to Christ. 

Our meeting with the Lord will also be a time of 
reckoning. This is called “the judgment seat of Christ” 
(Rom. 14:10; 2 Cor. 5:10). The Greek word bema, 
which is translated “judgment seat,” referred to the 
place where the Olympic judges awarded crowns to the 
winners. Our works will be judged and rewards will be 
given (1 Cor. 3:8-15). 

The judgment seat of Christ must not be confused 
with the White Throne Judgment described in 
Revelation 20:11-15. You may contrast these two 
important events as follows: 


Judgment Seat of Christ White Throne Judgment 
Only believers Only unbelievers 
Immediately after the After the thousand-year 

rapture kingdom 
Determines rewards for Determines amount of 
service judgment 


We will not only meet our Lord Jesus Christ at the 
rapture, but will also be reunited with our believing 
friends and loved ones who have died. “Together with 
them” is a great statement of encouragement. Death is 
the great separator, but Jesus Christ is the great 
Reconciler. 

The Bible does not reveal all the details of this 
reunion. When Jesus raised the widow's son from the 
dead, He tenderly “delivered him to his mother” (Luke 
7:15). This suggests that our Lord will have the happy 
ministry of reuniting broken families and friendships. 
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On the Mount of Transfiguration, the three disci- 
ples knew and recognized Moses and Flijah (Matt. 
17:1-5). Certainly, the saints will know each other in 
glory, including believers we have never met. “For now 
we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face: 
now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also 
I am known” (1 Cor. 13:12). 

In the next chapter, we will see how Paul related 
this doctrine of the return of Christ to the unsaved. But 
it would be good for us now to examine our own hearts 
to see if we are ready to meet the Lord. One mark of a 
true Christian is his eager looking for the coming of 
Jesus Christ (1 Thess. 1:10). As we grow in the Lord, 
we not only look for His appearing, but we love His 
appearing (2 Tim. 4:8). Because we have this hope in 
Him, we keep our lives pure so that we may not be 
ashamed at His coming (1 John 2:28—3:3). 

Godly Presbyterian preacher Robert Murray 
McCheyne used to ask people, “Do you think Jesus 
Christ will return today?” Most of them would reply, 
“No, not today.” Then McCheyne would say, “Then, 
my friend, you had better be ready; for He is coming at 
such an hour as ye think not” (Luke 12:40). 

Death is a fact of life. The only way we can escape 
death is to be alive when the Lord Jesus Christ returns. 
Death is not an accident; it is an appointment: “It is 
appointed unto men once to die, but after this the 
judgment” (Heb. 9:27). If you should die today, where 
would your soul go? 

I once saw a quaint inscription on a gravestone in 
an old British cemetery not far from Windsor Castle. It 
read, 


Pause, my friend, as you walk by; 
As you are now, so once was I. 
As I am now, so you will be. 
Prepare, my friend, to follow me! 


I heard about a visitor who read that epitaph and 
added these lines: 


To follow you is not my intent, 
Until I know which way you went! 


We Christians have wonderful assurance and hope, 
because of the resurrection of Jesus Christ and His 
promised return. 

Do you have that hope today? 

Which way are you going? 


CHAPTER EIGHT 


1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 


DON’T WALK IN YOUR SLEEP! 


esus Christ both unites and divides. Those who 
have trusted Him as Savior are united in Christ as 
God’s children. We are members of His body and 


“all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). When Jesus Christ 
returns in the air, we shall be “caught up together” (1 
Thess. 4:17) never to be separated again. 

But Christ is also a divider. “So there was a division 
among the people because of him” (John 7:43; 9:16; 
10:19). Faith in Jesus Christ not only unites us to other 
believers; it also separates us spiritually from the rest of 
the world. Jesus said, “They are not of the world, even 
as I am not of the world” (John 17:16). There is a dif- 
ference between believers who are looking for the 
Lord’s return and the people of the world; it is this 
theme that Paul developed in this section. 

His purpose was to encourage the believers to live 
holy lives in the midst of their pagan surroundings. He 
did this by pointing out the contrasts between believ- 
ers and unbelievers. 


Knowledge and Ignorance (5:1-2) 
Three phrases in these verses need careful consideration. 

“Times and seasons.” This phrase is found only 
three times in the Bible, and refers primarily to God’s 
plans for Israel. This is the way Daniel stated it when 
God gave him understanding of the king’s dream 
(Dan. 2:21). Our Lord’s use of the phrase in Acts 1:7 
indicates that times and seasons relate primarily to 
Israel 

God has a definite plan for the nations of the world 
(Acts 17:26), and Israel is the key nation. Dr. A. T. 
Pierson used to say, “History is His story.” (Quite a 
contrast to Napoleon’s definition: “History is a set of 
lies agreed upon.”) God has ordained times and seasons 
for the nations on earth, particularly Israel, and all of 
this will culminate in a terrible time called “the day of 
the Lord.” 

“The day of the Lord.” In the Bible, the word day 
can refer to a twenty-four-hour period or to a longer 
time during which God accomplishes some special 
purpose. In Genesis 2:3 the word means twenty-four 
hours, but in Genesis 2:4 it describes the entire week of 
Creation. 

The day of the Lord is that time when God will 
judge the world and punish the nations. At the same 
time, God will prepare Israel for the return of Jesus 
Christ to the earth to establish His kingdom. Read 
Amos 5:18ff.; Joel 2:1ff; Zephaniah 1:14-18; and 
Isaiah 2:12-21 for a description of this great period. 

Another term for this period is “the time of Jacob’s 
trouble” (Jer. 30:7). Many prophetic students also call 
it the tribulation and point to Revelation 6—19 as the 
Scripture that most vividly describes this event. 

“Thief in the night.” Our Lord used this image in 
His own teaching (Matt. 24:42—43; Luke 12:35—40). 
It describes the suddenness and the surprise involved in 
the coming of the day of the Lord. In Revelation 3:3; 
16:15, He used this image to warn believers not to be 
caught napping. Since we do not know when the Lord 
will return for His people, we must live in a constant 
attitude of watching and waiting, while we are busy 
working and witnessing. 
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Now we can put these three concepts together and 
discover what Paul wanted to teach his troubled friends 
in Thessalonica. He had already told them about the 
coming of Christ for the church, the event described in 
1 Thessalonians 4:13—18. He had told them that there 
would be a period of intense suffering and tribulation 
on the earth following this rapture of the church. These 
“times and seasons” that relate to Israel and the nations 
do not apply to the church or affect the truth of the 
Lord’s coming for the church. He may come at any 
time, and this will usher in the day of the Lord. 

Paul explained more about the day of the Lord in 
his second letter to the Thessalonians, so we will save 
these details for a later chapter. His emphasis here was 
simply that the believers were “in the know,” while the 
unbelievers were living in ignorance of God’s plan. The 
suddenness of these events will reveal to the world its 
ignorance of divine truth. 


Expectancy and Surprise (5:3-5) 

The unsaved world will be enjoying a time of false peace 
and security just before these cataclysmic events occur. 
Note carefully the contrast between “they” and “you” 
(or “us”) throughout this entire section, “they” referring 
to the unsaved. They will say, “Peace and safety!” but we 
will say, “Jesus is coming, and judgment is coming!” 

The world is caught by surprise because men will 
not hear God’s Word or heed God’s warning. God 
warned that the flood was coming, yet only eight peo- 
ple believed and were saved (1 Peter 3:20). Lot warned 
his family that the city would be destroyed, but they 
would not listen (Gen. 19:12—14). Jesus warned His 
generation that Jerusalem would be destroyed (Luke 
21:19ff), and this warning enabled believers to escape; 
but many others perished in the siege. 

In fact, Jesus used the flood and the overthrow of 
Sodom and Gomorrah as examples (Matt. 24:37-39; 
Luke 17:26-30). People in those days were going about 
their regular daily activities—eating, drinking, getting 
married—and never considering that judgment was 
around the corner. 

Well-meaning people have tried to set dates for our 
Lord’s return, only to be embarrassed by their failures. 
However, it is possible to expect His coming without 
setting a specific time. No “signs” must be fulfilled 
before He can return for His church. 

Christians are “sons of the light” and therefore are 
not “in the dark” when it comes to future events. 
Unbelievers ridicule the idea of Christ’s return. 
“Knowing this first, that there shall come in the last 
days scoffers, walking after their own lusts, and saying, 
“Where is the promise of his coming?” (2 Peter 3:3-4). 

More than twenty centuries have come and gone 
since our Lord gave the promise of His return, and He 
has not returned yet. This does not mean that God 
does not keep His promises. It simply means that God 
does not follow our calendar. “One day is with the 


Lord as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one 
day” (2 Peter 3:8). 
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Paul compared the coming judgment to “travail 
upon a woman with child” (1 Thess. 5:3). Even with 
our modern medical skills, birth pangs are very real and 
very painful. They accompany the muscle contractions 
that enable the mother to give birth to the baby. The 
prophet Isaiah used this same picture when he 
described the coming “day of the Lord” (Isa. 13:6-13). 
The early part of this day of the Lord was called “the 
beginning of sorrows” by the Lord Jesus (Matt. 24:8); 
and the Greek word translated “sorrows” actually 
means “birth pangs.” 

What truth do Isaiah, Jesus, and Paul teach us? The 
truth that out of the day of the Lord will come the 
birth of the kingdom. When God’s judgments are fin- 
ished, God’s Son will return “with power and great 
glory” (Matt. 24:30). Paul described this event in his 
second letter to the Thessalonian Christians. 

Live expectantly. This does not mean putting on a 
white sheet and sitting atop a mountain. That is the 
very attitude God condemned (Acts 1:10-11). But it 
does mean living in the light of His return, realizing 
that our works will be judged and that our opportuni- 
ties for service on earth will end. It means to live “with 
eternity’s values in view.” 

There is a difference between being ready to go to 
heaven and being ready to meet the Lord. Anyone who 
has sincerely trusted Christ for salvation is ready to go to 
heaven. Christ’s sacrifice on the cross has taken care of 
that. But to be ready to meet the Lord at the judgment 
seat of Christ is quite another matter. Scripture indicates 
that some believers will not be happy to see Jesus Christ! 
“And now, little children, abide in him; that when he 
shall appear, we may have confidence, and not be 
ashamed before him at his coming” (1 John 2:28). 

Having been a pastor for many years, I have had the 
sad experience of seeing believers deliberately disobey 
the Word of God. I recall one young lady who stub- 
bornly chose to marry an unsaved man. When I tried 
to help her from the Bible, she said, “I don’t care what 
you say. I don’t care what the Bible says. Pm going to 
get married!” In the light of Hebrews 13:17, will she be 
happy at the judgment seat of Christ? 

Believers who live in the expectation of the Lord’s 
return will certainly enjoy a better life than Christians 
who compromise with the world. At the end of each 
chapter in this letter, Paul pointed out the practical 
results of living expectantly. Take time now to review 
those verses and to examine your heart. 


Soberness and Drunkenness (5:6-8) 
To be sober-minded means to be alert, to live with your 
eyes open, to be sane and steady. To make the contrast 
more vivid, Paul pictured two groups of people: one 
group was drunk and asleep, while the other group was 
awake and alert. Danger was coming, but the drunken 
sleepers were unaware of it. The alert crowd was ready 
and unafraid. 

Since we are “sons of the day” we should not live as 
those who belong to the darkness. “The night is far 
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spent, the day is at hand: let us therefore cast off the 
works of darkness, and let us put on the armor of light. 
Let us walk honestly, as in the day; not in rioting and 
drunkenness, not in chambering [immorality] and 
wantonness [indecency], not in strife and envying” 
(Rom. 13:12-13). 

In other words, because “the day” is approaching, it 
is time to wake up, clean up, and dress up. And when 
we dress up, we had better put on “the breastplate of 
faith and love: and for a helmet, the hope of salvation” 
(1 Thess. 5:8). Only the “armor of light” (Rom. 13:12) 
will adequately protect us in these last days before our 
Lord returns. 

The sober-minded believer has a calm, sane outlook 
on life. He is not complacent, but neither is he frus- 
trated and afraid. He hears the tragic news of the day, 
yet he does not lose heart. He experiences the difficul- 
ties of life, but he does not give up. He knows his 
future is secure in God’s hands, so he lives each day cre- 
atively, calmly, and obediently. Outlook determines 
outcome, and when your outlook is the uplook, then 
your outcome is secure. 

But the unsaved people of the world are not alert. 
They are like drunken men, living in a false paradise 
and enjoying a false security. When the Holy Spirit 
filled the first Christians at Pentecost, the unsaved peo- 
ple accused the Christians of being drunk (Acts 2:13). 
In reality, it is the unsaved who are living like drunken 
men. The sword of God’s wrath hangs over the world, 
yet people live godless lives, empty lives, and rarely if 
ever give any thought to eternal matters. 

We have met faith, hope, and love before (1 Thess. 
1:3). Here they are described as armor to protect us in 
this evil world. Faith and love are like a breastplate that 
covers the heart: faith toward God, and love toward 
God’s people. Hope is a sturdy helmet that protects the 
mind. The unsaved fix their minds on the things of this 
world, while dedicated believers set their attention on 
things above (Col. 3:1-3). 

Hope of salvation does not mean the hope that at 
last we will be saved. A person can know today that he 
is saved and going to heaven. Paul knew that the 
Thessalonican believers were saved (1 Thess. 1:4), and 
he was certain that he and they would meet Christ in 
the air (1 Thess. 4:17). The person who confidently 
says, “I know I am saved!” is not exhibiting pride; he is 
demonstrating faith in God’s Word. First John was 
written to help us know that we are saved (1 John 
5:9-13). 

Hope of salvation means “the hope that salvation 
gives to us.” There are actually three tenses to salvation: 
(1) past—I have been saved from the guilt and penalty 
of sin; (2) present—I am being saved from the power 
and pollution of sin; (3) future—I shall be saved from 
the very presence of sin when Christ returns. The 
blessed hope of our Lord’s return is the “hope of salva- 
tion.” Unsaved people are without hope (Eph. 2:12). 
This helps explain why they live as they do: “Eat, 
drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die!” 


Paul repeated the word sleep several times in these 
verses to describe the attitude of the lost world. In the 
previous paragraph (1 Thess. 4:13-18) Paul used the 
word to describe the death of the believer. The body 
goes to sleep and the spirit goes to be with the Lord. 
But in this section, sleep does not mean death. It means 
moral indifference and carelessness about spiritual 
things. Jesus used the word sleep with this meaning in 
Mark 13:32-37. 

Doctors tell us that some people are “morning peo- 
ple,” while others are “evening people.” That is, some 
people are wide awake before the alarm clock rings. 
They hit the floor running and never have to yawn or 
throw cold water in their faces. Others (like myself) 
wake up slowly—first one eye, then the other—and 
then gradually shift gears as they move into the day. 
When it comes to the return of our Lord, we must all 
be “morning people”—awake, alert, sober, and ready 
for the dawning of that wonderful new day. 

But, for the unsaved crowd, reveling in its drunken- 
ness, the coming of Jesus Christ will mean the end of 
light and the beginning of eternal darkness. 


Salvation and Judgment (5:9-11) 

Believers do not have to fear future judgment because 
it is not part of God’s appointed plan for us. Will 
Christians go through the day of the Lord, that awful 
period of judgment that God will send on the earth? I 
think not, and verses like 1 Thessalonians 1:10; 5:9 
seem to support this. Christians have always gone 
through tribulation, since this is a part of dedicated 
Christian living (John 15:18-27; 16:33). But they will 
not go through zhe tribulation that is appointed for the 
godless world. 

I realize that good and godly students of the Word 
disagree on this matter, and I will not make it a test of 
fellowship or spirituality. But I do believe that the 
church will be raptured to heaven prior to the tribula- 
tion period. Let me share the reasons that have 
convinced me. 

The nature of the church. The church is the body 
of Christ, and He is the Head (Col. 2:17-19). When 
He died for us on the cross, He bore for us all the 
divine judgment necessary for our salvation. He has 
promised that we shall never taste any of God’s wrath 
(John 5:24). The day of the Lord is a day of God’s 
wrath, and it seems unjust and unnecessary that the 
church should experience it. 

The nature of the tribulation. This is the time 
when God will judge the Gentile nations and also 
purge Israel and prepare her for the coming of her 
Messiah. The “earth-dwellers” will taste of God’s wrath 
(Rev. 3:10) and not those whose citizenship is in 
heaven (Phil. 3:20). God will judge the earth-dwellers 
for their iniquity (Isa. 26:20-21). But He has already 
judged believers’ sins on the cross. 

The promise of Christ’s imminent return. The 
word imminent means “ready to happen.” Nothing has 
to occur for Christ to return, except the calling out of 
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the last person who will be saved and complete the 
body of Christ. If our Lord did not return for us until 
the end of the tribulation period, then we would know 
when He was coming; for the sequence, signs, and 
times are all spelled out in Revelation 6—19. It is 
worth noting that the word church is not used in 
Revelation from 4:1 to 22:13. Also notice that Paul 
lived in the expectation of seeing Christ, for he used 
the pronouns “we” and “us” in discussing this doctrine 
(1 Thess. 4:13—5:11). The apostle John had this same 
attitude. He closed his book with the prayer, “Even so, 
come, Lord Jesus” (Rev. 22:20). 

The course of the seven churches in Revelation 2— 
3. Many Bible students believe the Lord selected these 
seven churches to illustrate the spiritual course of 
church history. Ephesus would be the church of the 
apostles; Smyrna would be the persecuted church of 
the early centuries. The last church, Laodicea, repre- 
sents the apostate church of the last days. 

This suggests that the Philadelphia church (Rev. 
3:7-13) pictures the weak but faithful church of the 
period just before Christ returns. It is an evangelistic 
church with great opportunities and open doors. It is 
the church that proclaims the soon-coming of Christ 
(“Thou hast kept the word of my patience,” Rev. 3:10), 
and to it He has promised deliverance from the day of 
judgment: “I also will keep thee from the hour of 
temptation, which shall come upon all the world, to try 
them that dwell upon the earth” (Rev. 3:10). This 
promise parallels the promise of 1 Thessalonians 5:9. 

The order of events in 2 Thessalonians 2. Notice 
that the order Paul uses harmonizes with the order 
indicated in other prophetic Scriptures. 

Paul connected the return of Christ with the 
redemption He purchased for us on the cross. We are 
“bought with a price.” We are His bride, and He will 
come to claim us for Himself before He sends judg- 
ment on the earth. Remember that Christ died for us 
that we might live through Him (1 John 4:9), for Him 
(2 Cor. 5:15), and with Him (1 Thess. 5:10). Whether 
we live or die (“wake or sleep”), we are the Lord’s and 
we shall live with Him. 

We must never permit the study of prophecy to 
become purely academic, or a source of tension or 
argument. Paul closed this section with the practical 
application of the prophetic Scriptures: encouragement 
and edification. The fact that we will meet our loved 
ones again and forever be with the Lord is a source of 
encouragement (1 Thess. 4:18), and the fact that we 
will not endure God’s wrath during the day of the Lord 
is another source of encouragement (1 Thess. 5:11). 
The first is positive, and the second is negative, and 
both are comforting. 

The truth of our Lord’s imminent return encour- 
ages us to keep clean (1 John 3:1-3) and to do 
faithfully whatever work He has assigned to us (Luke 
12:41-48). It also encourages us to attend church and 
love the brethren (Heb. 10:25). Knowing that we shall 
be with the Lord strengthens us in the difficulties of life 
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(2 Cor. 5:1-8) and motivates us to win the lost (2 Cor. 
5:9-21). 

Many believers have such a comfortable situation 
here on earth that they rarely think about going to 
heaven and meeting the Lord. They forget that they 
must one day stand at the judgment seat of Christ. It 
helps to hold us up and build us up when we recall that 
Jesus is coming again. 

If you have never trusted Him, then your future is 
judgment. You needn't be ignorant, for Gods Word 
gives you the truth. You neednt be unprepared, for 
today you can trust Christ and be born again. Why 
should you live for the cheap sinful experiences of the 
world when you can enjoy the riches of salvation in 
Christ? 

If you are not saved, then you have an appointment 
with judgment. And it may come sooner than you 
expect, for it is “appointed unto men once to die, but 
after this the judgment” (Heb. 9:27). Why not make 
an “appointment” with Christ, meet Him personally, 
and trust Him to save you? “For whosoever shall call 
upon the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Rom. 
10:13). 


CHAPTER NINE 
1 Thessalonians 5:12-28 


IT’S ALL IN THE FAMILY 


aul’s favorite name for believers was brethren. He 
p used it at least sixty times in his letters, and in the 

two Thessalonian epistles, he used it twenty-seven 
times. Paul saw the local church as a family. Each mem- 
ber was born again by the Spirit of God and possessed 
God’s nature (1 Peter 1:22-25; 2 Peter 1:3—4). They all 
were part of God’s family. 

It is tragic when believers neglect or ignore the local 
church. No family is perfect and no local church is per- 
fect, but without a family to protect him and provide 
for him, a child would suffer and die. The child of God 
needs the church family if he is to grow, develop his 
gifts, and serve God. 

What are the essentials for a happy, thriving church 
family? How can we make our local churches more 
spiritual to the glory of God? In this closing section, 
Paul discussed these matters. 


Family Leadership (5:12-13) 
Without leadership, a family falls apart. The father is 
the head of the home; the mother stands with him in 
love and cooperation. The children are to obey their 
parents. This is the order God has laid down, and for 
us to disturb this order is to ask for serious trouble. 
According to Martin L. Gross in his book The 
Psychological Society, more than sixty thousand guid- 
ance workers and seven thousand school psychologists 
work in our American public education system, and 
many of them function as substitute parents. Many 
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students need counseling, but no professional worker 
can take the place of a loving, faithful father or mother. 

When our oldest son entered high school, he met 
his assigned counselor. “Now, if you have any prob- 
lems, feel free to come to me,” the counselor said. Our 
son replied, “If I have any problems, Pll talk to my 
father!” He was not being disrespectful or unapprecia- 
tive of the counselor, but he was giving expression of a 
basic principle: children need the leadership and guid- 
ance that only parents can give. 

God has ordained leadership for the local church. It 
is true that we are “all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28), 
but it is also true that the Head of the church has given 
gifts to people, and then given these people to the 
churches to exercise His will (Eph. 4:7—16). Just as the 
flock needs a shepherd (1 Peter 5:1-5), so the family 
needs a leader. 

What responsibilities do the brethren have toward 
their spiritual leaders? 

Accept them. They are God’s gifts to the church. 
They have spiritual authority from the Lord and we 
should accept them in the Lord. They are not dictators, 
but leaders and examples. As they follow the Lord, we 
must follow them. 

Appreciate them. That is the meaning of the 
exhortation “know them who labor among you” (1 
Thess. 5:12). There is nothing wrong with honoring 
faithful servants of God, so long as God gets the glory. 
Spiritual leadership is a great responsibility and a diffi- 
cult task. It is not easy to serve as a pastor, elder, 
deacon, or other spiritual leader. The battles and bur- 
dens are many, and sometimes the encouragements are 
few. It is dangerous when a church family takes their 
leaders for granted and fails to pray for them, work 
with them, and encourage them. 

Love them. As brothers, the leaders are “among 
us,” and as leaders, they are “over us in the Lord.” This 
could be a very strained relationship apart from true 
Christian love. For a pastor to be “among” and “over” 
at the same time demands grace and the power of the 
Spirit. If he gets out of balance, his ministry will be 
weakened and possibly destroyed. Some church mem- 
bers want their pastor to be a buddy, but this weakens 
his authority. On the other hand, if he emphasizes only 
his authority, he could become a selfish dictator. 

Obey them. “Obey them that have the rule over 
you, and submit yourselves” (Heb. 13:17). When 
God’s servant, led by God’s Spirit, calls us to obey 
God’s Word, then we must obey. This does not mean 
that every spiritual leader is always right in everything. 
Abraham, Moses, David, and even Peter made mistakes 
in their words and deeds. A wise pastor knows he is 
made of clay and admits when he is wrong or when he 
needs expert counsel. In my own ministry, I have ben- 
efited tremendously from the counsel and help of 
experienced laymen whose knowledge in many areas 
was far greater than mine. 

But, in spite of their limitations, God’s spiritual 
leaders should be respected and obeyed—unless it is 


obvious that they are out of God’s will. As the spiritual 
leaders of the church meet together, plan, pray, and 
seek and follow God’s will, we can be sure that God 
will rule and overrule in the decisions they make. 

The result of the church family following the spiri- 
tual leaders will be peace and harmony in the church: 
“And be at peace among yourselves” (1 Thess. 5:13). 
Whenever you find division and dissension in a local 
church, it is usually because of selfishness and sin on 
the part of the leaders, or the members, or both. James 
4:1-3 makes it clear that selfishness on the inside leads 
to strife on the outside. It is only as we submit to one 
another in the Lord that we can enjoy His blessing, and 
peace in the family. 

But the leaders alone cannot do all of the work of 
the ministry, so Paul added a second essential. 


Family Partnership (5:14-16) 

In recent years, churches have rediscovered what we are 
calling “body life.” This is a scriptural concept, though 
it does not define all that is involved in the ministry of 
the local church, since there are other pictures of the 
church besides that of the body. Body life refers to the 
ministry of each Christian to the others, just as the var- 
ious members of the human body minister to one 
another to maintain health and life. 

Family members must learn to minister to each 
other. The older members teach the younger members 
(see Titus 2:3-5) and encourage them when they are in 
difficulty. While ministering at a summer Bible confer- 
ence, my wife and I met a lovely Christian couple who 
had nine children. It was a delight to see how the older 
children helped the younger ones, and how the parents 
were relieved of minor tasks and able to enjoy their 
leisure time. 

According to Ephesians 4:12, the spiritual leaders 
in the church are supposed to equip the members to do 
the work of the ministry. In most churches, the mem- 
bers pay the leaders to do the work of the ministry, and 
the leaders cannot do it all. Consequently, the work 
begins to weaken and die, and everybody blames the 
preacher. 

Paul named some special family members who need 
personal help. 

The unruly (v. 14a). This word means “careless, 
out of line.” It was applied to a soldier who would not 
keep rank but insisted on marching his own way. While 
the loving atmosphere of the family encourages indi- 
vidual development, there are some things we all must 
do in the same way. If we do not have rules and stan- 
dards in the family, we have chaos. Paul dealt with this 
problem again when he wrote his second epistle to the 
Thessalonians (2 Thess. 3:6, 11), so apparently this 
first admonition did not impress them. 

Rules and traditions in a family must never be so 
overemphasized that creativity is stifled. As a parent, it 
is a joy to see each child blossom out with his or her 
own personality, talents, and ambitions. But it is a sor- 
row to see a child rebel against the rules, abandon the 
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traditions and standards, and think that this kind of 
lifestyle shows freedom and maturity. This kind of atti- 
tude in the church family causes arguments and splits. 

The feebleminded (v. 14b). This term has nothing 
to do with mentality. The literal translation of the 
Greek word is “little-souled, fainthearted.” These are 
the quitters in the church family. They always look on 
the dark side of things and give up when the going is 
tough. In families where there are three or more chil- 
dren, usually one of them is a quitter. Every church 
family has its share of quitters too. 

These people need to be encouraged, which is the 
meaning of the word translated “comfort” in the King 
James Version. It is also found in 1 Thessalonians 2:11. 
The Greek word is made up of two words: para, near; 
and muthos, speech. Instead of scolding the faint- 
hearted from a distance, we must get close to them and 
speak tenderly. We must teach the “little-souled” that 
the trials of life will help to enlarge them and make 
them stronger in the faith. 

The weak (v. 14c). “Hold fast to the weak!” is the 
literal translation. “Don’t let them fall!” But who are 
these weak believers? Certainly, Paul did not mean peo- 
ple who were weak physically, since he was dealing with 
the spiritual ministry in the church. No, he was refer- 
ring to those who were “weak in the faith” and had not 
grown strong in the Lord (Rom. 14:1—15:3). 

Usually, the weak Christians were afraid of their lib- 
erty in Christ They lived by rules and regulations. In 
the Roman assemblies, the weak Christians would not 
eat meat, and they held to the Jewish system of holy 
days. They were severe in their judgment of the mature 
saints who enjoyed all foods and all days. 

We have the strong and the weak in our church 
families today, just as in our natural families we have 
children who mature faster than others. How should 
we handle them? With patient, reassuring love. It is 
unfair and unwise to compare one child with another, 
for each one matures in his own time and his own way. 
We must “take hold” of these weaker believers and help 
them stand and walk in the Lord. 

This kind of personal ministry is not easy, and so 
Paul added some wise counsel to encourage us. 

Be patient (v. 14d). It takes patience to raise a fam- 
ily. That weaker member who demands much help 
may one day be a choice leader, so never give up. A pas- 
tor friend and I were chatting after I had spoken at a 
service in his church, when a red-headed boy about ten 
years old came running past us, heading up the center 
aisle. “Have you ever noticed,” remarked my friend, 
“that the biggest scamps in the Sunday school usually 
turn out to be pastors or missionaries?” Patience! 

Watch your motives (v. 15). Often as we minister 
to others, they reject us and even oppose us. Often they 
show no appreciation. But we should always serve in 
love, and be ready to forgive. “Never pay back evil for 
evil to anyone. Respect what is right in the sight of all 
men. If possible, so far as it depends on you, be at peace 
with all men. Never take your own revenge, beloved, 
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but leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written, 
“Vengeance is Mine, I will repay,’ says the Lord. ‘But if 
your enemy is hungry, feed him, and if he is thirsty, 
give him a drink; for in so doing you will heap burning 
coals upon his head.’ Do not be overcome by evil, but 
overcome evil with good” (Rom. 12:17-21 Nass). 

If your motive is a desire for appreciation and 
praise, you may be disappointed. If your motive is 
“ourselves your servants for Jesus’ sake” (2 Cor. 4:5), 
you will never be disappointed. 

Be joyful (v. 16). Joy takes the burden out of serv- 
ice. “The joy of the Lord is your strength” (Neh. 8:10). 
God loves a cheerful servant as well as a cheerful giver. 
Every church family has its Doubting Thomas or its 
Gloomy Gus. To see them and listen to them is like 
witnessing an autopsy or diving into a cold lake on a 
winter's day. God wants His family to be happy, and 
that means that each member must contribute to the 
joy. 

The four spiritual characteristics Paul mentioned 
are part of the fruit of the Spirit named in Galatians 
5:22—love (1 Thess. 5:13), joy (1 Thess. 5:16), peace 
(1 Thess. 5:13), and longsuffering (1 Thess. 5:14). We 
cannot manufacture these spiritual qualities; they only 
come as we yield to the Spirit and permit Him to con- 
trol us. 

Family partnership is vital to the health and growth 
of the church. Are you bearing your share of the bur- 
dens, or are you merely a spectator who watches the 


others do the job? 


Family Worship (5:17-28) 

Worship is the most important activity of a local church 
family. Ministry must flow out of worship, otherwise it 
becomes busy activity without power and without heart. 
There may be “results,” but they will not glorify God or 
really last. Many church services lack an emphasis on 
true worship and are more like religious entertainments, 
catering to the appetites of the congregation. 

Paul named the various elements that make up the 
worship ministry of the church. 

Prayer (v. 17). Prayer was important in the early 
church (1 Cor. 11:1-6; Acts 1:13-14; 4:23ff). It was a 
high and holy experience when the church united in 
prayer. Today we “call someone to lead in prayer,” and 
we have no idea whether that believer is even in fellow- 
ship with God. In some churches, there are two or 
three people who monopolize the prayer meeting. If we 
are led by the Spirit (Jude 20), we will experience unity 
and freedom in our praying, and God will answer. 

“Pray without ceasing” does not mean we must 
always be mumbling prayers. The word means “con- 
stantly recurring,” not continuously occurring. We are 
to “keep the receiver off the hook” and be in touch 
with God so that our praying is part of a long conver- 
sation that is not broken. God knows the desires of the 
heart (Ps. 37:4), and He responds to those desires even 
when our voice is silent. See Psalms 10:17; 21:2. 

Praise (v. 18). Thanksgiving is also a vital element 
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of worship. We use “psalms and hymns and spiritual 
songs” (Eph. 5:19) to express our love and gratitude to 
the Lord. As we grow in our application of the Word of 
God, we must also grow in our expression of praise, for 
the two go together (Col. 3:16). If a local church is 
“growing in grace” the members will want to learn new 
hymns in order to give praise to God. If the heart and 
head do not keep pace with each other, Christian wor- 
ship becomes either juvenile or hypocritical. 

The Word of God (vv. 19-21). Apart from God’s 
Word, we have no certain revelation from the Lord. 
Worship that ignores the Bible is not spiritual. There 
may be emotion—and even commotion—but unless 
there is spiritual truth, the Holy Spirit is not at work. 
The three admonitions in these verses go together and 
help us understand how the Holy Spirit works in 
Christian worship. 

The early church did not have a completed Bible as 
we do. The Holy Spirit gave the gift of prophecy to cer- 
tain members of the church and would speak the 
message through them. When I preach in a church 
service, I preach the truth immediately by means of the 
Bible. These early prophets preached the truth imme- 
diately as they were moved by the Holy Spirit. Their 
spiritual knowledge was given to them by the Spirit, 
and often they spoke in a tongue. This is why the three 
gifts of prophecy, tongues, and knowledge are grouped 
together in 1 Corinthians 13. 

Of course, there are dangers in this kind of min- 
istry, because Satan (or the flesh) could seek to 
counterfeit a message from God, and thus lead the 
church astray. If the church restrained the speakers, 
they might be guilty of quenching the Spirit. If they 
believed all that was spoken, they might be obeying 
false spirits. The answer was to “prove all things.” There 
must be a discerning of the spirits (1 Cor. 12:10; 1 
John 4:1-4). Paul gave specific rules for this in 1 
Corinthians 14:29-33. 

Today, we have a completed revelation in the Word 
of God and there is no need for prophets. The apostles 
and prophets helped lay the foundation of the church 
(Eph. 2:20) and have now passed from the scene. The 
only “prophetic ministry” we have is in the preaching 
and teaching of the Word of God. 

In using the word quench, Paul pictured the Spirit 
of God as fire (see Isa. 4:4; Acts 2:3; Rev. 4:5). Fire 
speaks of purity, power, light, warmth, and (if neces- 
sary) destruction. When the Holy Spirit is at work in 
our lives and churches, we have a warmth of love in our 
hearts, light for our minds, and energy for our wills. He 
“melts us together” so that there is harmony and coop- 
eration, and He purifies us so that we put away sin. 

The fire of the Spirit must not go out on the altar 
of our hearts; we must maintain that devotion to 
Christ that motivates and energizes our lives. 

“Stir up the gift of God which is in thee,” Paul 
wrote to Timothy (2 Tim. 1:6), and the verb means 
“stir the fire again into life.” Apparently Timothy had 
been neglecting this gift (1 Tim. 4:14) and had to be 


reminded. The believer, and the local assembly, must 
avoid extremes: the legalist and formalist would put the 
fire out, while the fanatic would permit the fire to burn 
everything up. 

It is important that we permit the Spirit of God to 
teach us the Word of God when we meet to worship. 
“Sharing” is good if you have something relevant to 
share from the Word, but I have listened to some “shar- 
ing meetings” that were not only unspiritual, but 
antispiritual. “Apt to teach” requires that we be “apt to 
learn.” Beware of a false spirit that can lead you and 
your church astray. Follow the Word of God and prove 
all things. 

Godly living (vv. 22-24). The purpose of worship 
is that we might become more like Christ in character 
and conduct. The greatest definition of worship I ever 
read was given by William Temple, a late Archbishop of 
Canterbury: “For to worship is to quicken the con- 
science by the holiness of God, to feed the mind with 
the truth of God, to purge the imagination by the 
beauty of God, to open up the heart to the love of God, 
to devote the will to the purpose of God.” 

Paul emphasized balance in Christian living: the 
negative—‘“Abstain from all appearance of evil” (1 
Thess. 5:22) and the positive—“And the very God of 
peace sanctify you” (1 Thess. 5:23). Some churches 
only preach the negative, and this leads to lives and 
ministries that are out of balance. Sanctify simply 


1 Thessalonians 5 


means “set apart for God’s exclusive use.” There is posi- 
tional sanctification (Heb. 10:10); we have once and 
for all been set apart for God. There is also practical 
sanctification (2 Cor. 7:1), a daily dealing with our sins 
and a growth in holiness. All of this will culminate in 
perfect sanctification (1 John 3:2), when we see Christ 
and become eternally like Him. Expecting to see Jesus 
Christ is a great motivation for holy living. 

Christian fellowship (vv. 25-28). After the corpo- 
rate worship is ended, the saints minister to one 
another. They greet one another and seek to encourage. 
I have been in churches where the congregation 
escaped like rats leaving a sinking ship. Fellowship is a 
part of worship. 

The “holy kiss” was not a sensual thing. Usually the 
men kissed the men, and the women kissed the women 
(see Rom. 16:16; 1 Cor. 16:20; 1 Peter 5:14). Often 
when ministering on mission fields, I have had the 
saints greet me in this way, and I have never been 
offended or suspicious. J. B. Phillips in his paraphrase 
solved the problem by saying, “Give a handshake all 
around among the brotherhood.” 

Paul ended with another reminder that the Word of 
God is the important thing in the local church. The 
Word must govern our conduct and guide our lives. 
We are to read the Word personally, but we also need 
to hear the Word in the fellowship of the local church, 


for the one experience helps balance the other. 
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CHAPTER ONE 


2 Thessalonians 1:1-12 


NO REST FOR THE WICKED 


he Christians in Thessalonica were grateful to God 
[e Paul’s first letter, but it did not immediately 

solve all their problems. In fact, the persecution 
grew worse, and some believers thought they were liv- 
ing in the time of the tribulation. Then a letter arrived 
claiming to be from Paul, stating that the day of the 
Lord was actually present. Needless to say, the assembly 
was confused and frightened by this prospect. 

Some of the believers concluded that since the 
Lord’s coming was so near, they ought to quit their jobs 
and spend their time waiting for Him. This meant that 
the other members were under an extra burden to care 
for them. Satan was working overtime; as the lion, he 
was seeking to devour (1 Peter 5:7-8), and as the ser- 
pent, he was seeking to deceive (2 Cor. 11:3). 

It was in response to these needs that Paul wrote his 
second letter. He began with their most pressing need, 
the persecution they were experiencing because of their 
faith. In this first chapter, Paul shared three encourage- 
ments with his suffering friends. 


The Encouragement of Praise (1:1-4) 

After greeting his friends, Paul launched into a state- 
ment of praise to God for what He had been 
accomplishing in their lives. Paul was practicing his 
own admonition, “In everything give thanks” (1 Thess. 
5:18). You cannot help but notice Paul’s repeated 
thanksgivings in these two letters (1 Thess. 1:2; 2:13, 
3:9; 2 Thess. 1:3; 2:13). Not only does prayer change 
people and situations, but so does praise. 

Once I was teaching a series of lessons in a church 
about Satan’s devices to defeat Christians. One of these 
devices is suffering, as in the case of Job. If Satan can 
put us into difficult circumstances, he may be able to 
weaken our faith. 

“One of the best weapons for fighting Satan is 
praise,” I told my morning class. “In spite of his pain, 
Job was able to say, ‘Blessed be the name of the Lord!’ 
So, the next time things go wrong and you are tempted 
to get impatient, turn to God and give thanks.” 

That evening, just before the class started, a lady 
rushed up to me and said, “It works! It works!” And 
then she told me about her afternoon and all that had 
happened. Her story was so unbelievable that I would 
have doubted it, had I not known her character. “But 
in it all I gave thanks,” she told me, “and God gave me 
the grace and strength I needed. It works. Praise 
works!” 

No doubt the Thessalonican believers did not con- 
sider themselves to be very spiritual as they suffered, 
but Paul detected what God was doing among them. 
You and I are the worst ones to evaluate our own lives. 
Many times others can see the spiritual improvement 
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when you and I miss it completely. For what blessings 
did Paul give thanks and thereby encourage his friends? 

Their faith was growing (v. 3a). A faith that can- 
not be tested cannot be trusted. New believers must 
expect their faith to be tried, because this is the way 
God proves whether or not their decision is genuine. 
Faith, like a muscle, must be exercised to grow stronger. 
Tribulation and persecution are God’s ways to 
strengthen our faith. 

One of my favorite books is Hudson Taylors 
Spiritual Secret by Dr. and Mrs. Howard Taylor. In it 
you read how Hudson Taylor’s faith in God grew from 
that first day he determined to live by faith in God 
alone. He learned to trust God for his salary, especially 
when his busy employer forgot to pay him. He learned 
to trust God for daily needs, and, as his faith was 
tested, he grew in faith and was able to trust God for 
His supply for an entire missionary organization. 
Sometimes it seemed that God had forgotten, but 
Taylor continued to pray and trust, and God answered. 

An easy life can lead to a shallow faith. The great 
men and women of faith in Hebrews 11 all suffered in 
one way or another, or faced tremendous obstacles, so 
that their faith could grow. Paul had prayed for the 
believers in Thessalonica, that their faith might be per- 
fected (1 Thess. 3:10), and now he thanked God for 
answered prayer. 

Their love was abounding (v. 3b). Again, this was 
an answer to Paul’s previous prayer (1 Thess. 3:12). 
Suffering can make us selfish, but when suffering is 
mixed with grace and faith, it produces love. It is “faith 
which worketh by love” (Gal. 5:6). When Christians 
suffer, their faith reaches upward to God, and their love 
reaches outward to their fellow believers. 

Thoreau once described a city as a place where 
many people are “lonely together.” Residents of a high- 
rise apartment can be suffering greatly and the people 
in the next apartment know nothing about it. Our 
modern world can promote spiritual and emotional 
isolation and insulation, even to the point of our 
watching others suffer without really caring. 

But for the Christian, suffering can help to produce 
abounding love. “Behold, how they love one another!” 
was the confession of the pagan world as it beheld the 
miracle of Christian fellowship. The early believers 
were only obeying the commandment of their Lord, 
“Love one another.” Their own suffering did not pre- 
vent them from sharing love with others who were 
suffering. 

Their patience was increasing (v. 4). Perhaps 
“perseverance” would be the best translation of this 
Greek word. “Tribulation works out endurance” (Rom. 
5:3, literal translation). You do not become patient and 
persevering by reading a book (even this one) or listen- 
ing to a lecture. You have to suffer. 

What were these believers enduring? Paul used sev- 
eral words to describe their situation: persecutions, 
which means “attacks from without,” or “trials”; tribu- 
lations, which literally means “pressures,” or afflictions 


that result from the trials; and trouble (2 Thess. 1:7), 
which means “to be pressed into a narrow place.” No 
matter how we look at it, the Thessalonican Christians 
were not having an easy time. 

But God never wastes suffering. Trials work for us, 
not against us (2 Cor. 4:15-18; James 1:1-5). If we 
trust God and yield to Him, then trials will produce 
patience and maturity in our lives. If we rebel and fight 
our circumstances, then we will remain immature and 
impatient. God permits trials that He might build 
character into our lives. He can grow a mushroom 
overnight, but it takes many years—and many 
storms—to build a mighty oak. 

Their testimony was helping others (v. 4a). 
“Therefore, among God’s churches we boast about 
your perseverance and faith” (2 Thess. 1:4 nrv). Not 
only can suffering help us to grow, but we can then 
help others to grow. God encourages us that we may 
encourage others (2 Cor. 1:4-5). We are not to be cis- 
terns that receive and keep, but channels that receive 
and share. 

The word translated “faith” in 2 Thessalonians 
1:3-4, can be translated “faithfulness.” Actually, the 
two go together; we reveal our faith in God by our 
faithfulness of life. The Thessalonicans were faithful to 
the Lord and to one another in spite of the troubles 
they endured. When a person in difficulty forsakes the 
Lord and the church, he shows that either he has never 
been born again or that his spiritual life is very weak. A 
true Christian who is growing will be faithful, come 
what may. 

During World War II, when enemy armies invaded 
North Africa, the missionaries had to flee, and there 
was great concern over the churches left behind. But 
when the war ended and the missionaries returned, 
they discovered strong, thriving churches. The suffer- 
ings of war purified the church and helped strengthen 
the faith of the true believers. What an encouragement 
this was to the churches of the free world. 

Paul had every reason to praise God and give thanks 
for what God was doing in the lives of these young 
Christians. But did you notice that one element was 
missing—hope? “Faith, hope, and love” had character- 
ized these believers from the beginning (1 Thess. 1:3), 
but Paul gave thanks only for their faith and love. 
Why? Apparently they were confused about their hope. 
This leads us to the second encouragement. 


The Encouragement of Promise (2 Thess. 1:5-10) 
No matter how difficult their present circumstances 
may have been, the Thessalonican believers had a 
secure and glorious future. In fact, their sufferings were 
evidence, “a manifest token,” that God was righteous, 
working out His great plan for them. We are prone to 
think that suffering proves that God does not care, 
when just the opposite is true. Furthermore, the way 
we act in times of trial proves to others that God is at 
work. (See Phil. 1:28-30 for another example of this 
principle.) 
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Three experiences are involved in the promises of 
God for His people. 

Reward (v. 5). “You will be counted worthy of the 
kingdom of God, for which you are suffering” (nrv). 
This was one of God’s purposes in permitting their suf- 
fering. It does not suggest that their suffering earned 
them the right to go to heaven, because we know that 
they were saved through faith in Christ (1 Thess. 1). 
The little word “also” indicated that this worthiness 
related both to their present experience and their future 
entrance into God’s glorious kingdom. You find the 
same idea in 1 Peter 1:3-9. 

One day Jesus Christ will turn the tables and the 
wicked will suffer, while the believers are rewarded. 
Our Lord never promised us that life here would be 
easy; in fact, He taught that we would have to face dif- 
ficulties and fight battles. But He also promised a 
future reward for all who were faithful to Him (Matt. 
5:10-12). 

Recompense (vv. 6, 7b—9). God will recompense 
affliction to the lost, but rest to the saved. To recom- 
pense means “to repay.” Certainly, the wicked who 
persecute the godly do not always receive their just pay- 
ment in this life. In fact, the apparent prosperity of the 
wicked and difficulty of the godly have posed a prob- 
lem for many of God’s people (see Ps. 73; Jer. 12:1; 
Hab. 1). Why live a godly life if your only experience 
is that of suffering? 

As Christians, we must live for eternity and not just 
for the present. In fact, living “with eternity’s values in 
view” is what makes our Christian life meaningful 
today. We walk by faith and not by sight. 

This brings to mind the story of the two farmers, 
one a believer and the other an atheist. When harvest 
season came, the atheist taunted his believing neighbor 
because apparently God had not blessed him too 
much. The atheist’s family had not been sick, his fields 
were rich with harvest, and he was sure to make a lot of 
money. 

“I thought you said it paid to believe in God and be 
a Christian,” said the atheist. 

“It does pay,” replied the Christian. “But God 
doesn’t always pay His people in September.” 

What kind of a future does the unbeliever face? 
Look at the dramatic words Paul used to describe it: 
tribulation, vengeance, flaming fire, punishment, and 
everlasting destruction. The Christ-rejecting world 
will receive from God exactly what it gave to God’s 
people! When God recompenses, He pays in kind, for 
there is a law of compensation that operates in human 
history. 

Pharaoh tried to drown all the male babies born to 
the Jews, and his own army was drowned in the Red 
Sea. Haman plotted to wipe out the Jews, and he and 
his own sons were wiped out. The advisers of King 
Darius forced him to arrest Daniel and throw him into 
a lions’ den, but later they themselves were thrown to 
the lions. The unbelieving Jewish leaders who sacrificed 
Christ in order to save the nation (see John 11:49-53) 
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in a few years saw their city destroyed and their nation 
scattered. 

It is a righteous thing for God to judge sin and con- 
demn sinners. A holy God cannot leave sin unjudged. 
People who say, “I cannot believe that a loving God 
would judge sinners and send people to hell” under- 
stand neither the holiness of God nor the awfulness of 
sin. While it is true that “God is love” (1 John 4:8), it 
is also true that “God is light” (1 John 1:5), and in His 
holiness He must deal with sin. 

A Christian doctor had tried to witness to a very 
moral woman who belonged to a church that denied 
the need for salvation and the reality of future judg- 
ment. “God loves me too much to condemn me,” the 
patient would reply. “I cannot believe that God would 
make such a place as a lake of fire.” 

The woman became ill and the diagnosis was can- 
cer. An operation was necessary. “I wonder if I really 
should operate,” the doctor said to her in her hospital 
room. “I really love you too much to cut into you and 
give you pain.” 

“Doctor,” said the patient, “if you really loved me, 
you would do everything possible to save me. How can 
you permit this awful thing to remain in my body?” 

It was easy then for him to explain that what cancer 
is to the body, sin is to the world; and both must be 
dealt with radically and completely. Just as a physician 
cannot love health without hating disease and dealing 
with it, so God cannot love righteousness without hat- 
ing sin and judging it. 

The word vengeance must not be confused with 
revenge. The purpose of vengeance is to satisfy God’s 
holy law; the purpose of revenge is to pacify a personal 
grudge. God does not hold a grudge against lost sin- 
ners. Quite the contrary, He sent His Son to die for 
them, and He pleads with them to return to Him. But 
if sinners prefer to “know not God, and ... obey not 
the gospel” (2 Thess. 1:8), there is nothing left for God 
to do but judge them. 

This judgment will take place when Jesus Christ 
returns to the earth with His church and His angels (2 
Thess. 1:7). This is not the same event described by 
Paul in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18. We may contrast 
these two events: 


1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 2 Thessalonians I 


Christ returns in the air Christ returns to the 


earth 
He comes secretly for He comes openly with 
the church the church 
Believers escape the Unbelievers experience 
tribulation the tribulation, judg- 
ment 
Occurs at an undisclosed Occurs at the end of the 
time tribulation period, the 
day of the Lord 


Rest (vv. 7a, 10). God will recompense tribulation 
to the lost, but rest to the saved. I believe that the first 
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phrase in 2 Thessalonians 1:7 should be treated as a 
parenthesis: “to recompense tribulation to them that 
trouble you (and to you who are troubled, rest with us) 
when the Lord Jesus shall be revealed.” The saints 
receive their rest when the Lord returns in the air and 
catches us up to be with Him. 

The word rest means “relief, release, not under pres- 
sure.” It is the opposite of “tribulation.” The word 
describes the releasing of a bowstring. In this life, God’s 
people are pressured, “pressed out of measure” (2 Cor. 
1:8), and under the burdens of trial and persecution. 
But when we see Christ, we will be released. We need 
not fear fiery wrath and judgment (1 Thess. 1:10; 5:9), 
for God has already judged our sins at Calvary. 

What kind of future is there for the lost? They face 
punishment and eternal judgment (2 Thess. 1:9), while 
the saved shall enjoy the rest and glories of heaven. The 
lost shall be separated from God, while the saved “shall 
see his face” (Rev. 22:4). Some cultists have tried to 
dilute the meaning of “everlasting destruction,” saying 
it means either temporary suffering or total annihila- 
tion; but both ideas are false. The phrase means 
“eternal judgment,” no matter how men try to twist it 
or avoid it (see Matt. 25:41). 

Paul encouraged his friends with praise and prom- 
ise; and he had a third encouragement. 


The Encouragement of Prayer (1:11-12) 

Paul prayed for his converts (1 Thess. 1:2; 3:10). His 
“wherefore” in 2 Thessalonians 1:11 means “And 
because of all I have just said”—the return of Christ to 
be glorified in the saints, and to judge the lost. The 
future prospect of glory motivated the apostle to pray 
for the saints. We must never neglect a present respon- 
sibility because of a future hope. On the contrary, the 
future hope must encourage us to be faithful today. 

There were three concerns in Paul’s prayer. 

Their worthiness (v. 11a). In 2 Thessalonians 1:5, 
Paul had stated that he wanted them to be worthy of 
the kingdom when they entered glory in the future. 
But here he emphasized their present situation. God’s 
calling was in grace and love, and Paul desired that they 
might live up to that calling (see 2 Thess. 2:13-14). 

Trials do not make a person; they reveal what a per- 
son is made of. When our faith is tried, we are revealing 
our worth (1 Peter 1:6-9). God certainly knows our 
hearts even before we are tried, but we do not know our 
own hearts. And others do not know what we are 
worth. We need to pray that God will build our worth 
and make us more valuable Christians because of the 
trials we have endured. 

Their walk (v. 11b). “That by his power he may 
fulfill every good purpose of yours and every act pro- 
moted by your faith” (rv). Character must lead to 
conduct. Paul prayed that they might have a resolute 
will, empowered by God, to do what He wanted them 
to do. Obedience and service do not spring from 
human talent and efforts, but from God’s power as we 
trust Him. 


Paul had linked faith with /ove (2 Thess. 1:3) and 
endurance (2 Thess. 1:4), and here he linked it with 
power. If we believe God, we will receive His power in 
our lives. We cannot be victorious in tribulations if we 
only trust ourselves, but we can be victorious through 
trusting Him. 

When I travel, I carry an electric razor that can store 
up the energy and run for perhaps two hours without 
any outside source of power. It is especially useful when 
I visit the mission fields. 

While preaching for a week at a summer confer- 
ence, I noticed that my razor was losing power. In fact, 
one morning it operated so slowly that I was convinced 
it was broken. Then by evening, it had picked up speed 
again. A few minutes’ investigation revealed the prob- 
lem: I had plugged the razor into a socket that was 
controlled by a wall switch. When my wife had the 
desk lamp on, my razor was storing up power; when 
the light was off, the razor received no power. 

That incident taught me a spiritual lesson: it is easy 
(by force of habit) to trust a source of power without 
checking to see if the switch is on. Paul was praying 
that his friends might “have the switch on” and, by 
their faith, receive the power needed to endure suffer- 
ing and glorify God. 

Their witness (v. 12). Jesus Christ will be glorified 
in His saints when they return with Him (2 Thess. 
1:10), but He should also be glorified in our lives 
today. Unbelievers blaspheme His name (1 Peter 
4:12ff.), but believers bless His name and seek to glo- 
rify it. The amazing thing is that the believer who 
glorifies Christ is likewise glorified in Christ, “glorified 
in you, and you in him” (Nıv). 

How can this be done? “According to the grace of 
our God and Lord Jesus Christ” (2 Thess. 1:12). Grace 
and glory go together, as do suffering and glory (see Ps. 
45:2-3; 84:11; Rom. 5:2; 2 Cor. 8:19; 1 Peter 5:10). 
As we receive His grace, we reveal His glory. 

“There is no peace,’ saith the Lord, ‘unto the 
wicked’” (Isa. 48:22). No rest for the wicked! But there 
is rest for those who trust Christ and seek to live for 
His glory. For the Christian, the best is yet to come. We 
know that “the sufferings of this present time are not 
worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be 
revealed in us” (Rom. 8:18). 


CHAPTER TWO 


2 Thessalonians 2:1-12 


GOD’S TIMETABLE 


he purpose of Bible prophecy is not for us to make 
T a calendar, but to build character. Paul emphasized 

this fact in both of his Thessalonian letters, and 
our Lord warned us not to set dates for His coming 
(Matt. 24:36, 42). Date-setters are usually upsetters, 
and that is exactly what happened in the Thessalonican 
assembly. 


2 Thessalonians 1—2 


Someone had deceived the believers into thinking 
they were already living in the day of the Lord. The 
teaching probably first came through a “prophetic 
utterance” in one of their meetings, and then it was 
further enhanced by a letter claiming to come from 
Paul himself. The believers were instantly shaken by 
this teaching and continued to be deeply troubled. 
Had God changed His program? Had not Paul prom- 
ised them deliverance from the tribulation (see 1 Thess. 
1:10; 5:9)? 

To calm their hearts and stabilize their faith, Paul 
explained that they were not in the day of the Lord. 
The reason was simple: that day could not arrive till 
certain other events had taken place. Paul then stated 
for them the prophetic events that make up God’s 
timetable. 


The Rapture of the Church (2:1, 6-7) 

Paul appealed to them to “calm down” on the basis of 
the truth he had taught them in his first letter: the 
Lord would return and catch up His own to meet Him 
to the air (1 Thess. 4:13-18). This is “the coming of 
our Lord Jesus Christ and ... our gathering together 
unto him” (2 Thess. 2:1). Not two separated events, 
but one great event that will occur suddenly and with- 
out warning. 

Once the church is out of the world, Satan and his 
forces will unfold their program. The day of the Lord 
is the period that follows the rapture of the church. It 
will be a time of tribulation for the people on earth: 
Satan and his hosts will be working on earth, and God 
will send righteous judgments from heaven. Revelation 
6—19 describes this period for us. 

Why is Satan unable to reveal his “man of sin” 
sooner? Because God is restraining the forces of evil in 
the world today. Satan cannot do whatever he wants to 
do, whenever he pleases. Our sovereign Lord is able to 
make even the wrath of man to praise Him, and “the 
remainder of wrath shalt thou restrain” (Ps. 76:10). In 
2 Thessalonians 2:6-7, Paul mentioned a restraining 
force that even today is helping keep everything on 
schedule. 

Who or what is this restrainer? Paul told the 
Thessalonicans when he was teaching them personally, 
but he did not put this information in either of his let- 
ters. This restrainer is now at work in the world and 
will continue to work till it (or he) is “taken out of the 
midst” (literal translation of 2 Thess. 2:7b). 

Notice that in 2 Thessalonians 2:6 Paul referred to 
this restrainer in the neuter gender (“what restraineth’), 
while in 2 Thessalonians 2:7, he used the masculine 
gender (“he who now hindereth”). The restrainer is a 
person who is today “in the midst,” but will one day be 
“taken out of the midst.” 

Many Bible students identify this restrainer as the 
Holy Spirit of God. Certainly, He is “in the midst” of 
God’s program today, working through the church to 
accomplish God’s purposes. When the church is rap- 
tured, the Holy Spirit will not be taken out of the world 
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(otherwise nobody could be saved during the tribula- 
tion), but He will be taken out of the midst to allow 
Satan and his forces to go to work. The Holy Spirit will 
certainly be present on the earth during the day of the 
Lord, but He will not be restraining the forces of evil as 
He is today. 

In spite of its weakness and seeming failure, never 
underestimate the importance of the church in the 
world. People who criticize the church do not realize 
that the presence of the people of God in this world 
gives unsaved people opportunity to be saved. The 
presence of the church is delaying the coming of judg- 
ment. Lot was not a dedicated man, but his presence in 
Sodom held back the wrath of God (Gen. 19:12-29). 

There are two programs at work in the world today: 
God’s program of salvation, and Satan’s program of sin, 
“the mystery of iniquity.” God has a timetable for His 
program, and nothing Satan does can change that 
timetable. Just as there was a “fullness of the time” for 
the coming of Christ (Gal. 4:4), so there is a “fullness 
of the time” for the appearance of Antichrist; and noth- 
ing will be off schedule. Once the restraining ministry 
of the Spirit of God has ended, the next event can take 
place. 


The Revelation of Antichrist (2:3-5, 8a) 

Paul did not use the term Antichrist in his letter. This 
term is used in the New Testament only by John (1 
John 2:18, 22; 4:3; 2 John 7). But this is the name we 
use to identify the last great world dictator whom Paul 
designated as “that man of sin,” “the son of perdition” 
(2 Thess. 2:3), and “that lawless one” (2 Thess. 2:8, lit- 
eral translation). 

Satan has been at war with God ever since he, as 
Lucifer, rebelled against God and tried to capture God’s 
throne (Isa. 14:12-15). He tempted Eve in the garden 
and, through her, caused Adam to fall (Gen. 3). In 
Genesis 3:15, God declared war on Satan and his fam- 
ily (“seed”) and promised the coming of the Redeemer 
who would finally and completely defeat Satan. 

The Greek prefix anti- has two meanings: against, 
and instead of. Satan not only opposes Christ, but he 
wants to be worshipped and obeyed instead of Christ. 
Satan has always wanted to be worshipped and served 
as God (Isa. 14:14; Luke 4:5-8). He will one day pro- 
duce his masterpiece, the Antichrist, who will cause the 
world to worship Satan and believe Satan’s lies. 

Paul had explained all of this to the believers in 
Thessalonica, referring them, no doubt, to the relevant 
Scriptures in the Old Testament. We are fortunate to 
have the entire Bible to study, so we can get the total 
picture of Antichrist and his career. Prophetic students 
may not agree on every detail, but the main facts, when 
they are related, give us the following description of 
Antichrist in the last days. 

The peacemaker (Rev. 6:1-2). Certainly, this man 
will be on the scene before the rapture of the church. 
He will be a peaceful political leader who unites ten 
nations of Europe into a strong power bloc (see Rev. 
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17:12-13). The rider on the white horse imitates 
Christ (Rev. 19:11ff.). He goes forth to conquer peace- 
fully: he has a bow, but no arrows. He will bring a brief 
time of peace to the world (1 Thess. 5:1-3) before the 
storm of the day of the Lord breaks loose. 

The protector (Dan. 9:24-27). We cannot exam- 
ine the exciting details of this prophecy, but it is 
important to note several facts. First, the prophecy 
applies to Israel, Jerusalem, and the temple, and not to 
the church. Second, it announces the time when 
Messiah will come and accomplish certain purposes for 
the Jewish people. The word week refers to a period of 
seven years; seventy weeks are equal to 490 years. Note 
that these 490 years are divided into three parts: seven 
weeks or forty-nine years, during which the city would 
be rebuilt; sixty-two weeks or 434 years, at the end of 
which time Messiah would come and be cut off; one 
week or seven years, during which a “prince” would 
have a covenant with Israel. 

Notice that two princes are involved in this 
prophecy: Christ, Messiah the Prince (Dan. 9:25), and 
Antichrist “the prince that shall come” (Dan. 9:26). 
“The people of the prince that shall come” are the 
Romans; for it was they who destroyed the city and the 
temple in AD 70. The coming Antichrist will belong to 
a nation that was part of the old Roman Empire. 

Finally, note that there is a parenthesis between the 
sixty-ninth and the seventieth week. We are now living 
in that parenthesis. The sixty-ninth week ended with 
the ministry of Christ. The seventieth week will start 
with the arrival of Antichrist. He will make a covenant 
with Israel to protect her and permit her to rebuild her 
temple. This covenant will be for seven years. He will 
temporarily solve the Middle East crisis. Israel will rebuild 
her temple in peaceful times. It is the signing of this 
covenant, not the rapture of the church, that signals the 
start of Daniel’s seventieth week, that seven-year period 
known as the day of the Lord. 

The peace-breaker (Dan. 9:27). After three and 
one-half years, Antichrist will break his covenant with 
the Jews and take over their temple. This was what Paul 
termed “the falling away” (2 Thess. 2:3b). A better 
translation would be “the rebellion, the apostasy.” Not 
simply a rebellion, but the rebellion. Up to this point, 
Antichrist has been a peacemaking leader of ten 
European nations, obligated to protect Israel. But now 
he reveals his true character by taking over the Jewish 
temple and demanding that the world worship him 
(see Rev. 13). 

Since Antichrist will be energized by Satan, it is no 
surprise that he will seek worship, for Satan has always 
wanted the worship of the world. There have been var- 
ious “apostasies” in church history, when groups have 
turned away from God’s truth; but this final rebellion 
will be the greatest of all. The man of sin will oppose 
everything that belongs to any other religion, true or 
false. He will organize a world church that will, by wor- 
shipping him, worship Satan. 

Our Lord predicted this apostasy; He called it “the 


abomination of desolation” (Matt. 24:15), a clear refer- 
ence to Daniel 9:27. The world will wonder at this 
great leader who, with Satan’s power, will perform signs 
and wonders and deceive the nations. 

The persecutor (Rev. 13:15-17). Most prophetic 
students agree that the abomination of desolation will 
occur three and one-half years after the Antichrist 
makes his covenant with the Jews. (Dan. 9:27—“in the 
midst of the week” or three and one-half years.) This 
will usher in a period of intense persecution and tribu- 
lation. Jesus said, “For then shall be great tribulation” 
(Matt. 24:21). Satan will vent his wrath against Israel. 
He will so control the world’s economic system that 
citizens must bear “the mark of the beast” to be able to 
buy and sell (Rev. 13:16-17). 

People often ask, “Will anybody be saved during 
the seven-year period?” The answer is yes! Revelation 
7:1-8 states that 144,000 Jews will be saved (probably 
as was the apostle Paul, by a dramatic vision of Christ) 
and will carry the gospel to the nations. The apostle 
John described a great multitude of Gentiles who will 
come out of the great tribulation (Rev. 7:9-17) as con- 
verted people. Even though the Holy Spirit will be “out 
of the midst” as the restraining power, He will still 
work with redeeming power. 

However, it will cost dearly to trust Christ and live 
for Him during that time. Believers will refuse to bow 
down to the beast’s image and will be slain. They will 
refuse to wear his mark and thus be unable to get jobs 
or make purchases. It will be quite a contrast to our sit- 
uation now, when even famous people admit that they 
are “born again.” 

The prisoner (Rev. 19:11-21). Keep in mind that 
God has a timetable. Satan will not be permitted to 
control the world forever. Jesus Christ will return “in 
power and great glory” and take Antichrist and his 
associates prisoner—and also Satan—and cast them 
into the bottomless pit (Rev. 20:1-3). This will be the 
climax of the great Battle of Armageddon (Rev. 16:16) 
during which the nations of the world unite with Satan 
to fight Jesus Christ. This leads to our next event. 


The Return of Jesus Christ (2:8-12) 

This is His return to the earth in glory and judgment, 
the event described in 2 Thessalonians 1:5-10 and 
Revelation 19:11ff It will occur at the end of the 
seven-year tribulation period when the “mystery of 
iniquity” (Satan’s evil program) will have ended with 
the battle of Armageddon. It is important that we dis- 
tinguish His rapture of the church from His return to 
the earth. The first event is secret, as the church is 
caught up to meet Him in the air. The second event is 
public, when the church returns with Him to defeat 
Satan and his hosts. 

His judgment of Antichrist (vv. 8-9). Nobody on 
earth will be able to overcome the Antichrist and his 
forces, for he is energized by Satan. “Who is like unto 
the beast? Who is able to make war with him?” (Rev. 
13:4). Satan will enable his false messiah to perform 
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“power and signs and lying wonders” (2 Thess. 2:9). 
This, of course, is in imitation of Jesus Christ who per- 
formed “miracles and wonders and signs” (Acts 2:22). 

Satan has always been an imitator. There are false 
Christians in the world who are really children of the 
devil (Matt. 13:38; 2 Cor. 11:26). He has false minis- 
ters (2 Cor. 11:13ff) who preach a false gospel (Gal. 
1:6-9). There is even a “synagogue of Satan” (Rev. 2:9), 
which means a gathering of people who think they are 
worshipping God but who are really worshipping the 
devil (1 Cor. 10:19-21). These false Christians have a 
counterfeit righteousness that is not the saving righ- 
teousness of Christ (Rom. 10:1-3; Phil. 3:4-10). They 
have a false assurance of salvation that will prove use- 
less when they face judgment (Matt. 7:15-29). 

During the apostolic age, miracles were given to 
verify the message (Heb. 2:1—4). God’s chosen apostles 
used miracles as their credential to prove they were sent 
by God (2 Cor. 12:12). However, miracles alone never 
prove that a man is sent from God: his message and his 
character must also be considered. John the Baptist was 
“a man sent from God” (John 1:6), yet “John did no 
miracle” (John 10:41). 

Satan can perform miracles that seem to rival those 
of the Lord. This is how he opposed Moses in the court 
of Pharaoh (Ex. 7:8-12, 20-22, 8:5-7). In the final 
judgment, some people who performed miracles in the 
name of Jesus will be rejected by the Lord because they 
were never saved (Matt. 7:21-23). Judas performed 
miracles, yet he was never born again (John 6:66-71; 
13:11, 18). 

The purpose of God’s miracles was to lead people to 
the truth; the purpose of Antichrist’s miracles will be to 
lead people to believe his lies. Paul called them “lying 
wonders” (2 Thess. 2:9), not because the miracles are 
not real, but because they persuade people to believe 
Satan's lies. The world would not long follow a leader 
who practiced cheap trickery (see Rev. 13:13-14). 

When Jesus Christ returns, He will judge Antichrist 
by “the spirit of his mouth ... and the brightness of his 
coming” (2 Thess. 2:8). The verbs “consume” and 
“destroy” do not mean annihilate, for Revelation 20:10 
indicates that Satan and his associates will be tor- 
mented in the lake of fire forever. You could translate 
this statement: “whom the Lord Jesus will overthrow 
with the breath of His mouth, and bring an end to his 
operations by the outshining of His presence.” 

As the coming of the Lord for His church draws 
near, Satan’s operations in this world will intensify 
(read 1 Tim. 4; 2 Tim. 3). Since Satan is a liar, we must 
resist him through the truth of God’s Word (Eph. 
6:17). It was this sword that our Lord used when He 
defeated Satan in the wilderness (Matt. 4:1-11). Satan 
is a liar and a murderer (John 8:44). God gives life 
through His truth; Satan slays with his lies. We are 
encouraged to know that one day Jesus Christ will 
completely overthrow Satan and his system. 

His judgment of the unsaved (vv. 10-12). We 
have noted that a great number of Jews and Gentiles 
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will be saved during the seven-year tribulation period. 
But the vast majority of the world’s population will be 
lost. Many will die in the terrible judgments that God 
will send on earth (see Rev. 6:7-8; 8:11; 9:18; 11:13). 
Others will perish in judgment when Jesus Christ 
returns and separates the saved from the lost (Matt. 
25:31-46). 

It is important to note that these people did have 
opportunity to believe and be saved. God has no 
delight in judging the lost (Ezek. 33:11). God is “not 
willing that any should perish, but that all should come 
to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9). These people will be 
judged and will suffer forever because they would not 
receive and believe the truth. In fact, their hearts will 
be so evil that they will not even have any Jove for the 
truth. Those who love lies and make lies will be 
excluded from the heavenly city (Rev. 22:15) and sent 
to the lake of fire. 

In this paragraph, Paul taught a sobering truth: a 
person can so resist the truth that he finally becomes 
deluded and has to believe a lie. There can be no neu- 
tral ground: either we believe the truth or we believe a 
lie. To reject the truth means to receive the lie. 

Does this mean that God is to blame for a man’s 
rejection of Christ? No more than God was to blame 
for Pharaoh's spiritual condition when Moses was 
bringing the plagues on Egypt. Pharaoh heard God’s 
Word and saw God’s wonders, yet he refused to bow to 
God’s will. Pharaoh occasionally relented and gave lip 
service to God’s will, but he always resisted in the end 
and refused to obey God. He hardened his heart so that 
he could not believe the truth, and this led to God’s 
final judgment of the land of Egypt. 

Second Thessalonians 2:11 reads literally, “That 
they should believe the lie.” What is “the lie”? Satan is 
the liar and has foisted many deceptions on the human 
race. But there is one “lie” that, from the beginning, 
has led people astray. Satan first spoke it to Eve: “You 
shall be as God!” The lie is the idea that man is his own 
God and therefore can do whatever he pleases and bet- 
ter himself by his own human efforts. The process is 
described in Romans 1:18ff. Note especially Romans 
1:25: “Who exchanged the truth of God for the lie, 
and worshipped and served the creature rather than the 
Creator” (literal translation). 

All of which means that Satan appeals to man’s 
pride. It was pride that turned Lucifer into Satan (Isa. 
14:12-15; Ezek. 28:11-18). It is pride that traps men 
into doing Satan’s will in this world (see 2 Tim. 
2:24-26). 

A friend told me about a church officer on the mis- 
sion field who was causing great problems in the 
church. Whenever the missionary was in the village, 
the officer lived a godly life, but no sooner did the mis- 
sionary leave than the man began to behave as though 
he were controlled by Satan. Finally the missionary and 
several church leaders confronted the man in the name 
of Jesus Christ, and they discovered the truth: Satan 
was using pride to control the officer's life. 
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“When I was ordained an elder,” the man 
explained, “I heard a voice say to me, ‘Now you are 
somebody important. I yielded to that voice, and 
Satan took over in my life.” He confessed his sin, the 
church prayed, and God delivered him. 

“Now you are somebody important!” “Worship and 
serve the creature rather than the Creator.” This is 
Satan’s lie, and I fear it is what rules the world today. 
God originally made man in His own image. Today, 
man is making God in his own image. 

The people Christ will judge not only do not love 
the truth, but they have “pleasure in unrighteousness” 
(2 Thess. 2:12). Read Psalm 50:16-21 for one descrip- 
tion of this kind of person, and also Psalm 52. The 
chief priests actually were glad when Judas promised to 
help them kill Christ (Mark 14:10-11). I mentioned 
before that this process of believing the lie is described 
in Romans 1. The closing verse of that section (Rom. 
1:32) states this truth clearly: “Who knowing the judg- 
ment of God, that they which commit such things are 
worthy of death, not only do the same, but have pleas- 
ure in them that do them.” 

Does this mean that those who have heard the 
gospel before the rapture of the church cannot be saved 
after the rapture? Not necessarily. If that were true, 
then our witness to the lost is condemning them, 
should Christ return. However, it does mean that no 
lost sinner can afford to treat God’s truth carelessly or 
reject God’s Son repeatedly. The human heart becomes 
harder each time the sinner rejects God’s truth; and this 
makes it easier to believe Satan’s lies. 

How much better it is to follow the example of the 
Thessalonican believers who received the Word of God 
“not as the word of men, but as it is in truth, the word 
of God” (1 Thess. 2:13). They received the truth and 
were saved. 

Have you received the truth? 


CHAPTER THREE 
2 Thessalonians 2:13—3:5 


NOTHING BUT THE TRUTH 


aul was a balanced Christian who had a balanced 
p ministry, and we see evidence of this as he brought 

his letter to a close. He moved from prophecy to 
practical Christian living. He turned from the negative 
(Satan’s lies) to the positive (God’s truth), and from 
warning to thanksgiving and prayer. 

We desperately need balanced ministries today. I 
have attended Bible conferences where the only 
emphasis was on what Christ will do with the Jews in 
the future, to the total neglect of what He wants to do 
with the church in the present. We must never permit 
the study of prophecy to be an escape from responsibil- 
ity today. 

Paul’s emphasis was on the truth of God’s Word, in 
contrast to Satan’s great lie, which Paul discussed in the 


previous section. Every believer has four responsibilities 
to God’s truth. 


Believe the Truth (2:13-14) 

We have noted Paul’s repeated thanksgiving in his let- 
ters to this church (1 Thess. 1:2; 2:13; 3:9; 2 Thess. 
1:3; 2:13). He gave thanks for the way they responded 
to God’s work in their lives. In these two verses, Paul 
reviewed the stages in their salvation experience. 

God loved them (v. 13a). Whatever God does for 
the lost world springs from His eternal love. We must 
never conceive of His great plan of salvation as an 
impersonal machine. His salvation is rooted and 
grounded in His love (John 3:16). God proved this 
love at the cross where Jesus Christ died for the sins of 
the world (Rom. 5:8). 

God chose them (v. 13b). It is not love alone that 
saves us, for God loves the whole world, and yet the 
whole world is not saved. Love reveals itself in grace and 
mercy. God in His grace gives us through Christ what 
we do not deserve, and God in His mercy does not give 
what we do deserve—but He gave that to Christ! We 
dare not explain away God’s election of sinners (1 
Thess. 1:4; Eph. 1:4; 1 Peter 1:2). 

God set them apart (v. 13c). The word sanctify 
means “to set apart.” There is a progressive sanctifica- 
tion that makes us more like Jesus Christ (1 Thess. 
5:23). But the sanctification Paul mentioned here 
refers to the Spirit’s work in leading the unbeliever to 
faith in Christ. “Elect according to the foreknowledge 
of God the Father, through sanctification of the Spirit” 
(1 Peter 1:2). It is the work of the Holy Spirit to bring 
conviction to the sinner (John 16:7-11). Though I did 
not realize it at the time, as I look back I can see how 
the Spirit led in bringing me to faith in Christ; and this 
is the experience of every believer. 

God called them (v. 14a). The same God who 
ordained the end (salvation) also ordained the means to 
the end (“belief of the truth’). The person who says, 
“God already has His elect, so there is no need for us to 
pray, witness, and send out missionaries” does not 
understand divine election. The greatest encourage- 
ment to evangelism is the knowledge that God has His 
people who have been prepared to respond to His 
Word (read Acts 18:1-11). 

In order for God to fulfill His eternal plan, He sent 
Paul, Silas, and Timothy to Thessalonica to preach the 
Word of God. What was ordained in eternity was 
accomplished im time. God used human instruments to 
bring the gospel to the lost; and by trusting Christ, 
these people proved their “election of God” (1 Thess. 
1:4). The call of God went out to the whole city, but it 
was effective only in those who believed the truth and 
trusted Christ. 

It is dangerous to engage in idle speculation about 
divine sovereignty and human responsibility. Both are 
taught in the Bible. We know that “salvation is of the 
Lord” (Jonah 2:9), and that lost sinners can never save 
themselves. We must admit that there are mysteries to 
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our salvation; but we can rejoice that there are certain- 
ties on which we can rest. We must not use the doctrine 
of election to divide the church or disturb the weak, 
but to glorify the Lord. 

God gave them glory (v. 14b). What began in 
eternity past reaches its climax in eternity future: we 
share in the glory of God (John 17:24; Rom. 8:29-30). 
What begins with grace always leads to glory. This is 
quite a contrast to the future assigned to the lost (2 
Thess. 1:8-10). Believers already possess God’s glory 
within (John 17:22; note the past tense in Rom. 
8:30—“glorified”). We are awaiting Christs return, 
and then the glory shall be revealed (Rom. 8:17-19; 2 
Thess. 1:10). 

When sinners believe God’s truth. God saves them. 
When they believe Satan’s lie and reject the love of the 
truth, they cannot be saved (2 Thess. 2:10-12). Being 
neutral about God’s truth is a dangerous thing. It has 
tragic eternal consequences. 


Guard the Truth (2:15) 

Paul had told them about the future rebellion against 
the truth (2 Thess. 2:3), the great apostasy headed by 
the Antichrist. But he also warned in his letters that 
there was a present danger, and that the church must 
guard God’s truth and not turn from it. There are 
repeated warnings about this in the New Testament: 1 
John 2:18-24; 4:1-3; 2 Peter 2; 1 Timothy 4; and 2 
Timothy 3, to name only a few. 

God works in this world through the truth of His 
Word, and Satan opposes this truth by substituting his 
lies. Human nature is prone to believe a lie and resist 
the truth. Satan accomplishes his best work through 
people in so-called Christian institutions (churches, 
schools, and so forth) who do not believe God’s truth. 
They have “a form of godliness” but have never experi- 
enced the power of God’s saving truth. 

When Paul used the word traditions, he was not 
referring to man-made religious ideas that are not 
based on the Word of God. Our Lord rejected man’s 
religious traditions (Mark 7:1-13). Paul warned 
against them in Colossians 2:8. It is sad to see religious 
people argue over man’s traditions and, at the same 
time, reject the simple truth of the Word of God. 

The word tradition simply means “that which is 
handed down from one person to another.” The truth 
of the gospel began as an oral message proclaimed by 
Christ and the apostles. Later, this truth was written 
down by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, and it 
became Holy Scripture (see 2 Tim. 3:12-17; 2 Peter 
2:16-21). God’s truth was not invented by men: it was 
handed down from God to man (1 Cor. 15:1—6; Gal. 
1:11-12), and each generation of believers had guarded 
this truth and passed it on to others (2 Tim. 2:2). 

Paul stated clearly the believers’ dual responsibility 
in guarding the truth: “stand fast, and hold the tradi- 
tions” (2 Thess. 2:15). Stand fast means “Do not move 
away from the truth of the gospel” (see 1 Cor. 16:13; 
Col. 1:23). When my wife and I visited the Tower of 
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London and saw the royal jewels, we noticed that the 
crowd was kept moving, but the guards stood still. 
They were constantly watching the visitors, and noth- 
ing could move them from their appointed places. You 
and I are helping to guard the “precious faith,” and we 
must not be moved by the wiles of Satan or the praises 
of men. 

If we stand, then we can hold. This word means “to 
hold fast, to hold firmly.” It is related to a Greek word 
that means “strength, might, power.” We are not to 
hold God’s truth in a careless way, but grasp it firmly 
with power and never let it slip from us. Each genera- 
tion of Christians must receive the truth from others, 
guard it, and make sure it is kept intact for the next 
generation. 

It is not easy to stand or hold, because forces around 
us want to move us from the faith. Satan knows how to 
use lies to oppose God’s truth, and he seeks to do this 
within the fellowship (Acts 20:28-32). Sometimes faith- 
ful believers must refuse the fellowship of those who 
have rejected the faith (Rom. 16:17—20; 2 Cor. 6:14— 
7:1; 1 Tim. 6:3-5; 2 John 7-10). 

Let me sum this up with two words of caution. 
First, “the faith” that has been handed down to us must 
not be confused with man’s interpretations and ideas. 
The Pharisees made their own interpretations as sacred 
as the Word of God (Mark 7:7—9). The basic doctrines 
of God’s Word are held by all evangelical believers, but 
not all believers agree on minor matters of interpreta- 
tion (especially in the area of prophecy) or matters of 
church order. It is dangerous to make man’s ideas a test 
of fellowship or spirituality. 

Second, we must not embalm the truth so that it 
loses its life and power. We are to be like faithful house- 
holders who bring out of God’s treasury of truth 
“things new and old” (Matt. 13:52). There is yet more 
truth to be found in God’s Word, and we must not 
think that we know it all. The Word is like seed (Luke 
8:11), and when seed is sown, it produces plants, fruit, 
and more seed. While it is good to “tell the old, old 
story,” it is also good to let the Spirit teach us new 
truths from the Word and to make new applications of 
old truths. 


Practice the Truth (2:16-17) 

It is not enough to believe the truth and guard it; we 
must also practice it. If we hear the Word, but do not 
obey it, we are only fooling ourselves (James 1:22-25). 

These two verses record Paul’s desire and prayer for 
his friends: he wanted God to encourage them (“com- 
fort your hearts”) and establish them (“stablish you”) 
“in every good word and work.” Both of these words 
are prominent in the Thessalonian letters. 

When Paul was with them, he encouraged them 
individually as a father does his children (1 Thess. 
2:11). He sent Timothy to encourage them (1 Thess. 
3:2), and Paul himself was greatly encouraged with 
Timothy’s report of their faithfulness (1 Thess. 3:7). 

Paul encouraged them to walk to please God (1 
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Thess. 4:1), and to grow in their love for others (1 
Thess. 4:10). He taught them about the rapture of the 
church in order that they might encourage each other 
(1 Thess. 4:18). To calm their fears, he explained the 
day of the Lord to them (1 Thess. 5:11). In addition to 
his teaching, he urged them to minister to each other 
(1 Thess. 5:18). 

Establishment in the Lord is also an important 
theme. Paul sent Timothy back to Thessalonica that he 
might establish them in their faith (1 Thess. 3:2); and 
Paul prayed that God might establish them (1 Thess. 
3:13). The child must be taught to stand before he can 
learn to walk or run. 

It is God who establishes, but He uses people to 
accomplish His work. A great need in our churches is 
for Christians who will take time to establish the 
younger believers. Group Bible studies are very valu- 
able, as are the public meetings of the church, but 
individual discipling is also important. Paul encour- 
aged the Thessalonican believers on a one-to-one basis, 
and we should follow his example. 

Paul was concerned about two aspects of their 
Christian life: their word and their work, their saying 
and their doing. If our walk contradicts our words, we 
lose our testimony. Our “walk” and our “talk” must 
agree; good works and good words must come from the 
same yielded heart. 

We are not saved by good works (Eph. 2:8-10; 
Titus 3:3-7); but good works are the evidence of salva- 
tion (Titus 2:11-15). It is not enough to depend on 
good words; the words must be backed up by the deeds 
(1 John 3:18). It must be a steady practice, not an occa- 
sional one. We must be established in our words and 
works. 

How is this possible? Only God can do it by His 
grace; and this is what Paul desired for his friends. God 
has given us eternal encouragement and good hope 
through His grace. Notice that Paul’s words united the 
Lord Jesus Christ and God the Father in such a way 
that he affirmed the deity of Christ. The two names for 
God in 2 Thessalonians 2:16 are governed by a singu- 
lar verb, not a plural, which means they are equal. He 
used the same construction in 1 Thessalonians 3:11, 
again affirming the equality of the Son with the Father. 

Too many Christians today emphasize guarding the 
truth, but downplay /ving the truth. One of the best 
ways to guard the truth is to put it into practice. It is 
good to be defenders of the faith, but we must not for- 
get to be demonstrators of the faith. Lazarus did not 
have to give lectures on the resurrection. People had 
only to look at him and they believed (John 12:9-11). 


Share the Truth (3:1-5) 

A sequence of responsibilities is logical. Learning and liv- 
ing must go together. If we believe the truth, it changes 
our lives. We guard the truth and practice it so that we 
can share it with others. We cannot share what we do not 
believe (unless we want to be hypocrites), and we can 
best share that which we have practiced ourselves. 


God’s Word is alive (Heb. 4:12); we must let it 
move freely. Paul alluded here to Psalm 147:15—“He 
sent forth His commandment upon earth: His word 
runneth very swiftly.” God’s servants may be bound, 
but God’s Word cannot be bound (2 Tim. 2:9). As we 
practice the truth and pray for the ministry of the 
truth, God’s Word will have freedom to run and 
accomplish God’s purposes in the world. 

The Word of God is glorified in the lives of those 
who share it and those who receive it. This was Paul’s 
experience in Antioch of Pisidia: “And when the 
Gentiles heard this [that they could be saved], they 
were glad, and glorified the word of the Lord: and as 
many as were ordained to eternal life believed. And the 
word of the Lord was published [spread abroad] 
throughout all the region” (Acts 13:48-49). 

Too much Christian work these days is accom- 
plished by human plans and promotion, and not by the 
Word of God. We trust our programs and do not pub- 
lish the Word of God. The universe was created, and is 
sustained, by the Word of God (Heb. 11:3). Surely His 
Word can accomplish His work in this world. But the 
preaching of the Word in the pulpit has too often been 
replaced by the entertainment of the world on the plat- 
form. Dr. Donald Coggan, Archbishop of Canterbury, 
has said of Christian pastors, “It is their task to feed the 
sheep—not to entertain the goats.” 

It has been my experience in three pastorates that 
God’s Word will accomplish God’s work. When the 
sheep are fed, they will flock together in love, repro- 
duce, follow the shepherd—and they can be “fleeced” 
and will love it. It is when the sheep are hungry that 
they start biting each other, becoming sick, and wan- 
dering away. When the Word of God does the work, 
then God gets the glory. My good friend Dr. Bob Cook 
used to remind us, “If you can explain what is going 
on, then God isn’t doing it!” 

Of course, there is always opposition to the Word 
and work of God. Paul asked his friends to pray that he 
might be delivered from unbelieving men who were 
evil and wicked. Just as the Spirit uses dedicated people 
to share the Word, Satan uses wicked people to oppose 
the Word. The evil one enjoys using Christian believers 
to oppose the work of God. He spoke through Peter 
(Matt. 16:21-23), and he worked through Ananias and 
Sapphira (Acts 5:1-11). 

Paul had confidence that his readers would not 
yield to Satan, but would permit the faithful Lord to 
establish them and guard them from the evil one (lit- 
eral meaning of 2 Thess. 3:3). We cannot have 
confidence in ourselves, but we can have confidence in 
God for ourselves and for others. 

It is not enough that the pastor or church officers 
alone share the Word; each Christian must be a part of 
this vital ministry. The word command that Paul used 
in 2 Thessalonians 3:4 means “a military order passed 
down from a superior officer.” He used this word in 1 
Thessalonians 4:2, and he repeated it in 2 
Thessalonians 3:4, 6, 10, 12. Christ is the Captain of 
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our salvation; we are His soldiers (2 Tim. 2:3—4). In a 
battle, it is not enough for only the officers to fight; 
every man must do his duty. This is also true in the 
work of the local church. 

What if an army were run with the same lack of 
obedience, order, and discipline that we often see in the 
local church? It would never win the war. If soldiers 
attended drill whenever they felt like it, they would 
never be equipped to face the enemy. If the recruits dis- 
obeyed their officers’ orders the way some church 
members disobey the Word of God, they would be 
court-martialed. 

A soldier obeys primarily out of loyalty and fear. 
But a Christian has much higher motives for obedi- 
ence: God’s love and Christ’s return (2 Thess. 3:5). “If 
ye love me, keep my commandments” (John 14:15). A 
commanding officer does not require his men to love 
him, but if they do, they will respect and obey him 
with greater diligence. The history of warfare records 
heroic deeds done by men who loved their leaders and 
willingly died for them. Our Savior loved us and died 
for us. Can we not obey Him? 

He is coming for us. This has been the theme of 
Paul’s two letters to the Thessalonians, and he related 
this truth to everyday practical living. As God’s sol- 
diers, we must be sharing the Word, for He will one 
day return and ask for an accounting of our lives. Do 
we “love his appearing” (2 Tim. 4:8)? Will we “be 
ashamed before him at his coming” (1 John 2:28)? 

Here, then, are four great responsibilities for us to 
fulfill: believe the truth, guard the truth, practice the 
truth, and share the truth. If we fulfill these duties, we 
will experience joy and power in our lives, and growth 
and blessing in our churches. 


CHAPTER FOUR 
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ORDER IN THE CHURCH 


hen problems are not solved, they grow and 
Weer worse. A sliver left in the finger can 

become infected and cause a toxic condition so 
serious that surgery may become necessary. If you tell 
your doctor that you stepped on a rusty nail, he will 
immediately give you a tetanus shot, even though the 
wound may appear insignificant to you. 

Church problems are like physical problems: if left 
unsolved, they grow and become worse, and they infect 
more people. The local church is a body, and what germs 
are to the physical body, sin is to the spiritual body. 
When Paul wrote his first letter to the Thessalonican 
church, he warned the idle busybodies to get to work (1 
Thess. 4:11). He admonished the church leaders to 
“warn them that are unruly” (1 Thess. 5:14). The word 
unruly means “a soldier out of rank.” Apparently these 
troublemakers did not repent, because Paul devoted the 
rest of his second letter to this problem. 
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What was the problem? Some members of the 
assembly had misinterpreted Paul’s teachings about the 
return of Christ, left their jobs, and were living off the 
generosity of the church. They were idle while others 
were working. Yet they expected the church to support 
them. It is possible that this group of lazy saints was the 
source of the false teaching Paul mentioned in 2 
Thessalonians 2:2. They were also spreading gossip 
about people in the church. They had time on their 
hands and gossip on their lips, but they defended 
themselves by arguing, “The Lord is coming soon!” 

Misinterpretations and misapplications of the truths 
of God’s Word can cause endless trouble. History 
records the foolishness of people who set dates, sold 
their possessions, and sat on mountains, waiting for the 
Lord to return. Any teaching that encourages us to dis- 
obey another divine teaching is not Bible teaching. 

The Pharisees figured out a way to rob their parents 
and yet obey the fifth commandment: 

And He [Jesus] said to them, “Rightly did Isaiah 
prophesy of you hypocrites, as it is written: “This peo- 
ple honors me with their lips, but their heart is far away 
from me. But in vain do they worship me, teaching as 
doctrines the precepts of men.’ Neglecting the com- 
mandment of God, you hold to the tradition of men.” 

He was also saying to them, “You are experts at set- 
ting aside the commandment of God in order to keep 
your tradition. For Moses said, “Honor your father and 
your mother’; and ‘He who speaks evil of father or 
mother is to be put to death’; but you say, ‘If a man says 
to his father or his mother, whatever I have that would 
help you is Corban (that is to say, given to God), you 
no longer permit him to do anything for his father or 
his mother; thus invalidating the word of God by your 
tradition which you have handed down; and you do 
many things such as that” (Mark 7:6-13 Nass). 

Paul expected the whole church to work together in 
solving this problem. The church in love must deal 
with its own members and seek to help each one obey 
God. To assist them in this task, Paul gave four motives 
to encourage the careless believers to turn from their 
sins and start earning their own bread. 


The Exhortation of the Word (3:6) 

Paul had used this powerful word command in his first 
Thessalonian letter (1 Thess. 4:2, 11), and we met it 
earlier in this chapter (2 Thess. 3:4). He used it again 
in 2 Thessalonians 3:10, 12. The word means “a mili- 
tary order handed down from a superior officer.” Paul 
considered the church to be like an army, and if the 
army does not obey the orders, there can be no order. 
Unfortunately, some of the saints were “out of rank” 
(“unruly” in 1 Thess. 5:14, and “disorderly” in 2 Thess. 
3:6-7, 11). 

What authority did Paul have to issue this com- 
mand: “If any is not willing to work, neither should he 
eat” (2 Thess. 3:10, literal translation)? He had the 
authority of the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. At least 
twenty times in the Thessalonian letters, Paul used this 
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complete title of the Savior. Jesus means “Savior” and is 
His human name (Matt. 1:21). Christ is His divine 
title; it means “Messiah—the Anointed One.” Other 
persons could use the name Jesus (the Hebrew form is 
“Joshua”); and other persons could claim to be 
anointed, such as prophets, priests, and kings. But the 
two names, Jesus Christ, are further defined by the 
name Lord, “Jehovah God.” 

In the four gospels and the book of Acts, our Lord 
is often called Jesus, but this single name is used very 
infrequently in the rest of the New Testament. That it 
is occasionally used should restrain us from criticizing 
those who call their Savior “Jesus,” but that its use is 
found mainly during His ministry on earth should 
encourage us to address Him, and speak of Him with 
His name of exaltation—Lord Jesus Christ (Phil. 
2:11). We no longer know “Christ after the flesh” (2 
Cor. 5:16), but as the exalted Son of God and “Head 
over all things to the church.” His lordship includes 
our work and money management 

What does the Bible teach about manual (or men- 
tal) labor? For one thing, labor was a part of man’s life 
before sin entered the scene. God gave Adam the job of 
dressing and guarding the garden (Gen. 2:15). 
Though sin turned labor into almost hopeless toil 
(Gen. 3:17-19), it must never be thought that the 
necessity for work is a result of sin. Man needs work 
for the fulfillment of his own person. God created him 
to work. 

Have you noticed that God called people who were 
busy at work? Moses was caring for sheep (Ex. 3). 
Joshua was Moses’ servant before he became Moses’ 
successor (Ex. 33:11). Gideon was threshing wheat 
when God called him (Judg. 6:11ff.), and David was 
caring for his father’s sheep (1 Sam. 16:11ff.). Our 
Lord called four fishermen to serve as His disciples, and 
He Himself had worked as a carpenter. Paul was a tent- 
maker (Acts 18:1-3) and used his trade to support his 
own ministry. 

The Jews honored honest labor and required all 
their rabbis to have a trade. But the Greeks despised 
manual labor and left it to their slaves. This Greek 
influence, plus their wrong ideas about the doctrine of 
the Lord’s return, led these believers into an unchristian 
way of life. 

Paul recognized the fact that some people could not 
work, perhaps because of physical handicaps or family 
responsibilities. This is why he phrased the statement 
as he did: “If any man is not willing to work.” It was not 
a question of ability but willingness. When a believer 
cannot work and is in need, it is the privilege and duty 
of the church to help him (James 2:14-17; 1 John 
3:16-18). 

The exhortation of the Word should have moti- 
vated these lazy believers to work, but Paul added a 
second motivation. 


The Example of the Apostle (3:7-10) 
As an apostle, Paul had the right to expect financial 


support, but he deliberately gave up this right that he 
might be an example to the young believers (see 1 Cor. 
9:6-14). In this attitude, Paul proved himself to be a 
mature Christian leader. Selfish leaders use people to 
build up their support, and they are always claiming 
their rights. A truly dedicated leader will use his rights 
to build up the people, and will lay aside his rights and 
privileges for the sake of others. 

He had referred to his example in labor in his pre- 
vious letter (1 Thess. 2:9). His readers knew that Paul 
and his associates had not taken any support from the 
infant church. Instead, they had set the example of 
meeting their own needs and also helping to meet the 
needs of others. “You ought to imitate us,” he admon- 
ished his readers. 

The greatest influence is that of godly living and 
sacrifice. A Christian leader may appeal to the author- 
ity of the Word; but if he cannot point also to his own 
example of obedience, his people will not listen. This is 
the difference between authority and stature. A leader 
earns stature as he obeys the Word and serves His peo- 
ple in the will of God. Authority comes from position; 
stature comes from practice and example. Stature earns 
the leader the right to exercise authority. 

Every Christian worker has the right to support 
from the church as he serves the Lord (Luke 10:7; Gal. 
6:6; 1 Tim. 5:17-18). We must not use Paul’s example 
as an excuse not to support God’s servants. But any ser- 
vant of God has the privilege of setting aside that right 
to the glory of God. Paul did this so that he might be 
an example to the young believers in Thessalonica. 

Paul’s policy not only encouraged the new believers 
but also silenced the accusers. In every city there were 
itinerant teachers who “peddled their wares” for what 
they could earn. Paul did not want to be classified with 
them. Nor did he want any unsaved person to say, 
“Paul preaches only to make money.” As he stated in 1 
Corinthians 9, Paul wanted to make the gospel “free of 
charge”; he would not permit money to hinder the 
winning of lost souls. 

Needless to say, the careless attitude of these believ- 
ers was affecting the church, so Paul added yet a third 
motive for their obedience. 


The Encouragement of the Church (3:11-15) 

Second Thessalonians 3:13 is the key: “And you, broth- 
ers, do not lose heart doing good!” (literal translation). 
The faithful Christians were discouraged by the con- 
duct of the careless saints who refused to work. “If they 
don't have to work, why should we?” was their argu- 
ment, and Paul nipped it in the bud. 

Sin in the life of a believer always affects the rest of 
the church. As members of His body, we belong to 
each other and we affect each other. The bad example 
of a few saints can destroy the devotion, and hinder the 
service, of the rest of the church. 

Paul named the sins of this group. To begin with, 
they were “disorderly,” or out of order, out of rank. 
They were disobeying orders, and this brought confu- 
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sion and division to the assembly. Further, they were 
“busybodies,” not busy workers. The Greek word for 
“busybody” literally means “to be working around”; 
that is, busy but “fooling around” and not accomplish- 
ing anything. First Timothy 5:13 suggests that 
busybodies meddle in matters that do not belong to 
them. 

Almost every culture has its saying about idleness. 
The Romans said, “By doing nothing, men learn to do 
evil.” Isaac Watts wrote: “For Satan finds some mischief 
still, for idle hands to do.” The Jewish rabbis taught, 
“He who does not teach his son a trade, teaches him to 
be a thief.” 

Instead of noisily running around, these people 
should “with quietness ... work, and eat their own 
bread.” Their false views about the return of Christ had 
worked them into a pitch of excitement. “Your overe- 
motional attitude is wrong,” warned Paul. “Settle down 
and get to work.” Work is a great antidote to unbal- 
anced speculation and unthinking activity. 

But suppose these saints did not obey God’s Word 
and go to work? What then should the church do? Paul 
had already taken the first step when he exhorted them 
in his first letter (1 Thess. 5:14) and warned them that 
they were wrong. But they had still persisted in their 
unruly behavior. He now warned them again in his sec- 
ond letter, and then added a further step: if these 
believers did not obey, the members of the church 
should personally discipline them. 

The subject of church discipline is not discussed 
much these days. In many churches, once a person is 
baptized and becomes a member, he is pretty much left 
to himself. If he commits some gross public sin, he will 
probably be dealt with by the pastor or the board; but 
the total church family will not begin to minister to 
him or exercise discipline over him. 

What is church discipline? For one thing, it is not 
the pastor and official board acting like evangelical 
policemen to trap a sinning saint and kick him out of 
the church. No doubt there are churches that have such 
dictatorial leaders, but this is not what Paul had in 
mind. Church discipline is to the church member what 
family discipline is to a child: it is an exercise of, and 
evidence of, correcting love. When a parent disciplines 
his child, he is not a judge punishing a criminal; he is 
a loving father seeking to make his child a better per- 
son. 

There are various levels of church discipline that 
must be distinguished. 

Personal differences between Christians (Matt. 
18:15-18; Phil. 4:1-3). If a brother or sister sins 
against me (either deliberately or unknowingly), I 
should go to that person privately and seek to get the 
matter settled. Only if the person refuses to settle the 
matter should I bring anyone else in, and the problem 
must not go to the church family until every other 
means has been exhausted. 

In my pastoral ministry, I have seen many problems 


of this type. The big mistake Christians make when 
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another believer wrongs them is in telling the pastor or 
other members, and not going to the person directly. 
Another mistake is in trying to win an argument 
instead of trying to win the sinning brother. 

Doctrinal error. Determine first of all why the per- 
son is teaching wrong doctrine. Perhaps it is because of 
ignorance and lack of Bible knowledge. In that case, 
patiently teach him the truth (2 Tim. 2:23-26). If he 
persists, rebuke him (Titus 1:10-14). Paul had to do 
this to Peter (Gal. 2:11ff.). If the error continues, avoid 
him (Rom. 16:17-18), and then separate yourself from 
him (2 Tim. 2:18ff.; 2 John 9ff.). 

A believer overtaken by sin (Gal. 6:1-3). Even the 
great apostle Peter denied the Lord. And David yielded 
to lust and committed adultery. When a Christian is 
caught in known sin, the spiritual members of the 
church must seek to restore him with gentleness and 
love. The word restore here means “to set a broken 
bone’—and that takes tenderness and patience. Too 
often the church quickly passes judgment on a believer 
who has sinned, and the damage done causes problems 
for years to come. 

A repeating troublemaker (Titus 3:10). The word 
heretic does not refer to doctrinal error, but to a proud 
attitude of one who gets people to “take sides” in the 
church. The Greek word means “to make a choice.” This 
leads to divisions and cliques in the local church (see 
Gal. 5:20 where heresies ought to be translated “sects, 
parties”). There is hardly a church that does not have its 
parties for or against anything—the pastor, the building 
program, even the color of the kitchen walls. Usually 
these “heretics” are people who like to be important; 
they want a following. Often they have deep emotional 
problems that Satan can use to create spiritual problems 
in the church. Perhaps they are frustrated at home or on 
the job, or perhaps they have, in the past, been hurt by 
some pastor or church. 

These “factious people” should be given two official 
warnings. If they repeat their sin of dividing the 
church, they should be given a third warning and 
rejected. “Warn a divisive person once, and then warn 
him a second time. After that, have nothing to do with 
him. You may be sure that such a man is warped and 
sinful; he is self-condemned” (Titus 3:10-11, nrv). 

It is my conviction that such people should not 
hold office in the church. It is also my conviction that, 
if they leave the church “in a huff,” they should be 
restored to fellowship only twice. The third time—they 
are out! 

Open immorality (1 Cor. 5). The church must 
mourn over the sinner (the same word is used for 
mourning over the dead) and seek to bring him to 
repentance. If he refuses, the church collectively 
should dismiss him (1 Cor. 5:13, where the Greek 
word means “expel”). If he repents, he must be for- 
given and restored to fellowship in the church (2 Cor. 
2:6-11). 

In the case of the “lazy saints,” Paul told the believ- 
ers to exhort them, warn them, and if they did not 
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repent, withdraw intimate fellowship from them. This 
probably meant that these believers were not permitted 
to share in the Lord’s Supper, and that the church 
members would not invite them to their homes. 
Second Thessalonians 3:14 does not apply to every case 
of discipline. It applies only to the matter of saints not 
working for a living. 

“Have no company” literally means “do not get 
mixed up with’; the same word is used in 1 
Corinthians 5:9. There is a difference between acquain- 
tanceship, friendship, and fellowship; for fellowship 
means “to have in common.” For obedient saints to 
treat disobedient Christians with the same friendship 
they show to other dedicated saints is to give approval 
to their sins. 

However, Paul (knowing the tendency of human 
nature to go to extremes) cautioned them not to treat 
the offenders like enemies. “They are still your broth- 
ers in Christ,” he added. Lot was out of fellowship with 
God and Abraham because he lived in Sodom, yet 
Abraham rescued Lot from the enemy because Lot was 
his brother (Gen. 14, and note especially v. 14). It 
requires much patience, love, and grace to help an 
erring brother; and this is why Paul added a final 
motive for earning a living. 


The Enablement of the Lord (3:16-18) 

No believer can say, “I am not able to obey God’s Word 
and go to work,” because God has made every provi- 
sion for us to obey Him. He is the Lord of peace. If He 
is the Lord of our lives, then we will have peace in our 
own hearts, and we will help to encourage peace in our 
church fellowship. 

If there is trouble in the church, it is because there 
is trouble in somebody’s heart. If Christ is Lord, then 
there is peace in the heart. If there is war in the heart, 
then Jesus Christ is not Lord (see James 4:1—10). 

I recall a Sunday school class that was in a constant 
state of confusion and competition. We would just get 
matters settled down for a few weeks when the volcano 
would erupt again. After much prayer and examina- 
tion, we discovered that one class member wanted to be 
the teacher. She was proud of her own spiritual attain- 
ments and felt she could do a better job than the 
devoted lady who was teaching the class. 

Even though this class member never openly 
attacked or criticized the teacher, her attitudes and 
the things she did not say sowed seeds of discord in 
the fellowship. When this problem was dealt with, the 
Lord of peace took over in the class, and God began 
to bless. 

Not only does God’s peace enable us to obey Him, 
but so does His presence: “The Lord be with you all!” 
He never leaves us or forsakes us; He is with us to the 
end of the age (Matt. 28:20; Heb. 13:5). 

Finally, Paul reminded them of God’s grace. “The 
grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you all” (2 
Thess. 3:18) was Paul’s official signature to his let- 
ters. He mentioned this because of the counterfeit 


letter they had received (2 Thess. 2:2). If we depend 
on the grace of God, we can do His will to the glory 
of God. “My grace is sufficient for thee” (2 Cor. 
12:9). 

The soldier who is out of rank and disobedient of 
the Lord’s command proves that he is not surrendered 
to his Master. Church problems are individual prob- 
lems, and they must be solved individually. God wants 


2 Thessalonians 3 


order in the church. “Let all things be done decently 
and in order” (1 Cor. 14:40). 

Are you a part of the peace of the church or part of 
a war in the church? 

Let’s do what Joshua did and fall at the feet of the 
Captain of the Hosts of the Lord, that He might enable 
us to win the victory (Josh. 5:13-15) and fulfill His 
purposes for His people. 
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1 Timothy 1 


CHAPTER ONE 
1 Timothy 1 


STAY ON THE JOB 


M en wanted for hazardous journey, small wages, 


bitter cold, long months of complete darkness, 
constant danger, safe return doubtful. Honor 
and recognition in case of success.” 

That advertisement appeared in a London newspa- 
per and thousands of men responded! It was signed by the 
noted Antarctic explorer, Sir Ernest Shackleton, and 
that was what made the difference. 

If Jesus Christ had advertised for workers, the 
announcement might have read something like this: 
“Men and women wanted for difficult task of helping 
to build My church. You will often be misunderstood, 
even by those working with you. You will face constant 
attack from an invisible enemy. You may not see the 
results of your labor, and your full reward will not 
come till after all your work is completed. It may cost 
you your home, your ambitions, even your life.” 

In spite of the demands that He makes, Jesus Christ 
receives the “applications” of many who gladly give 
their all for Him. He is certainly the greatest Master for 
whom anyone could work, and the task of building His 
church is certainly the greatest challenge to which a 
believer could give his life. 

Timothy was one young man who responded to 
Christ’s call to help build His church. He was one of 
the apostle Paul’s special assistants. Along with Titus, 
Timothy tackled some of the tough assignments in the 
churches that Paul had founded. Timothy was brought 
up in a religious home (2 Tim. 1:5) and had been led 
to faith in Christ by Paul himself. This explains why 
Paul called Timothy “my own [genuine] son in the 
faith” (1 Tim. 1:2). 

Timothy was born of mixed parentage: his mother 
was a Jewess, his father a Greek. He was so devoted to 
Christ that his local church leaders recommended him 
to Paul, and Paul added him to his “missionary staff’ 
(Acts 16:1-5). Paul often reminded Timothy that he 
was chosen for this ministry (1 Tim. 1:18; 4:14). 
Timothy was faithful to the Lord (1 Cor. 4:17) and had 
a deep concern for God’s people (Phil. 2:20-22). 

But in spite of his calling, his close association with 
Paul, and his spiritual gifts, Timothy was easily dis- 
couraged. The last time Paul had been with Timothy, 
he had encouraged him to stay on at Ephesus and fin- 
ish his work (1 Tim. 1:3). Apparently Timothy had 
physical problems (1 Tim. 5:23) as well as periods of 
discouragement, and you get the impression that some 
of the church members were not giving their pastor the 
proper respect as God’s servant (1 Tim. 4:12; 2 Tim. 
2:6-8). 

Ephesus would not be the easiest place to pastor a 
church. (Are there any “easy places”? I doubt it.) The 
city was devoted to the worship of Diana, the patroness 
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of the sexual instinct. Her lascivious images helped 
promote sexual immorality of all kinds (see Acts 19). 
Paul had done a great work in Ephesus during his 
three-year ministry, so “all they which dwelt in [the 
province of] Asia heard the word of the Lord Jesus” 
(Acts 19:10). It was not easy for Timothy to follow a 
man like Paul! Of course, Satan had his workers in the 
city, for wherever there are spiritual opportunities there 
are also satanic obstacles (1 Cor. 16:8-9). 

Paul wrote the letter we call 1 Timothy to encour- 
age Timothy, to explain how a local church should be 
managed, and to enforce his own authority as a servant 
of God. In 1 Timothy 1 Paul explained the three 
responsibilities of a pastor and people in a local church. 


Teach Sound Doctrine (1:1-11) 

From the very greeting of the letter, Paul affirmed his 
authority as a servant of Jesus Christ. Those who were 
giving Timothy trouble needed to remember that 
their pastor was there because God had put him there, 
for Paul’s authority was given by God. Paul was an 
“apostle,” one whom God sent with a special commis- 
sion. His apostleship came by “commandment” from 
Jesus Christ. This word means “a royal commission.” 
Both Paul and Timothy were sent by the King of 
kings! 

Jesus Christ is not only Lord, but He is our 
“Savior,” a title used ten times in the pastoral epistles (1 
Tim. 1:1; 2:3; 4:10; 2 Tim. 1:10; Titus 1:3-4; 2:10, 
13; 3:4, 6). To discouraged Timothy, the title “our 
hope” (1 Tim. 1:1) was a real boost Paul wrote the same 
encouragement to Titus (Titus 1:2; 2:13; 3:7). 
Knowing that Jesus Christ is coming for us encourages 
us to serve Him faithfully. 

One reason Christian workers must stay on the job 
is that false teachers are busy trying to capture 
Christians. There were teachers of false doctrines in 
Paul’s day just as there are today, and we must take 
them seriously. These false teachers have no good news 
for lost sinners. They seek instead to lead Christians 
astray and capture them for their causes. 

Paul used military language to help Timothy and 
his people see the seriousness of the problem (1 Tim. 
1:3). Charge means “to give strict orders from a supe- 
rior officer.” Paul used this word (sometimes translated 
“commandment” and “command” in xjy) eight times 
in his two letters to Timothy (1 Tim. 1:3, 5, 18; 4:11; 
5:7; 6:13, 17; 2 Tim. 4:1). He was conveying this idea: 
“Timothy, you are not only a pastor of the church in a 
difficult city. You are also a Christian soldier under 
orders from the King. Now pass these orders along to 
the soldiers in your church!” 

What was the order? “Do not teach different doc- 
trines from those taught by Paul!” In the original text 
there are thirty-two references to “doctrine,” “teach,” 
“teacher,” “teaches,” and “teaching” in the three pastoral 
epistles. In the early church, the believers were taught 
the Word of God and the meanings of basic Christian 


doctrines. In many churches today, the pulpit and choir 


loft are places for entertainment, not enlightenment 
and enrichment. 

God had committed the truth of the Word to Paul 
(1 Tim. 1:11), and Paul had committed it to Timothy 
(1 Tim. 6:20). It was Timothy’s responsibility to guard 
the faith (2 Tim. 1:14) and to pass it along to faithful 
people (2 Tim. 2:2). 

Paul identified the false teaching as “fables and end- 
less genealogies” (1 Tim. 1:4). Titus faced the same 
kind of false teaching in Crete (Titus 1:14; 3:9). The 
false teachers were using the Old Testament law, and 
especially the genealogies, to manufacture all kinds of 
novelties, and these new doctrines were leading people 
astray. The false teachers were raising questions, not 
answering them. They were not promoting “God’s sav- 
ing plan” (“godly edifying,” 1 Tim. 1:4), but were 
leading people away from the truth. Instead of produc- 
ing love, purity, a good conscience, and sincere faith, 
these novel doctrines were causing division, hypocrisy, 
and all sorts of problems. 

Paul used the word conscience(s) twenty-one times 
in his letters, and six of these references are in the pas- 
toral epistles (1 Tim. 1:5, 19; 3:9; 4:2; 2 Tim. 1:3; 
Titus 1:15). The word conscience means “to know 
with.” Conscience is the inner judge that accuses us 
when we have done wrong and approves when we have 
done right (Rom. 2:14-15). It is possible to sin against 
the conscience so that it becomes “defiled” (Titus 
1:15). Repeated sinning hardens the conscience so that 
it becomes “seared” like scar tissue (1 Tim. 4:2). 

It is tragic when professed Christians get off course 
because they refuse “healthy doctrine” (“sound doc- 
trine,” 1 Tim. 1:10). Paul also called it “the doctrine ... 
according to godliness” (1 Tim. 6:3), “sound words” (2 
Tim. 1:13), “sound doctrine” (2 Tim. 4:3; Titus 1:9; 
2:1), “faith” (Titus 1:13; 2:2), and “sound speech” 
(Titus 2:8). But many prefer the “vain jangling” (1 
Tim. 1:6) of those who teach novelties rather than the 
pure Word of God that produces holiness in lives. It is 
unfortunate today that we not only have “vain jan- 
gling?” (“meaningless talk” Nrv) in teaching and 
preaching, but also in music. Far too many songs not 
only teach vo doctrine, but many even teach false doc- 
trines. A singer has no more right to sing a lie than a 
teacher has to teach a lie. 

The reason for this false doctrine was a misuse of 
the Old Testament law. These false teachers did not 
understand the content or the purpose of God’s law. 
They were leading believers out of the liberty of grace 
(Gal. 5:1ff) into the bondage of legalism, a tragedy 
that still occurs today. The flesh (our old nature) loves 
religious legalism because rules and regulations enable 
a person to appear holy without really having to change 
his heart. 

Paul listed fourteen kinds of people who were con- 
demned by the law (1 Tim. 1:9-10). This is one of 
several such lists in the New Testament (see Mark 
7:20-23; Rom. 1:18-32; Gal. 5:19-21). The lawful 
use of the law is to expose, restrain, and convict the 
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lawless. The law cannot save lost sinners (Gal. 2:21; 
3:21-29); it can only reveal their need for a Savior. 
When a sinner believes on Jesus Christ, he is freed 
from the curse of the law (Gal. 3:10-14), and the 
righteous demands of the law are met by the 
indwelling Holy Spirit as a believer yields to God 
(Rom. 8:1—4). 

Paul (1 Tim. 1:9-10) centered particularly on five 
of the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20: 

No. 5—“Honor thy father and thy mother’—‘mur- 

derers of fathers and ... mothers.” 

No. 6—“Thou shalt not kill [murder]’—“murderers 

of fathers and... mothers ... manslayers.” 

No. 7—“ Thou shalt not commit adultery’—‘whore- 

mongers [fornicators] ... them that defile 
themselves with mankind [sodomites].” 

No. 8—“Thou shalt not steal’—“menstealers [kid- 

nappers].” 

No. 9—“ Thou shalt not bear false witness’—‘liars 

... perjured persons.” 

It is the “glorious gospel” that saves lost sinners. 
Paul had experienced the power of the gospel (Rom. 
1:16), and he had been entrusted with the ministry of 
the gospel (1 Thess. 2:4). Law and gospel go together, 
for the law without the gospel is diagnosis without 
remedy, but the gospel without law is only the good 
news of salvation for people who don’t believe they 
need it because they have never heard the bad news of 
judgment. The law is not gospel, but the gospel is not 
lawless (Rom. 3:20-31). 


Proclaim the Gospel (1:12-17) 

The mention of “the gospel of the glory of the blessed 
God” (1 Tim. 1:11, literal translation) moved Paul to 
share his own personal testimony. He was “Exhibit A” 
to prove that the gospel of the grace of God really 
works. When you read Paul’s testimony (see also Acts 
9:1-22; 22:1-21; 26:9-18), you begin to grasp the 
wonder of God’s grace and His saving power. 

What Paul used to be (v. 13a). He was a blasphe- 
mer because he denied the deity of Jesus Christ and 
forced others to deny it. He was a persecutor who used 
physical power to try to destroy the church. 
“Murderous threats” were the very breath of his life 
(Acts 9:1 nv). He persecuted the Christian church (1 
Cor. 15:9) and then discovered that he was actually lay- 
ing hands on Jesus Christ, the Messiah (Acts 9:4)! 
During this period of his life, Paul consented to the 
stoning of Stephen and made havoc of the church (Acts 
8:1-4). 

Paul was injurious, a word that means “proud and 
insolent.” A modern equivalent might be “bully.” It 
conveys the idea of a haughty man “throwing his 
weight around” in violence. But the basic causes of his 
godless behavior were “ignorance” and “unbelief.” Even 
though Saul of Tarsus was a brilliant man and well edu- 
cated (Acts 22:3; Gal. 1:13-14), his mind was blinded 
from the truth (1 Cor. 2:14; 2 Cor. 4:3-4). He was a 
religious man, yet he was not headed for heaven! It was 
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not until he put faith in Jesus Christ that he was saved 
(Phil. 3:1-11). 

How Paul was saved (vv. 13b-—15). How could the 
holy God ever save and forgive such a self-righteous 
sinner? The key words are mercy and grace. God in His 
mercy did not give Paul what he did deserve; instead 
God in His grace gave Paul what he did not deserve. 
Grace and mercy are God’s love in action, God’s love 
paying a price to save lost sinners. It is not God’s love 
alone that saves us, for God loves the whole world 
(John 3:16). It is by grace that we are saved (Eph. 
2:8-9) because God is rich in mercy (Eph. 2:4) and 
grace (Eph. 2:7). 

What did Paul’s “ignorance” have to do with his sal- 
vation? Is ignorance an excuse before God? Of course 
not! The fact of his ignorance is related to a special 
Jewish law (Lev. 5:15-19; Num. 15:22-31). Ifa person 
sinned knowingly “with a high hand” in Israel, he was 
cut off from the people. But if he sinned in ignorance, 
he was permitted to bring the proper sacrifices to atone 
for his sins. Jesus recognized this principle when He 
prayed on the cross, “Father, forgive them, for they 
know not what they do” (Luke 23:34). Their ignorance 
did not save them, nor did Christ’s prayer save them, 
but the combination of the two postponed God’s judg- 
ment, giving them an opportunity to be saved. 

Paul stated that it took “exceedingly abundant” 
grace to save him! Paul liked to use the Greek prefix 
huper- (meaning “an exceeding abundant amount”), 
and he often attached it to words in his letters. You 
might translate some of these as “superincrease of faith” 
(2 Thess. 1:3); “superabounding power” (Eph. 1:19); 
“superconqueror” (Rom. 8:37). This same prefix has 
come into the English language as Ayper-. We speak of 
“hyperactive” children and “hypersensitive” people. 

Paul made it clear that this salvation was not for 
him only, but for all who receive Jesus Christ (1 Tim. 
1:15). If Jesus could save Saul of Tarsus, the chiefof sin- 
ners, then He can save anybody! We admire Paul’s 
humility, and we note that he considered himself to be 
the “least of the apostles” (1 Cor. 15:9) and the “least 
of all saints” (Eph. 3:8). Notice that Paul did not write 
“of whom I was chief but “of whom I am chief.” 

What Paul became (vv. 12, 16). The grace of God 
turned the persecutor into a preacher, and the mur- 
derer into a minister and a missionary! So dramatic was 
the change in Paul’s life that the Jerusalem church sus- 
pected that it was a trick, and they had a hard time 
accepting him (Acts 9:26-31). God gave Paul his min- 
istry; he did not get it from Peter or the other apostles 
(Gal. 1:11-24). He was called and commissioned by 
the risen Christ in heaven. 

God saw that Paul was faithful, and so He entrusted 
the gospel to him. Even as an unbelieving and gospel- 
ignorant Jewish leader, Paul had maintained a good 
conscience and he lived up to the light that he had. So 
often those who are intensely wrong as lost sinners 
become intensely right as Christians and are greatly 
used of God to win souls. God not only entrusted the 
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gospel to Paul, but He enabled Paul to minister that 
gospel (1 Cor. 15:10; Phil. 4:13). When someone 
obeys God's call to serve, God always equips and 
enables that person. 

But Paul not only became a minister; he also 
became an example (1 Tim. 1:16). In what sense is Paul 
an example to lost sinners who believe on Christ? None 
of us has had the same experience that Paul had on the 
Damascus road (Acts 9). We did not see a light, fall to 
the ground, and hear Jesus speak from heaven. But 
Paul is a pattern (“type”) to all lost sinners, for he was 
the chief of sinners! He is proof that the grace of God 
can change any sinner! 

But there is a special application of this to today’s 
people of Israel, Paul’s countrymen, for whom he had a 
special burden (Rom. 9:1-5; 10:1-3). The people of 
Israel, like unconverted Saul of Tarsus, are religious, 
self-righteous, blind to their own law and its message of 
the Messiah, and unwilling to believe. One day, Israel 
shall see Jesus Christ even as Paul saw Him, and the 
nation shall be saved. “They shall look upon me whom 
they have pierced” (Zech. 12:10). This may be one rea- 
son why Paul said he was “born out of due time” (1 
Cor. 15:8), for his experience of seeing the risen Christ 
came at the beginning of this church age and not at its 
end (Matt. 24:29ff). 

Paul gave a third responsibility for the local church 
to fulfill besides teaching sound doctrine and proclaim- 
ing the gospel. 


Defend the Faith (1:18-20) 

Again, Paul used military language to enforce his state- 
ment, for the word charge (1 Tim. 1:18) means “an 
urgent command handed down from a superior offi- 
cer” (1 Tim. 1:3). Paul also reminded Timothy that 
God had chosen him for his ministry. Apparently some 
of the prophets in the local assemblies had been led by 
the Spirit to select Timothy for service (see Acts 13:1-3 
for an example of this procedure). 

It was not easy to serve God in pagan Ephesus, but 
Timothy was a man under orders, and he had to obey. 
The soldier’s task is to “please him who hath chosen 
him to be a soldier” (2 Tim. 2:4), and not to please 
himself. Furthermore, Timothy was there by divine 
appointment: God had chosen him and sent him. It 
was this fact that could give him assurance in difficult 
days. If you are God’s servant, called by the Spirit, 
obeying His will, then you can “stay with it” and finish 
the work. These assurances enabled Timothy to war the 
good warfare. 

Paul changed the illustration from army to navy (1 
Tim. 1:19). He warned Timothy that the only way to 
succeed was to hold fast to “faith and a good con- 
science.” It is not enough to proclaim the faith with 
our lips; we must practice the faith in our daily lives. 
One man said of his hypocritical pastor, “He is such a 
good preacher, he should never get out of the pulpit, 
but he is such a poor Christian, he should never get 
into the pulpit!” 


A good conscience is important to a good warfare 
and a good ministry. The magazine editor H. L. 
Mencken defined conscience as “the inner voice which 
warns us that somebody may be looking.” But a man 
with a good conscience will do the will of God in spite 
of who is watching or what people may say. Like 
Martin Luther, he will say, “Here I stand; I can do no 
other, so help me God!” 

Professed Christians who “make shipwreck” of their 
faith do so by sinning against their consciences. Bad 
doctrine usually starts with bad conduct, and usually 
with secret sin. Hymenaeus and Alexander deliberately 
rejected their good consciences in order to defend their 
ungodly lives. Paul did not tell us exactly what they 
did, except that their sin involved “blaspheming” in 
some way. Hymenaeus said that the resurrection was 
already past (2 Tim. 2:16-18). Alexander was a popu- 
lar name in that day, so we cannot be sure that the man 
named in Paul’s next letter to Timothy (2 Tim. 4:14) is 
the same man; but if he is, no doubt he withstood Paul 
by teaching false doctrine. 

“Delivered unto Satan” (1 Tim. 1:20) implies an 
apostolic discipline (see 1 Cor. 5:5) and disassociation 
from the local church. The verb “learn” (1 Tim. 1:20) 
means “to learn by discipline.” When a Christian 
refuses to repent, the local fellowship should exercise 
discipline, excluding him from the protective fellow- 
ship of the saints, making him vulnerable to the attacks 
of Satan. The fellowship of the local church, in obedi- 
ence to the will of God, gives a believer spiritual 
protection. Satan has to ask God for permission to 
attack a believer (see Job 1—2; Luke 22:31-34). 

Each local church is in a constant battle against the 
forces of evil. There are false prophets and false teach- 
ers, as well as false christs. Satan is the originator of 
false doctrines, for he is a liar from the beginning (John 
8:44). It is not enough for a local church to teach 
sound doctrine and to proclaim the gospel. The church 
must also defend the faith by exposing lies and oppos- 
ing the doctrines of demons (1 Tim. 4:1). 

It is important that our ministry be balanced. Some 
churches only preach the gospel and seldom teach their 
converts the truths of the Christian life. Other 
churches are only opposing false doctrine; they have no 
positive ministry. We must be teachers of healthy doc- 
trine (“sound doctrine,” 1 Tim. 1:10), or the believers 
will not grow. We must preach the gospel and keep 
winning the lost to Christ. And we must defend the 
faith against those who would corrupt the church with 
false doctrine and godless living. It is a constant battle, 
but it must be carried on. 

Timothy must have been greatly helped and 
encouraged when he read this first section of Paul’s let- 
ter. God had called Timothy, equipped him, and put 
him into his place of ministry. Timothy’s job was not to 
run all over Ephesus, being involved in a multitude of 
tasks. His job was to care for the church by winning the 
lost, teaching the saved, and defending the faith. Any 
task that did not relate to these ministries would have 
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to be abandoned. One reason some local churches are 
having problems is that the pastors and spiritual lead- 
ers are involved in too many extracurricular activities 
and are not doing the tasks God has called them to do. 

It might be a good idea for our churches to take a 
spiritual inventory! 


CHAPTER TWO 
1 Timothy 2 


SERVICE—OR CIRCUS? 


et all things be done decently and in order” (1 Cor. 
L 14:40) is a basic principle for the conduct of the 

ministry of the church. Apparently, young 
Timothy was having some problems applying this prin- 
ciple to the assemblies in Ephesus. The public worship 
services were losing their order and effectiveness 
because both the men and the women members of the 
church were disobeying God’s Word. 

“The church is an organism,” a pastor told me, “so 
we shouldn't put too much emphasis on organization. 
We should allow the Spirit to have freedom.” 

“But if an organism is disorganized,” 1 quickly 
reminded him, “it will die. Yes, I agree that we must 
permit the Spirit to have freedom, but even the Holy 
Spirit is not free to disobey the Word of God.” 

Often, what we think is the “freedom of the Spirit” 
are the carnal ideas of some Christian who is not walk- 
ing in the Spirit. Eventually this “freedom” becomes 
anarchy, and the Spirit grieves as a church gradually 
moves away from the standards of God’s Word. 

To counteract this tendency, Paul exhorted the men 
and women in the church and reminded them of their 
spiritual responsibilities. 


The Men—Praying (2:1-8) 

The priority of prayer (v. la). “First of all” indicates 
that prayer is most important in the public worship of 
the church. It is sad to see how prayer has lost impor- 
tance in many churches. “If I announce a banquet,” a 
pastor said, “people will come out of the woodwork to 
attend. But if I announce a prayer meeting, I’m lucky 
if the ushers show up!” Not only have the special meet- 
ings for prayer lost stature in most local churches, but 
even prayer in the public services is greatly minimized. 
Many pastors spend more time on the announcements 
than they do in prayer! 

The late Peter Deyneka, Sr., my good friend and 
founder of the Slavic Gospel Association, often 
reminded me: “Much prayer, much power! No prayer, 
no power!” Prayer was as much a part of the apostolic 
ministry as preaching the Word (Acts 6:4). Yet some 
pastors spend hours preparing their sermons, but never 
prepare their public prayers. Consequently, their 
prayers are routine, humdrum, and repetitious. I am 
not suggesting that a pastor write out every word and 
read it, but that he think through what he will pray 
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about. This will keep “the pastoral prayer” from 
becoming dull and a mere repetition of what was 
“prayed” the previous week. 

But the church members also need to be prepared 
to pray. Our hearts must be right with God and with 
each other. We must really want to pray, and not pray 
simply to please people (as did the Pharisees, Matt. 
6:5), or to fulfill a religious duty. When a local church 
ceases to depend on prayer, God ceases to bless its 
ministry. 

The variety of prayer (v. 1b). There are at least 
seven different Greek nouns for “prayer,” and four of 
them are used here. Supplications carries the idea of 
“offering a request for a felt need.” 

Prayers is the commonest term for this activity, and 
it emphasizes the sacredness of prayer. We are praying 
to God; prayer is an act of worship, not just an expres- 
sion of our wants and needs. There should be reverence 
in our hearts as we pray to God. 

Intercessions is best translated “petitions.” This same 
word is translated “prayer” in 1 Timothy 4:5, where it 
refers to blessing the food we eat. (It is rather obvious 
that we do not intercede for our food in the usual sense 
of that word.) The basic meaning is “to draw near to a 
person and converse confidently with him.” It suggests 
that we enjoy fellowship with God so that we have con- 
fidence in Him as we pray. 

Giving of thanks is definitely a part of worship and 
prayer. We not only give thanks for answers to prayer, 
but for who God is and what He does for us in His 
grace. We should not simply add our thanksgiving to 
the end of a selfish prayer! Thanksgiving should be an 
important ingredient in all of our prayers. In fact, 
sometimes we need to imitate David and present to 
God only thanksgiving with no petitions at all (see Ps. 
103)! 

“Prayer and supplication [petition] with thanksgiv- 
ing” are a part of Paul’s formula for God’s peace in our 
hearts (Phil. 4:6). It is worth noting that Daniel, the 
great prayer warrior, practiced this kind of praying 
(Dan. 6:10-11). 

The objects of prayer (vv. 1c—2). “All men” makes 
it clear that no person on earth is outside the influence 
of believing prayer. (We have no examples of exhorta- 
tions that say we should pray for the dead. If we should 
pray for the dead, Paul certainly had a good opportu- 
nity to tell us in this section of his letter.) This means 
we should pray for the unsaved and the saved, for peo- 
ple near us and people far away, for enemies as well as 
friends. Unfortunately, the Pharisees did not have this 
universal outlook in their prayers, for they centered 
their attention primarily on Israel. 

Paul urged the church to especially pray for those in 
authority. Godless Emperor Nero was on the throne at 
that time, and yet the believers were supposed to pray 
for him! Even when we cannot respect men or women 
in authority, we must respect their offices and pray for 
them. In fact, it is for our own good that we do so: 
“that we may live peaceful and quiet lives in all godli- 
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ness and holiness” (1 Tim. 2:2b ntv). The early church 
was always subject to opposition and persecution, so it 
was wise to pray for those in authority. “Quiet” refers 
to circumstances around us, while “peaceful” refers to a 
calm attitude within us. The results should be lives that 
are godly and honorable. 

To be sure, Paul has not named all the persons we 
can and should pray for, since “all men” covers the mat- 
ter fully. We can’t pray for everybody in the world by 
name, but we certainly ought to pray for those we 
know and know about. Why? Because it’s a good thing 
to do and because it pleases God. 

The reasons for prayer (vv. 3—4). The word good 
is a key word in Paul’s pastoral epistles (1 Tim. 1:8, 18; 
2:3; 3:1, 7, 13; 4:4, 6; 5:4, 10, 25; 6:12-13, 18-19; 2 
Tim. 1:14; 2:3; 4:7; Titus 2:7, 14; 3:8, 14). The Greek 
word emphasizes the idea of something being intrinsi- 
cally good, not just good in its effects. “Fair” and 
“beautiful” are synonyms. Certainly prayer of itself is a 
goodly practice and brings with it many good benefits. 

But prayer is also pleasing to the Lord. It pleases the 
Father when His children pray as He has commanded 
them to. The Pharisees prayed in order to be praised by 
men (Matt. 6:5) or to impress other worshippers (Luke 
18:9-14). True Christians pray in order to please God. 
This suggests that we must pray in the will of God, 
because it certainly does not please the Father when we 
pray selfishly (James 4:1-10; 1 John 5:14-15). It’s 
often said that the purpose of prayer is not to get man’s 
will done in heaven, but to get God’s will done on 
earth. 

What is God’s will? The salvation of lost souls, for 
one thing. We can pray for “all men” because it is God’s 
will that “all men” come to the knowledge of salvation 
through faith in Jesus Christ. God loved the world 
(John 3:16) and Christ died for the whole world (1 
John 2:2; 4:14). Jesus died on the cross that He might 
draw “all men” to salvation (John 12:32). This does not 
mean all people without exception, for certainly the 
whole world is not going to be saved. It means all peo- 
ple without distinction—Jews and Gentiles, rich and 
poor, religious and pagan. 

If God doesn’t want anyone to perish, then why are 
so many lost? God is longsuffering with lost sinners, 
even delaying His judgment that they might come to 
Christ (2 Peter 3:9). But salvation depends on a 
“knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim. 2:4). Not everyone 
has heard the truth of the gospel, and many who have 
heard have rejected it. We cannot explain the mystery 
of God’s sovereignty and man’s responsibility (see John 
6:37), but realize that both are taught in the Bible and 
are harmonized in God’s great plan of salvation. We do 
know that prayer is an important part of God’s pro- 
gram for reaching a lost world. We have the 
responsibility of praying for lost souls (Rom. 10:1) 
and making ourselves available to share the gospel 
with others. 

The basis for prayer (vv. 5-7). Many believers do 
not realize that prayer is based on the work of Jesus 


Christ as Savior and Mediator. As the God-Man, Jesus 
Christ is the perfect Mediator between the holy God 
and His failing children. One of Job’s complaints had 
to do with the absence of a mediator who could take 
his message to the throne of God. “There is no umpire 
between us, who may lay his hand upon us both” (Job 
9:33 NASB). 

Since there is only one God, there is need for only 
one Mediator, and that Mediator is Jesus Christ. No 
other person can qualify. Jesus Christ is both God and 
man, and, therefore, can be the “umpire” between God 
and man. In His perfect life and substitutionary death, 
He met the just demands of God’s holy law. He was the 
“ransom for all.” The word ransom means “a price paid 
to free a slave.” His death was “on behalf of all.” 
Though the death of Christ is efficient only for those 
who trust Him, it is sufficient for the sins of the whole 
world. Jesus said that He came “to give his life a ran- 
som for many” (Matt. 20:28). 

Christ died for “all men,” and God is willing for “all 
men to be saved.” How does this good news get out to 
a sinful world? God calls and ordains messengers who 
take the gospel to lost sinners. Paul was such a messen- 
ger: he was a preacher (the herald of the King), an 
apostle (one sent with a special commission), and a 
teacher. The same God who ordains the end (the salva- 
tion of the lost) also ordains the means to the end: prayer 
and preaching of the Word. This good news is not for 
the Jews only, but also for the Gentiles. 

If the basis for prayer is the sacrificial work of Jesus 
Christ on the cross, then prayer is a most important 
activity in a church. Not to pray is to slight the cross! 
To pray only for ourselves is to deny the worldwide 
outreach of the cross. To ignore lost souls is to ignore 
the cross. “All men” [people] is the key to this para- 
graph: We pray for “all” because Christ died for “all” 
and it is God’s will that “all” be saved. We must give 
ourselves to God to be a part of His worldwide pro- 
gram to reach people before it is too late. 

The attitude in prayer (v. 8). Paul stated definitely 
that “men” should pray in the local assembly. Both men 
and women prayed in the early church (1 Cor. 11:4-5), 
but the emphasis here is on the men. It is common to 
find women’s prayer meetings, but not often do we find 
men’s prayer meetings. If the men do not pray, the local 
church will not have dedicated leaders to oversee its 
ministry. 

It was customary for Jewish men to pray with their 
arms extended and their hands open to heaven. Our 
traditional posture of bowing the head, folding the 
hands, and closing the eyes is nowhere found or com- 
manded in Scripture. Actually, there are many prayer 
postures found in the Bible: standing with outstretched 
hands (1 Kings 8:22); kneeling (Dan. 6:10); standing 
(Luke 18:11); sitting (2 Sam. 7:18); bowing the head 
(Gen. 24:26); lifting the eyes (John 17:1); falling on 
the ground (Gen. 17:3). The important thing is not the 
posture of the body but the posture of the heart. 

Paul stated three essentials for effective prayer, and 
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the first was “holy hands.” Obviously this means a holy 
life. “Clean hands” was symbolic of a blameless life (2 
Sam. 22:21; Ps. 24:4). If we have sin in our lives, we 
cannot pray and expect God to answer (Ps. 66:18). 

“Without wrath” is the second essential, and 
requires that we be on good terms with one another. 
“Without anger” might be a better translation. A per- 
son who is constantly having trouble with other 
believers, who is a troublemaker rather than a peace- 
maker, cannot pray and get answers from God. 

“Doubting” suggests that we must pray żin faith, but 
the word really means “disputing.” When we have 
anger in the heart, we often have open disagreements 
with others. Christians should learn to disagree with- 
out being disagreeable. We should “do all things 
without murmurings and disputings” (Phil. 2:14). 

Effective praying, then, demands that I be in a right 
relationship with God (“holy hands”) and with my fel- 
low believers (“without murmurings and disputings”). 
Jesus taught the same truth (Mark 11:24-26). If we 
spent more time preparing to pray and getting our 
hearts right before God, our prayers would be more 
effective. 


The Women—Submitting (2:9-15) 

Because of its oppressive connotations, the word sub- 
mission makes some people see red. Some well-meaning 
writers have even accused Paul of being a “crusty old 
bachelor” who was antiwomen. Those of us who hold 
to the inspiration and authority of the Word of God 
know that Paul’s teachings came from God and not 
from himself. If we have a problem with what the Bible 
says about women in the church, the issue is not with 
Paul (or Peter, see 1 Peter 3:1-7), but with the Lord 
who gave the Word (2 Tim. 3:16-17). 

The word translated “subjection” in 1 Timothy 
2:11 is translated “submitting” and “submit” in 
Ephesians 5:21-22 and Colossians 3:18. It literally 
means “to rank under.” Anyone who has served in the 
armed forces knows that “rank” has to do with order 
and authority, not with value or ability. A colonel is 
higher in rank than a private, but that does not neces- 
sarily mean that the colonel is a better man than the 
private. It only means that the colonel has a higher 
rank and, therefore, more authority. 

“Let all things be done decently and in order” (1 
Cor. 14:40) is a principle God follows in His creation. 
Just as an army would be in confusion if there were no 
levels of authority, so society would be in chaos with- 
out submission. Children should submit to their 
parents because God has given parents the authority to 
train their children and discipline them in love. 
Employees should submit to employers and obey them 
(Eph. 6:5-8, where the immediate reference is to 
household slaves, but the application can be made to 
workers today). Citizens should submit to government 
authorities, even if the authorities are not Christians 
(Rom. 13; 1 Peter 2:13-20). 

Submission is not subjugation. Submission is 
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recognizing God’s order in the home and the 
church, and joyfully obeying it. When a Christian 
wife joyfully submits to the Lord and to her own 
husband, it should bring out the best in her. (For 
this to happen, the husband must love his wife and 
use God’s order as a tool to build with, not a weapon 
to fight with, Eph. 5:18-33.) Submission is the key 
to spiritual growth and ministry: husbands should 
be submitted to the Lord, Christians should submit 
to each other (Eph. 5:21), and wives should be sub- 
mitted to the Lord and to their husbands. 

The emphasis in this section (1 Tim. 2:9-15) is on 
the place of women in the local church. Paul admon- 
ished these believing women to give evidence of their 
submission in several ways. 

Modest dress (v. 9). The contrast here is between 
the artificial glamour of the world and the true beauty 
of a godly life. Paul did not forbid the use of jewelry or 
lovely clothes, but rather the excessive use of them as 
substitutes for the true beauty of “a meek and quiet 
spirit” (see 1 Peter 3:1-6). A woman who depends only 
on externals will soon run out of ammunition! She may 
attract attention, but she will not win lasting affection. 
Perhaps the latest fashion fads were tempting the 
women in the church at Ephesus, and Paul had to 
remind Timothy to warn the women not to get 
trapped. 

The word translated “modest” (1 Tim. 2:9) simply 
means “decent and orderly.” It is related to the Greek 
word from which we get the English word “cosmetic.” 
A woman's clothing should be decent, orderly, and in 
good taste. “Shamefacedness” literally means “modesty, 
the avoidance of extremes.” A woman who possesses 
this quality is ashamed to go beyond the bounds of 
what is decent and proper. “Sobriety” comes from a 
Greek word that means “having a sound mind and 
good sense.” It describes an inner self-control—a spiri- 
tual “radar” that tells a person what is good and proper. 

Ephesus was a wealthy commercial city, and some 
women there competed against each other for attention 
and popularity. In that day expensive hairdos arrayed 
with costly jewelry were an accepted way to get to the 
top socially. Paul admonished the Christian women to 
major on the “inner person,” the true beauty that only 
Christ can give. He did not forbid the use of nice cloth- 
ing or ornaments. He urged balance and propriety, 
with the emphasis on modesty and holy character. 

“It’s getting harder and harder for a Christian 
woman to find the right kind of clothes!” a church 
member complained to me one summer. “I refuse to 
wear the kind of swimsuits they're selling! I simply 
wont go swimming. Whatever happened to old-fash- 
ioned modesty?” 

Godly works (v. 10). Paul did not suggest that 
good works are a substitute for clothing! Rather, he was 
contrasting the “cheapness” of expensive clothes and 
jewelry with the true values of godly character and 
Christian service. “Godliness” is another key word in 
Paul’s pastoral letters (1 Tim. 2:2, 10; 3:16; 4:7-8; 6:3, 
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5-6, 11; 2 Tim. 3:5; Titus 1:1). Glamour can be par- 
tially applied on the outside, but godliness must come 
from within. 

We must never underestimate the important place 
that godly women played in the ministry of the church. 
The gospel message had a tremendous impact on them 
because it affirmed their value before God and their 
equality in the body of Christ (Gal. 3:28). Women had 
a low place in the Roman world, but the gospel 
changed that. 

There were devoted women who ministered to 
Jesus in the days of His earthly ministry (Luke 8:1-3). 
They were present at His crucifixion and burial, and it 
was a woman who first heralded the glorious news of 
His resurrection. In the book of Acts we meet Dorcas 
(Acts 9:36ff), Lydia (Acts 16:14ff), Priscilla (Acts 
18:1-3), and godly women in the Berean and 
Thessalonian churches (Acts 17:4, 12). Paul greeted at 
least eight women in Romans 16; and Phebe, who car- 
ried the Roman epistle to its destination, was a 
deaconess in a local church (Rom. 16:1). Many believ- 
ing women won their husbands to the Lord and then 
opened their homes for Christian ministry. 

Quiet learning (v. 11). “Silence” is an unfortunate 
translation because it gives the impression that believ- 
ing women were never to open their mouths in the 
assembly. This is the same word that is translated 
“peaceable” in 1 Timothy 2:2. Some of the women 
abused their newfound freedom in Christ and created 
disturbances in the services by interrupting. It is this 
problem that Paul addressed in this admonition. It 
appears that women were in danger of upsetting the 
church by trying to “enjoy” their freedom. Paul wrote 
a similar admonition to the church in Corinth (1 Cor. 
14:34), though this admonition may apply primarily to 
speaking in tongues. 

Respecting authority (vv. 12-15). Women are 
permitted to teach. Older women should teach the 
younger women (Titus 2:3-4). Timothy was taught at 
home by his mother and grandmother (2 Tim. 1:5; 
3:15). But in their teaching ministry, they must not 
“lord it over” men. There is nothing wrong with a 
godly woman instructing a man in private (Acts 
18:24-28), but she must not assume authority in the 
church and try to take the place of a man. She should 
exercise “quietness” and help keep order in the church. 

Paul gave several arguments to back up this admo- 
nition that the Christian men in the church should be 
the spiritual leaders. The first is an argument from cre- 
ation: Adam was formed first, and then Eve (1 Tim. 
2:12-13). (Paul used this same argument in 1 Cor. 
11:1-10.) We must keep in mind that priority does not 
mean superiority. Man and woman were both created 
by God and in God’s image. The issue is only author- 
ity: man was created first. 

The second argument has to do with man’s fall into 
sin. Satan deceived the woman into sinning (Gen. 
3:1ff.; 2 Cor. 11:3); the man sinned with his eyes wide 
open. Because Adam rejected the God-given order, he 


listened to his wife, disobeyed God, and brought sin 
and death into the world. The submission of wives to 
their own husbands is a part of the original creation. 
The disorder we have in society today results from a 
violation of that God-given order. 

I do not think Paul suggested that women are more 
gullible than men and thus more easily deceived; for 
experience proves that both men and women are 
deceived by Satan. On one occasion, Abraham listened 
to his wife and got into trouble (Gen. 16). Later on, 
she gave him counsel and God told him to obey it 
(Gen. 21). In my own pastoral ministry, I have bene- 
fited greatly from the encouragement and counsel of 
godly women, but I have tried not to let them usurp 
authority in the church. In fact, the godly women I 
have known have no desire to “run” things in the 
church. 

The creation of humans and their fall both seem to 
put the woman in an inferior position, but she does 
have a ministry from God (1 Tim. 2:15). There was 
probably a close relationship in Paul’s mind between 
what he wrote here and what Moses wrote in Genesis 
3:16—the promise of the Savior who would be “made 
of a woman” (Gal. 4:4). It was through a woman that 
the Savior came into the world. (Keep in mind that 
Jesus had an earthly mother but not an earthly father, 
Matt. 1:18ff.; Luke 1:34-35.) 

But Paul taught a practical lesson (1 Tim. 2:15). He 
promised that the woman would “be kept safe through 
childbirth” (nv) if “they” (both husband and wife) 
continued in sincere dedication to the Lord. 

Does this mean that Christian mothers will never 
die in childbirth? History and experience both tell us 
that they do. God has His purposes, and His ways are 
far above our thoughts (Isa. 55:8-9). Paul laid down 
a general principle that encouraged the believing 
women of that day. Their ministry was not to run the 
church, but to care for the home and bear children to 
the glory of God (1 Tim. 5:14). Their home congre- 
gation would give them abundant opportunities for 
teaching the Word and ministering to the saints (see 
Rom. 16:1-6). 

Godly women do have an important ministry in 
the local assembly, even though they are not called to 
be teachers of the Word in a pastoral sense. If all is done 
“decently and in order,” then God will bless. 


CHAPTER THREE 
1 Timothy 3 


FOLLOW THE LEADERS 


Fics: rises or falls with leadership, whether it 
be a family or a local church. The Holy Spirit 
imparts gifts to believers for ministry in the local 
church, and among those gifts are “pastors and teach- 
ers” (Eph. 4:11) and “helps” and “governments” 
(‘administration,” 1 Cor. 12:28 nv). As we noted 
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before, even though the church is an organism, it must 
be organized or it will die. Leadership is a part of spir- 
itual organization. 

In this section, Paul described the bishop, the dea- 
con, and the church itself. By understanding these 
three descriptions, we shall be able to give better lead- 
ership to the ministry of the church. 


The Pastor (3:1-7) 

According to the New Testament, the terms “bishop,” 
“pastor,” and “elder” are synonymous. Bishop means 
“overseer,” and the elders had the responsibility of over- 
seeing the work of the church (Acts 20:17, 28; 1 Peter 
5:1-3). “Elder” is the translation of the Greek word 
presbutes, which means “an old man.” Paul used the 
word presbytery in 1 Timothy 4:14, referring not to a 
denomination, but to the “eldership” of the assembly 
that ordained Timothy. Elders and bishops (two names 
for the same office, Titus 1:5, 7) were mature people 
with spiritual wisdom and experience. Finally, “pastor” 
means “shepherd,” one who leads and cares for the 
flock of God. 

When you compare the qualifications given here 
for bishops with those given for elders in Titus 1:5-9, 
you quickly see that the same office is in view. Church 
organization was quite simple in apostolic days: There 
were pastors (elders, bishops) and deacons (Phil. 1:1). 
It seems that there was a plurality of elders overseeing 
the work of each church, some involved in “ruling” 
(organization and government), others in teaching (1 
Tim. 5:17). 

But these men had to be qualified. It was good for 
a growing believer to aspire to the office of bishop, but 
the best way to achieve it was to develop Christian 
character and meet the following requirements. To 
become an elder/bishop was a serious decision, one not 
treated lightly in the early church. Paul gave sixteen 
qualifications for a man to meet if he expected to serve 
as an elder/bishop/pastor. 

Blameless (v. 2a). This word literally means “noth- 
ing to take hold upon’; that is, there must be nothing 
in his life that Satan or the unsaved can take hold of to 
criticize or attack the church. No man living is sinless, 
but we must strive to be blameless, or “above reproach” 
(NIV). 

The husband of one wife (v. 2b). All of the qual- 
ifying adjectives in this passage are masculine. While 
there is ample scope for feminine ministry in a local 
assembly, the office of elder is not given to women. 
However, a pastor’s homelife is very important, and 
especially his marital status. (This same requirement 
applies to deacons, according to 1 Tim. 3:12.) It means 
that a pastor must not be divorced and remarried. Paul 
was certainly not referring to polygamy, since no 
church member, let alone a pastor, would be accepted 
if he had more than one wife. Nor is he referring to 
remarriage after the death of the wife; for why would a 
pastor be prohibited from marrying again, in the light 
of Genesis 2:18 and 1 Timothy 4:3? Certainly the 
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members of the church who had lost mates could 
marry again, so why penalize the pastor? 

It’s clear that a man’s ability to manage his own 
marriage and home indicate ability to oversee a local 
church (1 Tim. 3:4-5). A pastor who has been divorced 
opens himself and the church to criticism from out- 
siders, and it is not likely that people with marital 
difficulties would consult a man who could not keep 
his own marriage together. I see no reason why dedi- 
cated Christians who have been divorced and remarried 
cannot serve in other offices in the church, but they are 
disqualified from being elders or deacons. 

Vigilant (v. 2c). This means “temperate” or 
“sober.” “Temperate in all things” (2 Tim. 4:5, literal 
translation). Or “keep your head in all situations” 
(Niv). A pastor needs to exercise sober, sensible judg- 
ment in all things. 

Sober (v. 2d). He must have a serious attitude and 
be in earnest about his work. This does not mean he 
has no sense of humor, or that he is always solemn and 
somber. Rather it suggests that he knows the value of 
things and does not cheapen the ministry or the gospel 
message by foolish behavior. 

Of good behavior (v. 2e). “Orderly” would be a 
good translation. The pastor should be organized in 
his thinking and his living, as well as in his teaching 
and preaching. It is the same Greek word that is trans- 
lated “modest” in 1 Timothy 2:9, referring to women’s 
clothing. 

Given to hospitality (v. 2f). Literally, “loving the 
stranger.” This was an important ministry in the early 
church when traveling believers would need places to 
stay (Rom. 12:13; Heb. 13:2; 3 John 5—8). But even 
today, a pastor and wife who are hospitable are a great 
help to the fellowship of a local church. 

Apt to teach (v. 2g). Teaching the Word of God is 
one of an elder’s main ministries. In fact, many schol- 
ars believe that “pastors and teachers” in Ephesians 
4:11 refer to one person but to two functions. A pastor 
is automatically a teacher (2 Tim. 2:2, 24). Phillips 
Brooks, famous American bishop of the 1800s, said, 
“Apt to teach—it is not something to which one comes 
by accident or by any sudden burst of fiery zeal.” A pas- 
tor must be a careful student of the Word of God, and 
of all that assists him in knowing and teaching that 
Word. The pastor who is lazy in his study is a disgrace 
in the pulpit. 

Not given to wine (v. 3a). The word describes a 
person who sits long with the cup and thus drinks to 
excess. The fact that Paul advised Timothy to use wine 
for medicinal purposes (1 Tim. 5:23) indicates that 
total abstinence was not demanded of believers. Sad to 
say, some of the members of the Corinthian church got 
drunk, even at the love feast that accompanied the 
Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:21). The Jewish people 
diluted their wine with water to make sure it was not 
too strong. It was a well-known fact that water was not 
pure in those days, so that weak wine taken in moder- 
ation would have been healthier to drink. 


756 


However, there is a vast difference between the cul- 
tural use of wine in Bible days and supporting the 
alcohol industry of today. Paul’s admonition and exam- 
ple in Romans 14 (especially Rom. 14:21) would apply 
today in a special way. A godly pastor would certainly 
want to give the best example and not be an excuse for 
sin in the life of some weaker brother. 

No striker (v. 3b). “Not contentious, not looking 
for a fight.” Charles Spurgeon told his Pastor’s College 
students, “Don’t go about the world with your fist dou- 
bled up for fighting, carrying a theological revolver in 
the leg of your trousers.” 

Not greedy of filthy lucre (v. 3c). Paul will have 
more to say about money in 1 Timothy 6:3ff. It is pos- 
sible to use the ministry as an easy way to make money, 
if a man has no conscience or integrity. (Not that pas- 
tors are paid that much in most churches!) Covetous 
pastors always have “deals” going on outside their 
churches, and these activities erode their character and 
hinder their ministry. Pastors should “not [work] for 
filthy lucre” (1 Peter 5:2). 

Patient (v. 3d). “Gentle” is a better translation. The 
pastor must listen to people and be able to take criti- 
cism without reacting. He should permit others to 
serve God in the church without dictating to them. 

Not a brawler (v. 3e). Pastors must be peacemak- 
ers, not troublemakers. This does not mean they must 
compromise their convictions, but that they must “dis- 
agree” without being “disagreeable.” Short tempers do 
not make for long ministries. 

Not covetous (v. 3f). You can covet many things 
besides money: popularity, a large ministry that makes 
you famous, denominational advancement, and so 
forth. This word centers mainly on money. 

A godly family (vv. 4—5). This does not mean that 
a pastor must be married, or, if married, must have 
children. However, marriage and a family are probably 
in the will of God for most pastors. If a man’s own chil- 
dren cannot obey and respect him, then his church is 
not likely to respect and obey his leadership. For 
Christians, the church and the home are one. We 
should oversee both of them with love, truth, and dis- 
cipline. The pastor cannot be one thing at home and 
something else in church. If he is, his children will 
detect it, and there will be problems. The words rule 
and ruleth in 1 Timothy 3:4-5 mean “to preside over, 
to govern,” and suggest that a pastor is the one who 
directs the business of the church. (Not as a dictator, of 
course, but as a loving shepherd, 1 Peter 5:3.) The 
word translated “take care of” in 1 Timothy 3:5 sug- 
gests a personal ministry to the needs of the church. It 
is used in the parable of the good Samaritan to describe 
the care given to the injured man (Luke 10:34-35). 

Not a novice (v. 6). “Novice” literally means “one 
newly planted,” referring to a young Christian. Age is 
no guarantee of maturity, but it is good for a man to 
give himself time for study and growth before he 
accepts a church. Some men mature faster than others, 
of course. Satan enjoys seeing a youthful pastor succeed 


and get proud; then Satan can tear down all that has 
been built up. 

A good testimony outside the church (v. 7). Does 
he pay his bills? Does he have a good reputation among 
unsaved. people with whom he does business (see Col. 
4:5 and 1 Thess. 4:12)? 

No pastor ever feels that he is all he ought to be, 
and his people need to pray for him constantly. It is not 
easy to serve as a pastor/elder, but it is much easier if 
your character is all God wants it to be. 


The Deacon (3:8-13) 

The English word deacon is a transliteration of the 
Greek word diakonos, which simply means “servant.” It 
is likely that the origin of the deacons is recorded in 
Acts 6. The first deacons were appointed to be assis- 
tants to the apostles. In a local church today deacons 
relieve the pastors/elders of other tasks so that they may 
concentrate on the ministry of the Word, prayer, and 
spiritual oversight. 

Even though deacons are not given the authority of 
elders, they still must meet certain qualifications. Many 
faithful deacons have been made elders after they 
proved themselves. 

Grave (v. 8a). A deacon should be worthy of 
respect, a man of Christian character worth imitating. 
A deacon should take his responsibilities seriously and 
use the office, not just fill it. 

Not double-tongued (v. 8b). He does not tell tales 
from house to house; he is not a gossip. He does not say 
one thing to one member and something entirely 
opposite to another member. You can depend on what 
he says. 

Not given to much wine (v. 8c). We have dis- 
cussed this in our comments on 1 Timothy 3:3. 

Not greedy of filthy lucre (v. 8d). Deacons handle 
offerings and distribute money to needy people in the 
church. It may be tempting to steal or to use funds in 
selfish ways. Finance committees in churches need to 
have a spiritual attitude toward money. 

Doctrinally sound (v. 9). The word mystery means 
“truth once hidden but now revealed by God.” The 
great doctrines of the faith are hidden to those outside 
the faith, but they can be understood by those who 
trust the Lord. Deacons must understand Christian 
doctrine and obey it with a good conscience. It is not 
enough to sit in meetings and decide how to “run the 
church.” They must base their decisions on the Word 
of God, and they must back up their decisions with 
godly lives. 

I have noticed that some church officers know their 
church constitutions better than they know the Word 
of God. While it is good to have bylaws and regulations 
that help maintain order, it is important to manage the 
affairs of a church on the basis of the Word of God. 
The Scriptures were the “constitution” of the early 
church! A deacon who does not know the Bible is an 
obstacle to progress in a local assembly. 

A pastor friend of mine, now home with the Lord, 
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took a church that was a split from another church and 
constantly at war with itself. From what he told me, 
their business meetings were something to behold! The 
church constitution was revered almost as much as the 
Bible. The people called it “the green book.” My friend 
began to teach the people the Word of God, and the 
Spirit began to make changes in lives. But the enemy 
went to work and stirred up some officers to defy their 
pastor in a meeting. 

“You aren't following the green book!” they said. 

My friend lifted his Bible high and asked, “Are we 
going to obey the Word of God, or a green book writ- 
ten by men?” This was a turning point in the church, 
and then God blessed with wonderful growth and 
power. 

A deacon who does not know the Word of God can- 
not manage the affairs of the church of God. A deacon 
who does not dive the Word of God, but has a “defiled 
conscience,” cannot manage the church of God. 
Simply because a church member is popular, successful 
in business, or generous in his giving does not mean he 
is qualified to serve as a deacon. 

Tested and proved (v. 10). This implies watching 
their lives and seeing how they conduct themselves. In 
most churches, a new member or a new Christian may 
begin serving God in visitation, ushering, helping in 
Sunday school, and numerous other ways. This is the 
principle in Matthew 25:21: “Thou hast been faithful 
over a few things; I will make thee ruler over many 
things.” 

It is worth noting that quite a few leaders men- 
tioned in the Bible were first tested as servants. Joseph 
was a servant in Egypt for thirteen years before he 
became a second ruler in the land. Moses cared for 
sheep for forty years before God called him. Joshua was 
Moses’ servant before he became Moses’ successor. 
David was tending his father’s sheep when Samuel 
anointed him king of Israel. Even our Lord Jesus came 
as a servant and labored as a carpenter; and the apostle 
Paul was a tentmaker. First a servant, then a ruler. 

It always weakens the testimony of a local church 
when a member who has not been proved is made an 
officer of the church. “Maybe Jim will attend church 
more if we make him a deacon” is a statement that 
shows ignorance both of Jim and of the Word of God. 
An untested Christian is an unprepared Christian. He 
will probably do more harm than good if you give him 
an office in the church. 

Godly homes (vv. 11-12). The deacon’s wife is a 
part of his ministry, for godliness must begin at home. 
The deacons must not be men who have been divorced 
and remarried. Their wives must be Christians, women 
who are serious about the ministry, not given to slan- 
derous talk (literally “not devils,” for the word devil 
means “slanderer, false accuser”), and faithful in all that 
they do. It is sad to see the damage that is done to a 
local church when the wives of elders or deacons gossip 
and slander others. 

Some students think that 1 Timothy 3:11 refers, 
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not to the wives of deacons, but to another order of 
ministers—the deaconesses. Many churches do have 
deaconesses who assist with the women’s work, in bap- 
tisms, in fellowship times, and so forth. Phebe was a 
deaconess from the church at Cenchrea (Rom. 16:1, 
where the word is diakonon). Perhaps in some of the 
churches, the wives of the deacons did serve as dea- 
conesses. We thank God for the ministry of godly 
women in the local church, whether they hold offices 
or not! It is not necessary to hold an office to have a 
ministry or exercise a gift. 

A willingness to work (v. 13). He is to use the 
office, not just fill it. The Greek word translated 
“degree” means “rank (as in the army), a base, a step, or 
rung on a ladder.” What an encouragement to a faith- 
ful deacon! God will “promote” him spiritually and 
give him more and more respect among the saints, 
which means greater opportunity for ministry. A faith- 
ful deacon has a good standing before God and men, 
and can be used of God to build the church. He has a 
spiritual boldness that makes for effective ministry. 

Certainly a part of this blessing could include the 
possibility of a “spiritual promotion.” What a joy it is 
to a pastor to see deacons become elders, and then to 
see some of the elders called into pastoral ministry on 
a full-time basis. (It should be remembered that, in the 
New Testament churches, the elders were called from 
out of their own local congregations. They were not 
usually imported from other places.) 

It is a serious matter to serve the local church. Each 
of us must search his own heart to be certain that he is 


qualified by the grace of God. 


The Believers (3:14-16) 

Elders, deacons, and church members need to be 
reminded of what a local church is. In this brief para- 
graph, Paul gave three pictures of the church. 

The house of God (v. 15a). God’s church is a fam- 
ily, so “household” might be a better translation. One 
of Paul’s favorite words is “brethren” (see 1 Tim. 4:6). 
When a sinner believes in Jesus Christ as Savior, he 
immediately is born again into God’s family (John 
1:11-13; 1 Peter 1:22-25). Paul advised young 
Timothy to treat the members of the local church as he 
would treat the members of his own family (1 Tim. 
5:1-2). 

Because the local church is a family, it must be fed; 
and the only diet that will nourish the people is the 
Word of God. It is our bread (Matt. 4:4), milk and 
meat (1 Cor. 3:1-2; Heb. 5:12-14), and honey (Ps. 
119:103). A pastor must take time to nourish himself 
so that he might nourish others (1 Tim. 4:6). A church 
does not grow by addition, but by nutrition (Eph. 
4:11-16). It is tragic to see the way some pastors waste 
their time (and their church’s time) all week long and 
then have nothing nourishing to give the people on the 
Lord’s Day. 

Like a family, a church needs discipline in love. 
Children who are not disciplined become rebels and 
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tyrants. The spiritual leaders of the assembly should 
exercise discipline (1 Cor. 4:18—5:13; 2 Cor. 2:6-11). 
Sometimes the children need rebuke; other times the 
discipline must be more severe. 

Children also need encouragement and example (1 
Thess. 2:7-12). Spiritual leaders must have the gentle- 
ness of a nursing mother and the strength of a loving 
father. 

The assembly (v. 15b). The word church is a trans- 
lation of the Greek word ekklesia (ek-klay-SEE-a), 
which means “assembly.” It referred to the political 
assemblies in the Greek cities (Acts 19:29, 32) where 
business was transacted by qualified citizens. But it is 
used about one hundred times in the New Testament 
to refer to local churches, assemblies of believers. The 
Greek word means “those called out.” (It is used in Acts 
7:38 to describe the nation of Israel, called out of 
Egypt, but Israel was not a “church” in the New 
Testament sense.) 

Paul wanted young Timothy to know how to “con- 
duct himself” as a leader of a local assembly. The 
pastoral epistles are guidebooks for conduct of a local 
church. Scores of books have been published in recent 
years purporting to tell us how to start, build, and 
increase a local church, and some of them contain good 
counsel. However, the best counsel for managing a 
local church is found in these three inspired letters. The 
young pastor in his first church, as well as the seasoned 
veteran in the ministry, should saturate himself with 
the teachings Paul shared with Timothy and Titus. 

There are many different kinds of “assemblies,” but 
the church is the assembly of the living God. Because 
it is God’s assembly, He has the right to tell us how it 
ought to be governed. The church has been purchased 
with the blood of God’s Son (Acts 20:28); therefore, we 
must be careful how we conduct ourselves. Church 
officers must not become religious dictators who abuse 
the people in order to achieve their own selfish ends (1 
Peter 5:3-5; 3 John 9-12). 

The pillar and ground of the truth (vv. 15c-16). 
This is an architectural image which would mean 
much to Timothy at Ephesus, for the great temple of 
Diana had 127 pillars. The word ground suggests a 
“bulwark” or a “stay.” The local church is built on Jesus 
Christ the Truth (John 14:6; 1 Cor. 3:9-15), but the 
local church is also itself a pillar and bulwark for the 
truth. 

It is likely that the pillar aspect of the church’s min- 
istry relates primarily to displaying the truth of the 
Word, much as a statue is put on a pedestal so all can 
see it. We must hold “forth the word of life” so the 
world can see it (Phil. 2:16). The local church puts 
Jesus Christ on display in the lives of faithful members. 

As a bulwark, the church protects the truth and 
makes sure it does not fall (for elsewhere “truth is fallen 
in the street, and equity cannot enter,”Isa. 59:14). 
When local churches turn away from the truth (1 Tim. 
4:1ff.) and compromise in their ministry, then the 
enemy makes progress. Sometimes church leaders must 


take a militant stand against sin and apostasy. This does 
not make them popular, but it does please the Lord. 

The main truth to which a church should bear wit- 
ness is the person and work of Jesus Christ (1 Tim. 
3:16—it is probable that this verse is quoted from an 
early Christian hymn). Jesus Christ was God manifest 
in the flesh, not only at His birth, but during His entire 
earthly ministry (John 14:1—9). Though His own peo- 
ple as a nation rejected Him, Jesus Christ was 
vindicated in the Spirit, for the Spirit empowered Him 
to do miracles and even to raise Himself from the dead 
(Rom. 1:4). The very presence of the Spirit in the 
world is itself a judgment on the world (John 
16:7-11). 

Seen of angels suggests the many times that the elect 
angels were associated with the life and ministry of our 
Lord. (The word angelos, translated “angels,” also 
means “messengers.” See James 2:25. Perhaps Paul was 
referring to the chosen messengers who witnessed the 
resurrected Christ.) However, Christ did not die for 
angels, but for lost sinners, and so He was preached 
unto the nations. This reminds us of the commissions 
the Lord gave to His church to carry the gospel to the 
ends of the earth, where He is believed on in the world. 
At the ascension, He was received up in glory (Acts 1:2, 
22), and He will return one day to take His church to 
share that glory. 

What an exciting challenge it is for your local 
church to witness of Jesus Christ to lost sinners at 
home and around the world! 


CHAPTER FOUR 
1 Timothy 4 


HOW TO BE A MAN OF GOD 


f you were to write a job description for your pastor, 
| what would it contain? How would it compare with 

the description he might write? A pastor preaches 
regularly, performs weddings and other Christian serv- 
ices, visits the sick, and counsels the distressed. But 
what żs his ministry, and what kind of person must he 
be to fulfill his God-given ministry? 

In this section of his letter to Timothy, Paul empha- 
sized the character and the work of the minister 
himself; and he listed three qualities that a minister 
must possess if he is to be successful in serving God. 


A Good Minister, Preaching the Word (4:1-6) 
Paul had warned the Ephesian elders that false teachers 
would invade the church (Acts 20:28-31), and now 
they had arrived. The Holy Spirit had spoken in spe- 
cific terms about these teachers, and the prophecy was 
starting to be fulfilled in Paul’s time. Certainly it is ful- 
filled in our own time! We can recognize false teachers 
by the description Paul gave in this paragraph. 

They are energized by Satan (v. la). This is the 
only place where demons are mentioned in the pastoral 
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epistles. Just as there is a “mystery of godliness” con- 
cerning Christ (1 Tim. 3:16), so there is a “mystery of 
iniquity” that surrounds Satan and his work (2 Thess. 
2:7). Satan is an imitator (2 Cor. 11:13-15); he has his 
own ministers and doctrines, and seeks to deceive 
God’s people and lead them astray (2 Cor. 11:3). The 
first test of any religious doctrine is what it says about 
Jesus Christ (1 John 4:1-6). 

It comes as a shock to some people that Satan uses 
professed Christians in the church to accomplish his 
work. But Satan once used Peter to try to lead Jesus on 
a wrong path (Matt. 16:21-23), and he used Ananias 
and Sapphira to try to deceive the church at Jerusalem 
(Acts 5). Paul warned that false teachers would arise 
from within the church (Acts 20:30). 

They lead people astray (v. 1b). Their goal is to 
seduce people and get them to depart from the faith. 
This is the word apostasy, and it is defined as “a willful 
turning away from the truth of the Christian faith.” 
These false teachers do not try to build up the church 
or relate people to the Lord Jesus Christ in a deeper 
way. Instead they want to get disciples to follow them 
and join their groups and promote their programs. 
This is one difference between a true church and a reli- 
gious cult: A true church seeks to win converts to Jesus 
Christ and to build them spiritually; conversely, a cult 
proselytizes, steals converts from others, and makes 
them servants (even slaves!) of the leaders of the cult. 
However, not all apostates are in cults; some of them 
are in churches and pulpits, teaching false doctrine and 
leading people astray. 

They are hypocrites (v. 2). “Ye shall know them by 
their fruits’? (Matt. 7:15-20). These false teachers 
preach one thing but practice another. They tell their 
disciples what to do, but they do not do it themselves. 
Satan works “by means of the hypocrisy of liars” (1 
Tim. 4:2, literal translation). One of the marks of a 
true servant of God is his honesty and integrity: He 
practices what he preaches. This does not mean he is 
sinlessly perfect, but that he sincerely seeks to obey the 
Word of God. He tries to maintain a good conscience 
(see 1 Tim. 1:5, 19; 3:9). 

The word seared means “cauterized.” Just as a per- 
son’s flesh can be “branded” so that it becomes hard 
and without feeling, so a person’s conscience can be 
deadened. Whenever we affirm with our lips some- 
thing that we deny with our lives (whether people 
know it or not), we deaden our consciences just a little 
more. Jesus made it clear that it is not religious talk or 
even performing miracles that qualifies a person for 
heaven, but doing God’s will in everyday life (Matt. 
7:21-29). 

An apostate is not just wrong doctrinally; he is 
wrong morally. His personal life became wrong before 
his doctrines were changed. In fact, it is likely that he 
changed his teachings so that he could continue his sin- 
ful living and pacify his conscience. Believing and 
behaving always go together. 

They deny God’s Word (vv. 3-5). The false teachers 
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in Ephesus combined Jewish legalism with Eastern 
asceticism. You find Paul dealing with this same false 
doctrine in his Letter to the Colossians (Col. 2:8—23 
especially). For one thing, the false teachers taught that 
an unmarried life was more spiritual than a married 
life, which is contrary to Scripture. “It is not good that 
the man should be alone” are God’s own words (Gen. 
2:18). Jesus put His seal of approval on marriage (Matt. 
19:1-9), though He pointed out that not everybody is 
supposed to marry (Matt. 19:10-12). Paul also 
affirmed the biblical basis for marriage (1 Cor. 7:1-24), 
teaching that each person should follow the will of God 
in the matter. 

Beware of any religious teaching that tampers with 
God’s institution of marriage. And beware of any 
teaching that tampers with God’s creation. The false 
teachers who were infecting the Ephesian church 
taught that certain foods were taboo; if you ate them, 
you were not spiritual. The fact that God called His 
own creation “good” (Gen. 1:10, 12, 18, 21, 25) did 
not interest these teachers. Their authority to dictate 
diets gave them power over their converts. 

Those who “believe and know the truth” are not 
impressed with the do’s and don'ts of the legalists. Jesus 
stated that all foods are clean (Mark 7:14-23). He 
taught this lesson again to Peter (Acts 10) and reaf- 
firmed it through Paul (1 Cor. 10:23-33). A person 
may not be able to eat certain foods for physical reasons 
(an allergy, for example), but no food is to be rejected 
for spiritual reasons. We should not, however, use our 
freedom to eat and drink to destroy weaker Christians 
(Rom. 14:13-23). The food we eat is sanctified (set 
apart, devoted to God) when we pray and give thanks; 
so the Word of God and prayer turn even an ordinary 
meal into a spiritual service for God’s glory (1 Cor. 
10:31). 

The emphasis in a minister’s life should be on “the 
Word of God and prayer” (1 Tim. 4:5). It is tragic 
when a church keeps its pastors so busy with menial 
tasks that they have hardly any time for God’s Word 
and prayer (Acts 6:1-7). Paul reminded young 
Timothy of his great responsibility to study, teach, and 
preach the Scriptures, and to spend time in prayer. As 
a “good minister” he must be “nourished up in the 
words of faith” (1 Tim. 4:6). Timothy had certain 
responsibilities in the light of this growing apostasy: 

Teach the church the truth (v. 6a). God’s people 
need to be warned about false doctrine and religious 
apostasy. A minister must not major on these subjects, 
because he is obligated to teach “all the counsel of 
God” (Acts 20:27), but neither should he ignore them. 
As we travel the streets and highways, we see two kinds 
of signs: those that tell us where we are going (“Boston 
45 miles”) and those that warn us of possible dangers 
(“Bridge Out!”). A pastor must teach positive doctrine 
so that people will know what they believe and where 
they are going. But he must also expose false doctrine 
so that people will not be seduced and led astray. 

He must nourish himself in the Word (v. 6b). Of 
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course, every Christian ought to feed daily on the Word 
(Jer. 15:16; Matt. 4:4; 1 Peter 2:2), but it is especially 
important that a pastor grow in the Word. It is by daily 
studying the “good doctrine” and meditating on the 
Word that he grows in the Lord and is able to lead the 
church. 

The “good minister” preaches the Word that he 
himself feeds on day by day. But it is not enough to 
preach the Word; he must also practice it. 


A Godly Minister, Practicing the Word (4:7-12) 

Paul shifted to an athletic illustration at this point in 
his letter. Just as a Greek or Roman athlete had to 
refuse certain things, eat the right food, and do the 
right exercises, so a Christian should practice “spiritual 
exercise.” If a Christian puts as much energy and disci- 
pline into his spiritual life as an athlete does into his 
game, the Christian grows faster and accomplishes 
much more for God. Paul discussed in this section 
three levels of life. 

The bad—“profane and old wives’ fables” (v. 7a). 
These are, of course, the false teachings and traditions 
of the apostates. These doctrines have no basis in 
Scripture; in fact, they contradict the Word of God. 
They are the kind of teachings that silly people would 
discuss, not dedicated men and women of the Word! 
No doubt these teachings involved the false doctrines 
just named (1 Tim. 4:2-3). Paul also warned Titus 
about “Jewish fables” (Titus 1:14). Paul warned 
Timothy about these same “fables” in his second letter 
(2 Tim. 4:4). 

A believer cannot rediscover new doctrines. Paul 
admonished Timothy to remain true to “the good doc- 
trine which you have closely followed up to now” (1 
Tim. 4:6b, literal translation). He warned him not to 
“give heed to fables and endless genealogies” (1 Tim. 
1:4). While a pastor must know what the enemy is 
teaching, he must not be influenced by it. A chemist 
may handle and study poisons, but he does not permit 
them to get into his system. 

The temporary—“bodily exercise” (vv. 7-8). 
Again, this is an athletic image. Certainly we ought to 
care for our bodies, and exercise is a part of that care. 
Our bodies are God’s temples, to be used for His glory 
(1 Cor. 6:19-20), and His tools for His service (Rom. 
12:1-2). But bodily exercise benefits us only during 
this life; godly exercise is profitable now and for eter- 
nity. Paul did not ask Timothy to choose between the 
two; I think God expects us to practice both. A healthy 
body can be used of God, but we must major on holi- 
ness. 

The eternal—“godliness” (vv. 7-12). Phillips 
Brooks said, “The great purpose of life—the shaping of 
character by truth.” Godly character and conduct are 
far more important than golf trophies or home-run 
records, though it is possible for a person to have both. 
Paul challenged Timothy to be as devoted to godliness 
as an athlete is to his sport. We are living and laboring 
for eternity. 


Paul used two similar athletic images in writing to 
the Corinthians (1 Cor. 9:24-27), emphasizing the dis- 
ciplines necessary for godly living. As an athlete must 
control his body and obey the rules, so a Christian 
must make his body his servant and not his master. 
When I see high school football squads and baseball 
teams going through their calisthenics under the hot 
summer sun, I am reminded that there are spiritual 
exercises that I ought to be doing (Heb. 5:14). Prayer, 
meditation, self-examination, fellowship, service, sacri- 
fice, submission to the will of others, witness—all of 
these can assist me, through the Spirit, to become a 
more godly person. 

Spiritual exercise is not easy; we must “labor and 
suffer reproach” (1 Tim. 4:10a). “For this we labor and 
strive” (NIv). The word translated “strive” is an athletic 
word from which we get our English word agonize. It 
is the picture of an athlete straining and giving his best 
to win. A Christian who wants to excel must really 
work at it, by the grace of God and to the glory of 
God. 

But exercising ourselves in godly living is not only 
profitable for us; it is also profitable for others (1 Tim. 
4:11-12). It enables us to be good examples, so that we 
encourage others. Paul named several areas of life in 
which you and I should be examples. 

“In word” (1 Tim. 4:12) implies that our speech 
should always be honest and loving, “speaking the 
truth in love” (Eph. 4:15). 

“In conduct” (the xjv’s “conversation” means 
“walk,” not “talk”) suggests that our lives are to be con- 
trolled by the Word of God. We must not be like the 
hypocrites Paul described to Titus (Titus 1:16): “They 
profess that they know God; but in works they deny 
him.” 

“In love” (charity) points to the motivation of our 
lives. We do not obey God to be applauded by men 
(Matt. 6:1ff.), but because we love God and love God’s 
people. 

(“In spirit” is not in many manuscripts, but it 
would describe the inner enthusiasm and excitement of 
a child of God.) 

“In faith” implies that we trust God and are faithful 
to Him. Faith and love often go together (1 Tim. 1:14; 
2:15; 6:11; 2 Tim. 1:13; 2:22). Faith always leads to 
faithfulness. 

“In purity” is important as we live in this present 
evil world. Ephesus was a center for sexual impurity, 
and the young man Timothy was faced with tempta- 
tions. He must have a chaste relationship to the women 
in the church (1 Tim. 5:2) and keep himself pure in 
mind, heart, and body. 

But godly living not only helps us and other believ- 
ers; it also has its influence on the lost. Paul reminded 
Pastor Timothy that Jesus Christ is the Savior (1 Tim. 
4:10), and it is the believer’s task to share that good 
news with the lost. In effect he wrote, “We Christians 
have fixed our hope in the living God, but the lost have 
no hope and do not know the living God. All that 


1 Timothy 4 


many of them know are the dead idols that can never 
save them.” 

The title “Saviour of all men” does not imply that 
everybody will be saved (universalism), or that God 
saves people in spite of themselves; for Paul added “spe- 
cially of those that believe.” It is faith that saves one’s 
soul (Eph. 2:8-10). Since God “will have all men to be 
saved” (1 Tim. 2:4), and since Christ “gave Himself a 
ransom for all” (1 Tim. 2:6), then amy lost sinner can 
trust Christ and be saved. Christ is “the Saviour of all 
men,” so nobody need despair. 

Timothy should not fear to practice the Word of 
God and apply it to the life of the church, for this 
Word is “a faithful saying and worthy of all accepta- 
tion” (1 Tim. 4:9). These faithful sayings made up a 
summary of truth for the early church (see 1 Tim. 1:15; 
3:1; 2 Tim. 2:11; Titus 3:8). The fact that Timothy was 
a young man (the word then applied to a person from 
youth to forty) should not deter him from practicing 
the Word. In fact, he was to “command” these things, 
and this is our military word “charge” (1 Tim. 1:3). 
The local church is a unit in God’s spiritual army, and 
its leaders are to pass God’s orders along to the people 
with authority and conviction. 


A Growing Minister, Progressing in the Word 
(4:13-16) 

The key thought in this section is “that thy profiting 
may appear to all” (1 Tim. 4:15). The word profiting 
(“progress” NIv) is a Greek military term; it means “pio- 
neer advance.” It describes the soldiers who go ahead of 
the troops, clear away the obstacles, and make it possi- 
ble for others to follow. As a godly pastor, Timothy was 
to grow spiritually so that the whole church could see 
his spiritual progress and imitate it. 

No pastor can lead his people where he has not 
been himself. “Such as I have, give I thee” is a basic 
principle of life and ministry (Acts 3:6). The pastor (or 
church member) who is not growing is actually going 
backward, for it is impossible to stand still in the 
Christian life. In his living, teaching, preaching, and 
leading, the minister must give evidence of spiritual 
growth. But what are factors that make spiritual 
progress possible? 

Emphasize God’s Word (v. 13). “Give attendance 
to” means “devote yourself to, be absorbed in.” 
Ministering the Word was not something Timothy was 
to do after he had done other things; it was to be the 
most important thing he did. Reading means the pub- 
lic reading of Scripture in the local assembly. The 
Jewish people always had the reading of the law and the 
Prophets in their synagogues, and this practice carried 
over into Christian churches. Jesus read the Scriptures 
in the synagogue at Nazareth (Luke 4:16ff.), and Paul 
often read the lessons when he visited a synagogue 
(Acts 13:15). 

In my itinerant ministry, I have noted that many 
churches have dispensed with the public reading of 
God’s Word, and I am disappointed. They have time 
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for “special music” and endless announcements, but 
there is no time for the reading of the Bible. The pas- 
tor may read a text before he preaches, but that is a 
different thing. Every local church ought to have a 
schedule of Bible readings for the public services. It is 
commanded by Scripture that we read God’s Word in 
the public assemblies. (I might add that those who read 
the Word publicly ought to prepare themselves pri- 
vately. Nobody should be asked “at the last minute” to 
read the Scriptures publicly. The Bible deserves the best 
we can give.) 

Exhortation (1 Tim. 4:13) literally means “encour- 
agement” and suggests the applying of the Word to the 
lives of the people. The pastor was to read the Word, 
explain it, and apply it. Doctrine means “teaching,” and 
is a major emphasis in the pastoral letters. There are at 
least twenty-two references to “teaching” or “doctrine” 
in these thirteen chapters. 

“Apt to teach” is one of the qualifications of a min- 
ister (1 Tim. 3:2); and it has been correctly said, “Apt 
to teach implies apt to learn.” A growing minister (or 
church member) must be a student of the Word. Before 
he teaches others he must teach himself (Rom. 2:21). 
His spiritual progress is an example to his flock and an 
encouragement to others. 

Use your spiritual gifts (v. 14). So much has been 
written in recent years about spiritual gifts that we have 
almost forgotten the graces of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22-23). 
The word gift is the Greek word charisma. It simply 
means “a gracious gift from God.” (The world uses the 
word charisma to describe a person with magnetic per- 
sonality and commanding appearance.) Every Christian 
has the gift of the Spirit (Rom. 8:9) and at least one gift 
from the Spirit (1 Cor. 12:1-11). The gift of the Spirit, 
and the gifts from the Spirit, are bestowed by God at 
the moment of conversion (see 1 Cor. 12:13ff.). 

However, when God calls a believer into a special 
place of ministry, He can (and often does) impart a 
spiritual gift for that task. When Timothy was ordained 
by the elders (“presbytery”), he received an enabling 
gift from God when the elders laid hands on him. But 
for some reason, Timothy had neglected to cultivate 
this gift that was so necessary to his spiritual progress 
and ministry. In fact, Paul had to admonish him in his 
second letter, “Stir up the gift of God, which is in thee 
by the putting on of my hands” (2 Tim. 1:6). 

It is encouraging to know that the God who calls us 
also equips us to do His work. We have nothing in our- 
selves that enables us to serve Him; the ministry must 
all come from God (1 Cor. 15:9-10; Phil. 4:13; 1 Tim. 
1:12). However, we must not be passive; we must cul- 
tivate God’s gifts, use them, and develop them in the 
ministry of the local church and wherever God puts us. 

Devote yourself fully to Christ (v. 15). 
“Meditate” carried the idea of “be in them, give your- 
self totally to them.” Timothy’s spiritual life and 
ministry were to be the absorbing, controlling things in 
his life, not merely sidelines that he occasionally prac- 
ticed. There can be no real pioneer advance in one’s 
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ministry without total dedication to the task. “No man 
can serve two masters” (Matt. 6:24). 

While I do not want to sound critical, I must con- 
fess that I am disturbed by the fact that too many 
pastors and Christian workers divide their time and 
interest between the church and some sideline. It may 
be real estate, trips to the Holy Land, politics, civic 
duties, even denominational service. Their own spiri- 
tual lives suffer, and their churches suffer, because these 
men are not devoting themselves wholly to their min- 
istry. “This one thing I do” was Pauls controlling 
motive, and it ought to be ours too (Phil. 3:13). “A 
double-minded man is unstable in all his ways” (James 
1:8). 

Take spiritual inventory (v. 16). Examine your 
own heart in the light of the Word of God. Note that 
Paul put “thyself” ahead of “the doctrine.” Paul had 
given this same warning to the Ephesian elders in his 
farewell message: “Take heed therefore unto your- 
selves” (Acts 20:28). A servant of God can be so busy 
helping others that he neglects himself and his own 
spiritual walk. 

The great American evangelist of the 1800s, 
Charles Finney, used to preach on this text. He titled 
his sermon “Preacher, Save Thyself!” That sermon is 
needed today, for we are seeing people having to leave 
the ministry because their lives have not kept up with 
their profession. Moral problems, divorces, and other 
kinds of shameful conduct have destroyed many of 
God’s servants. “Let him that thinketh he standeth take 
heed lest he fall” (1 Cor. 10:12). 

The building up of the saved and the winning of 
the lost are the purposes for our ministry, to the glory 
of God. But God must work in us before He can effec- 
tively work through us (Phil. 2:12-13). As good 
ministers, we preach the Word; as godly ministers, we 
practice the Word; as growing ministers, we progress in 
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ORDER IN THE CHURCH! 


he first problem the early church faced was also a 
T modern one: A group of church members was neg- 
lected by the ministering staff (Acts 6). I once 
heard a certain pastor described as “a man who is invis- 
ible during the week and incomprehensible on 
Sunday.” Again, somebody in his congregation was 
feeling neglected. 
Then Paul instructed Timothy how to minister to 
specific groups in his church. 


The Older Members (5:1-2) 

Paul admonished Timothy to minister to the various 
kinds of people in the church, and not to show partial- 
ity (1 Tim. 5:21). Since Timothy was a younger man, 


he might be tempted to ignore the older members, so 
Paul urged him to love and serve all of the people, 
regardless of their ages. The church is a family: Treat 
the older members like your mother and father, and the 
younger members like your brothers and sisters. 


The Old Widows (5:3-10) 

From the beginning of its ministry, the church had a 
concern for believing widows (Acts 6:1; 9:39). Of 
course, the nation of Israel had sought to care for wid- 
ows; and God had given special legislation to protect 
them (Deut. 10:18; 24:17; Isa. 1:17). God’s special 
care for the widows is a recurring theme in Scripture 
(Deut. 14:29; Ps. 94:6; Mal. 3:5). It was only right that 
the local church show compassion to these women who 
were in need. 

However, the church must be careful not to waste 
its resources on people who really are not in need. 
Whether we like to admit it or not, there are individu- 
als and entire families that “milk” local churches, while 
they themselves refuse to work or to use their own 
resources wisely. As long as they can get handouts from 
the church, why bother to go to work? 

Paul listed the qualifications a widow must meet if 
she is to be supported by the church. 

Without human support (vv. 5a, 8, “desolate”). 
If a widow had relatives they should care for her so that 
the church might use its money to care for others who 
have no help. If her own children were dead, then her 
grandchildren (the xyv translates them “nephews” in 1 
Tim. 5:4) should accept the responsibility. When you 
recall that society in that day did not have the kind of 
institutions we have today—pensions, Social Security, 
retirement homes, and so forth—you can see how 
important family care really was. Of course, the pres- 
ence of such institutions today does not relieve any 
family of its loving obligations. “Honor thy father and 
thy mother” is still in the Bible (Ex. 20:12; Eph. 
6:1-3). 

Suppose a relative is unwilling to help support his 
loved one? “He ... is worse than an unbeliever!” was 
Paul’s judgment (1 Tim. 5:8 Nrv; also see v. 16). A mis- 
sionary friend of mine, now with the Lord, came home 
from the field to care for her sick and elderly parents. 
She was severely criticized by some of her associates 
(“We should love God more than father and mother!”), 
but she remained faithful to the end. Then she 
returned to the field for years of fruitful service, know- 
ing she had obeyed God. After all, we love God by 
loving His people, and He has a special concern for the 
elderly, the widows, and the orphans. 

A believer with a faithful testimony (vv. 5b-7). 
The church could not care for all the widows in the 
city, but it should care for believers who are a part of 
the fellowship. We should “do good unto all ... espe- 
cially unto them who are of the household of faith” 
(Gal. 6:10). A widow the church helps should not be a 
self-indulgent person, seeking pleasure, but a godly 
woman who hopes in God and has a ministry of inter- 
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cession and prayer. See Luke 2:36-37 for an example of 
a godly widow. 

It has been my experience in three different pas- 
torates that godly widows are “spiritual powerhouses” 
in the church. They are the backbone of the prayer 
meetings. They give themselves to visitation, and they 
swell the ranks of teachers in the Sunday school. It has 
also been my experience that, if a widow is not godly, 
she can be a great problem to the church. She will 
demand attention, complain about what the younger 
people do, and often “hang on the telephone” and gos- 
sip. (Of course, it is not really “gossip.” She only wants 
her friends to be able to “pray more intelligently” 
about these matters!) Paul made it clear (1 Tim. 5:7) 
that church-helped widows must be “blameless’— 
irreproachable. 

At least sixty years old (v. 9a). A woman of this 
age was not likely to get remarried in that day, though 
sixty is not considered that “old” today. Perhaps the 
verb “taken into the number” gives us a clue. It literally 
means “to be enrolled and put on the list.” The word 
was used for the enrollment of soldiers. The early 
church had an official list of the names of qualified 
widows, and we get the impression that these “enlisted” 
women ministered to the congregation in various ways. 
(Remember Dorcas and her widow friends, Acts 
9:36—43?) Paul probably would have told us if they had 
been officially ordained as deaconesses. 

A good marriage record (v. 9b). We have met this 
same requirement before, for bishops (1 Tim. 3:2) and 
for deacons (1 Tim. 3:12). The implication is that the 
widow was not a divorced woman. Since younger wid- 
ows were advised to remarry (1 Tim. 5:14), this 
stipulation cannot refer to a woman who had a tempo- 
rary second marriage after the death of her husband. 
Faithfulness to one’s marriage vows is very important in 
the eyes of God. 

A witness of good works (v. 10). If a person is 
faithfully serving God, the light will shine and others 
will see it and glorify God (Matt. 5:16). “Brought up 
children” can refer either to a widow's own children or 
the reference may be to orphans who needed a home. 
If it refers to her own children, then they would have 
to have died; otherwise the church would not support 
her. It is likely that the reference here is to the practice 
of rescuing abandoned children and raising them to 
know the Lord. 

Hospitality is another factor, for this was an impor- 
tant ministry in those days when travel was dangerous 
and safe places to sleep were scarce. The washing of feet 
does not refer to a special ritual, but to the common 
practice of washing a guest’s feet when he arrived in the 
home (Luke 7:44). It was not beneath this woman’s 
dignity to take the place of a humble servant. 

“Relieved the afflicted” could cover many kinds of 
ministry to the needy: feeding the hungry, caring for 
the sick, encouraging the sorrowing, and so forth. 
Every pastor gives thanks for godly women who minis- 
ter to the material and physical needs in the church. 
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These widows were cared for by the church, but they, 
in turn, helped to care for the church. 


The Younger Widows (5:11-16) 

The younger widows would technically be women 
under sixty years of age, but no doubt Paul had much 
younger women in mind. It was not likely that a fifty- 
nine-year-old woman would “bear children” if she 
remarried (1 Tim. 5:14)! The dangers of travel, the rav- 
ages of disease, war, and a host of other things could 
rob a young wife of her husband. But Paul forbade 
Timothy to enroll the younger widows and put them 
under the care of the church. 

The reasons for refusing them (vv. 11-14a). 
Because of their age, younger widows are naturally 
attracted to men and want to marry again. What is so 
bad about that? Paul seemed to imply (1 Tim. 5:12) 
that each of the widows enrolled pledged herself to 
remain a widow and serve the Lord in the church. This 
pledge must not be interpreted as a “vow of celibacy,” 
nor should we look on this group of ministering wid- 
ows as a “special monastic order.” There seemed to be 
an agreement between the widows and the church that 
they would remain widows and serve the Lord. 

There is another possible interpretation: These 
younger widows, if supported by the church, would 
have opportunities to “live it up” and find other hus- 
bands, most likely unbelievers. By marrying 
unbelievers, they would be casting off their first faith. 
However, I prefer the first explanation. 

Paul does make it clear (1 Tim. 5:13) that younger 
widows, if cared for by the church, would have time on 
their hands and get involved in sinful activities. They 
would get in the habit of being idle instead of being 
useful. They would gad about from house to house and 
indulge in gossip and be busybodies. There is a definite 
connection between idleness and sin. 

Paul warned Timothy against using the “charity” 
ministry of the church to encourage people to be idle. 
The church certainly ought to assist those who really 
need help, but it must not subsidize sin. As a pastor, I 
have had to make decisions in these matters, and some- 
times it is not easy. 

Requirements for younger widows (vv. 14b-16). 
Moving from the negative, Paul listed the positive 
things he wanted the younger widows to do to be 
accepted and approved in the church. He wanted the 
younger widows to marry and have families. While 
not every person is supposed to get married, marriage 
is natural for most people who have been married 
before. Why remain in lonely widowhood if there was 
yet opportunity for a husband and a family? Of 
course, all of this would have to be “in the Lord” (1 
Cor. 7:39). 

“Be fruitful and multiply” was God’s mandate to 
our first parents (Gen. 1:28), so the normal result of 
marriage is a family. Those today who refuse to have 
children because of the “awfulness of the times” should 
check out how difficult the times were in Paul’s day! If 
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Christians do not have children and raise them to live 
for God, who will? 

“Guide the house” (1 Tim. 5:14) literally means 
“rule the house.” The wife should manage the affairs of 
the household, and her husband should trust her to do 
so (Prov. 31:10-31). Of course, marriage is a partner- 
ship, but each partner has a special sphere of 
responsibility. Few men can do in a home what a 
woman can do. Whenever my wife was ill or caring for 
our babies, and I had to manage some of the affairs of 
the home, I discovered quickly that I was out of my 
sphere of ministry! 

The result of all this is a good testimony that 
silences the accusers. Satan (the adversary) is always 
alert to an opportunity to invade and destroy a 
Christian home. The word occasion is a military term 
that means “a base of operations.” A Christian wife 
who is not doing her job at home gives Satan a beach- 
head for his operations, and the results are tragic. 
While there are times when a Christian wife and 
mother may have to work outside the home, it must 
not destroy her ministry in the home. The wife who 
works simply to get luxuries may discover too late that 
she has lost some necessities. It may be all right to have 
what money can buy if you do not lose what money 
cannot buy. 

How Christian wives and mothers manage their 
homes can be a testimony to those outside the church. 
Just as a pastor is to have a good reputation with out- 
siders (1 Tim. 3:7), and the servants are not to bring 
reproach on God’s Word (1 Tim. 6:1), so the wives are 
to have a good witness. Women may not be able to be 
elders of the church, but they can minister for the Lord 
right in their own homes. (See Titus 2:4-5 for an addi- 
tional emphasis on this vital ministry.) 

Paul then summarized the principle of each family 
caring for the needs of its own members (1 Tim. 5:16). 
Paul did not tell them ow these widows should be 
relieved—giving them a regular dole, taking them into 
a home, giving them employment, and so forth. Each 
local assembly would have to decide this according to 
the needs of individual cases. 

How does this principle apply to Christians today? 
Certainly we must honor our parents and grandparents 
and seek to provide for them if they have needs. Not 
every Christian family is able to take in another mem- 
ber, and not every widow wants to live with her 
children. Where there is sickness or handicap, profes- 
sional care is necessary, and perhaps this cannot be 
given in a home. Each family must decide what God’s 
will is in the matter, and no decision is easy. The 
important thing is that believers show love and concern 
and do all they can to help each other. 


Church Officers (5:17-25) 

The instructions in this section deal primarily with the 
elders, but the principles also apply to a pastor's rela- 
tionship with any officer in his church. It is a 
wonderful thing when the elders and deacons (and 


other officers) work together in harmony and love. It is 
tragic when a pastor tries to become a spiritual dictator 
(1 Peter 5:3), or when an officer tries to be a preemi- 
nent “big shot” (3 John 9-10). 

Apparently Timothy was having some problems 
with the elders of the church at Ephesus. He was a 
young man and still had much to learn. Ephesus was 
not an easy place to minister. Furthermore, Timothy 
had followed Paul as overseer of the church, and Paul 
would not be an easy man to follow! Paul’s farewell 
address to the Ephesian elders (Acts 20) shows how 
hard he had worked and how faithful he had been, and 
how much the elders loved Paul (Acts 20:36-38). In 
spite of the fact that Paul had personally sent Timothy 
to Ephesus, the young man was having a hard time. 

This situation may be the reason for Paul’s instruc- 
tion about wine (1 Tim. 5:23). Did Timothy have 
stomach trouble? Was he ill because of his many 
responsibilities and problems? Or had he tried to fol- 
low the ideas of some ascetics (1 Tim. 4:1-5), only to 
discover that his diet was making him worse instead of 
better? We do not know the answers to all these ques- 
tions; we can only read between the lines. It is worth 
noting that Paul’s mention of wine here is not an 
endorsement of the entire alcohol industry. Using 
wine for medicinal reasons is not an encouragement 
for social drinking. As we have seen, though the Bible 
does not demand total abstinence, it does denounce 
drunkenness. 

Paul counseled Timothy in his relationship to the 
elders by discussing three topics: 

Paying the elders (vv. 17-18). In the early 
church, instead of one pastor, several elders ministered 
to the people. These men would devote themselves 
full-time to the work of the Lord, and, therefore, they 
deserved some kind of remuneration. In most congre- 
gations today, the elders are laymen who have other 
vocations, but who assist in the work of the church. 
Usually the pastoral staff are the only full-time work- 
ers in the church. (Of course, there are also secretaries, 
custodians, and so forth, but Paul was not writing 
about them.) 

There were two kinds of elders in the church: rul- 
ing elders who supervised the work of the congregation, 
and teaching elders, who taught the Word of God. 
These elders were chosen from the congregation on the 
basis of God’s call, the Spirit’s equipping, and the wit- 
ness and work of the men themselves. After they were 
chosen, they were ordained and set apart for this min- 
istry (Acts 14:23; 20:17, 28; Titus 1:5). 

The local church needs both ruling and teaching. 
The Spirit gives the gifts of “helps” and “governments” 
to the church (1 Cor. 12:28). Ifa church is not organ- 
ized, there will be wasted effort, money, and 
opportunities. If spiritually minded leaders do not 
supervise the various ministries of the local church, 
there will be chaos instead of order. However, this 
supervision must not be dictatorial. You do not man- 
age the work of a local church in the same manner as 
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you do a grocery store or a manufacturing plant. While 
a church should follow good business principles, it is 
not a business. The ruthless way some church leaders 
have pushed people around is a disgrace to the gospel. 

But ruling without teaching would accomplish very 
little. The local church grows through the ministry of 
the Word of God (Eph. 4:11ff.). You cannot rule over 
babies! Unless the believers are fed, cleansed, and 
strengthened by the Word, they will be weak and use- 
less and will only create problems. 

Paul told Timothy to be sure that the leaders were 
paid adequately, on the basis of their ministries. He 
quoted an Old Testament law to prove his point (Deut. 
25:4). (The best commentary on this is 1 Cor. 9:7-14.) 
Then Paul added a statement from our Lord Jesus 
Christ: “The laborer deserves his wages” (Luke 10:7 
Nv). This was a common saying in that day, but Paul 
equated the words of Christ with Old Testament 
Scripture! 

If pastors are faithful in feeding and leading the 
people, then the church ought to be faithful and pay 
them adequately. “Double honor” (1 Tim. 5:17) can be 
translated “generous pay.” (The word /onor is used as 
in “honorarium.”) It is God’s plan that the needs of His 
servants be met by their local churches, and He will 
bless churches that are faithful to His servants. If a 
church is not faithful, and its pastor’s needs are not 
met, it is a poor testimony; and God has ways of deal- 
ing with the situation. He can provide through other 
means, but then the church misses the blessing; or He 
may move His servant elsewhere. 

The other side of the coin is this: A pastor must 
never minister simply to earn money (see 1 Tim. 3:3). 
To “negotiate” with churches, or to canvass around 
looking for a place with a bigger salary is not in the will 
of God. Nor is it right for a pastor to bring into his ser- 
mons his own financial needs, hoping to arouse some 
support from the finance committee! 

Disciplining the elders (vv. 19-21). Church disci- 
pline usually goes to one of two extremes. Either there 
is no discipline at all, and the church languishes because 
of disobedience and sin, or the church officers become 
evangelical policemen who hold a kangaroo court and 
violate many of the Bible's spiritual principles. 

The disciplining of church members is explained in 
Matthew 18:15—18; Romans 16:17—18; 1 Corinthians 
5; 2 Corinthians 2:6-11; Galatians 6:1-3; 2 
Thessalonians 3:6-16; 2 Timothy 2:23-26; Titus 3:10; 
and 2 John 9-11. 

Paul in this passage (1 Tim. 5:19-21) discussed the 
disciplining of church /eaders. It is sad when a church 
member must be disciplined, but it is even sadder when 
a spiritual leader fails and must be disciplined, for lead- 
ers, when they fall, have a way of affecting others. 

The purpose of discipline is restoration, not 
revenge. Our purpose must be to save the offender, not 
to drive him away. Our attitude must be one of love 
and tenderness (Gal. 6:1—3). In fact the verb restore that 
Paul used in Galatians 6:1 means “to set a broken 
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bone.” Think of the patience and tenderness involved 
in that procedure! 

Paul’s first caution to Timothy was to be sure of his 
facts, and the way to do that is to have witnesses (1 
Tim. 5:19). This principle is also stated in 
Deuteronomy 19:15; Matthew 18:16; and 2 
Corinthians 13:1. I think a dual application of the 
principle is suggested here. First, those who make any 
accusation against a pastor must be able to support it 
with witnesses. Rumor and suspicion are not adequate 
grounds for discipline. Second, when an accusation is 
made, witnesses ought to be present. In other words, 
the accused has the right to face his accuser in the pres- 
ence of witnesses. 

A church member approached me at a church din- 
ner one evening and began to accuse me of ruining the 
church. She had all sorts of miscellaneous bits of gos- 
sip, none of which was true. As soon as she started her 
tirade, I asked two of the officers standing nearby to 
witness what she was saying. Of course, she immedi- 
ately stopped talking and marched defiantly away. 

It is sad when churches disobey the Word and listen 
to rumors, lies, and gossip. Many a godly pastor has 
been defeated in his life and ministry in this way, and 
some have even resigned from the ministry. “Where 
there’s smoke, there’s fire” may be a good slogan for a 
volunteer fire department, but it does not apply to 
local churches. “Where there’s smoke, there’s fire” 
could possibly mean that somebody's tongue has been 
“set on fire of hell” (James 3:6)! 

Paul’s second caution was that Timothy do every- 
thing openly and aboveboard. The under-the-counter 
politics of city hall have no place in a church. “In secret 
have I said nothing,” said Jesus (John 18:20). If an offi- 
cer is guilty, then he should be rebuked before all the 
other leaders (1 Tim. 5:20). He should be given oppor- 
tunity to repent, and if he does he should be forgiven 
(2 Cor. 2:6-11). Once he is forgiven, the matter is set- 
tled and should never be brought up again. 

Paul’s third caution (1 Tim. 5:21) is that Timothy 
obey the Word no matter what his personal feelings 
might be. He should act without prejudice against or 
partiality for the accused officer. There are no seniority 
rights in a local church; each member has the same 
standing before God and His Word. To show either 
prejudice or partiality is to make the situation even 
worse. 

Selecting and ordaining the elders (vv. 22-25). 
Only God knows the hearts of everyone (Acts 1:24). 
The church needs spiritual wisdom and guidance in 
selecting its officers. It is dangerous to impulsively 
place a new Christian or a new church member in a 
place of spiritual responsibility. Some people’s sins are 
clearly seen; others are able to cover their sins, though 
their sins pursue them (1 Tim. 5:24). The good works 
of dedicated believers ought to be evident, even though 
they do not serve in order to be seen by people (1 Tim. 
5:25). 


In other words, the church must carefully investi- 
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gate the lives of potential leaders to make sure that 
there is nothing seriously wrong. To ordain elders with 
sin in their lives is to partake of those sins! If simply 
saying goodbye (God be with you) to a heretic makes 
us partakers of his evil deeds (2 John 10-11), then how 
much guiltier are we if we ordain people whose lives are 
not right with God? 

No pastor or church member is perfect, but that 
should not hinder us from striving for perfection. The 
ministry of a local church rises and falls with its leader- 
ship. Godly leadership means God’s blessing, and that 


is what we want and need. 


CHAPTER SIX 
1 Timothy 6 


ORDERS FROM HEADQUARTERS 


his chapter continues Paul’s advice to Timothy on 
T ministering to the various kinds of believers in the 

church. The atmosphere is military, for Paul used 
words that belong to the army: “Fight the good fight of 
faith” (1 Tim. 6:12). “I give thee charge” (1 Tim. 6:13, 
which is the same military term used in 1:3). “Charge 
them that are rich” (1 Tim. 6:17). “O Timothy, keep 
[guard] that which is committed to thy trust” (1 Tim. 
6:20). In other words, you might say Paul was the gen- 
eral, giving Timothy orders from the Lord, the 
Commander in Chief. 

D. L. Moody did not want his soloist, Ira Sankey, 
to use “Onward, Christian Soldiers” in their evangelis- 
tic campaigns. Moody felt that the church he saw was 
very unlike an army. If the average military man on our 
side in World War II had behaved toward his superiors 
and their orders the way the average Christian behaves 
toward the Lord, we probably would have lost the war! 
Instead of “Onward, Christian Soldiers,” someone has 
suggested that perhaps we ought to sing “Backward, 
Christian Soldiers.” 

Paul instructed Timothy how to minister to four 
more groups in the church, and also how to keep his 
own life in the will of God. 


Christian Slaves (6:1-2) 
Some historians have estimated that half of the popu- 
lation of the Roman Empire was composed of slaves. 
Many of these people were educated and cultured, but 
legally they were not considered persons at all. The 
gospel message of salvation and freedom in Christ 
appealed to the slaves, and many of them became 
believers. (The word translated “servant” in the KJV 
New Testament usually means “slave.”) When slaves 
were able to get away from their household duties, they 
would fellowship in local assemblies where being a 
slave was not a handicap (Gal. 3:28). 

But there was a problem: Some slaves used their 
newfound freedom in Christ as an excuse to disobey, if 
not defy, their masters. They needed to learn that their 


spiritual freedom in Christ did not alter their social 
position, even though they were accepted graciously 
into the fellowship of the church. 

Slaves with unbelieving masters (v. 1). No 
Christian master would consider his slaves “under the 
yoke,” but would treat them with love and respect 
(Col. 4:1; Philem. 16). For a slave to rebel against an 
unsaved master would bring disgrace on the gospel. 
“The name of God” and His doctrine would be blas- 
phemed (Rom. 2:24). This is one reason Paul and the 
early missionaries did not go around preaching against 
the sinful institution of slavery. Such a practice would 
have branded the church as a militant group trying to 
undermine the social order, and the progress of the 
gospel would have been greatly hindered. 

Slaves with believing masters (v. 2). The danger 
here is that a Christian slave might take advantage of 
his master because both are saved. “My master is my 
brother!” a slave might argue. “Since we are equal, he 
has no right to tell me what to do!” This attitude would 
create serious problems both in the homes and in the 
churches. 

Paul gave three reasons why Christian slaves should 
show respect for their believing masters and not take 
advantage of them. The most obvious reason is their 
masters are Christians (“faithful” = believing). How can 
one believer take advantage of another believer? 
Second, their masters are beloved. Love does not rebel or 
look for opportunities to escape responsibility. Finally, 
both master and servant benefit from obedience (“partak- 
ers of the benefit” can apply to both of them). There is 
a mutual blessing when Christians serve each other in 
the will of God. 

I recall counseling a young lady who resigned from 
a secular job to go to work in a Christian organization. 
She had been there about a month and was completely 
disillusioned. 

“I thought it was going to be heaven on earth,” she 
complained. “Instead, there are nothing but prob- 
lems.” 

“Are you working just as hard for your Christian 
boss as you did for your other boss?” I asked. The look 
on her face gave me the answer. “Try working harder,” 
I advised, “and show him real respect. Just because all 
of you in the office are saved doesn’t mean you can do 
less than your best.” She took my advice and her prob- 
lems cleared up. 


False Teachers (6:3-10) 
Paul had opened this letter with warnings about false 
teachers (1 Tim. 1:3ff.) and had even refuted some of 
their dangerous teachings (1 Tim. 4:1ff.). The spiritual 
leaders in the local church must constantly oversee 
what is being taught because it is easy for false doc- 
trines to slip in (Acts 20:28-32). A pastor I know 
discovered a Sunday school teacher who was sharing his 
“visions” instead. of teaching God’s Word! 

The marks of these false teachers (vv. 3—5a). The 
first mark is that they refused to adhere to “the sound 
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instruction of our Lord Jesus Christ and to godly teach- 
ing” (1 Tim. 6:3 nrv). This teaching is godly and it 
promotes godliness. Isaiah's first test of any teacher was 
“To the law and to the testimony: if they speak not 
according to this word, it is because there is no light in 
them” (Isa. 8:20). It is important that a church “hold 
fast the form of sound [healthy] words” (2 Tim. 1:13). 

A second mark is the teacher’s own attitude. Instead 
of being humble, a false teacher is proud, yet he has 
nothing to be proud about because he does not know 
anything (1 Tim. 6:4; also 1:7). 

A believer who understands the Word will have a 
burning heart, not a big head (Luke 24:32; and see 
Dan. 9:1-20). This “conceited attitude” causes a 
teacher to argue about minor matters concerning 
“words” (1 Tim. 6:3). Instead of feeding on the “whole- 
some words of ... Christ,” you might say he gets sick 
about questions. The word doting (1 Tim. 6:4) means 
“filled with a morbid desire, sick.” The result of such 
unspiritual teaching is “envy, quarreling, malicious 
talk, evil suspicions, and constant friction” (1 Tim. 
6:4b-5a NIv). 

The tragedy of all this is that the people are “robbed 
of the truth” (1 Tim. 6:5 rv) while they think they are 
discovering the truth! They think that the weekly argu- 
ments in their meetings, during which they exchange 
their ignorance, are a means of growing in grace; mean- 
while the result is a loss of character, not an 
improvement. 

The motive for their teaching (vv. 5b-10). These 
false teachers supposed “that godliness is a way of 
financial gain” (literal translation). “Godliness” here (1 
Tim. 6:5) means “the profession of Christian faith” and 
not true holy living in the power of the Spirit. They 
used their religious profession as a means to make 
money. What they did was not a true ministry; it was 
just a religious business. 

Paul was always careful not to use his calling and 
ministry as a means of making money. In fact, he even 
refused support from the Corinthian church so that no 
one could accuse him of greed (1 Cor. 9:15-19). He 
never used his preaching as “a cloak of covetousness” (1 
Thess. 2:5). What a tragedy it is today to see the reli- 
gious racketeers who prey on gullible people, 
promising them help while taking away their money. 

To warn Timothy—and us—about the dangers of 
covetousness, Paul shared four facts: 

Wealth does not bring contentment (v. 6). The word 
contentment means “an inner sufficiency that keeps us 
at peace in spite of outward circumstances.” Paul used 
this same word later. “For I have learned, in whatsoever 
state I am, therewith to be content” (Phil. 4:11). True 
contentment comes from godliness in the heart, not 
wealth in the hand. A person who depends on material 
things for peace and assurance will never be satisfied, 
for material things have a way of losing their appeal. It 
is the wealthy people, not the poor people, who go to 
psychiatrists and who are more apt to try to commit 
suicide. 
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Wealth is not lasting (v. 7). I like to translate this 
verse, “We brought nothing into this world because we 
can carry nothing out” (see Job 1:21). When someone’s 
spirit leaves his body at death, it can take nothing with 
it because, when that person came into the world at 
birth, he brought nothing with him. Whatever wealth 
we amass goes to the government, our heirs, and per- 
haps charity and the church. We always know the 
answer to the question “How much did he leave?” 
Everything! 

Our basic needs are easily met (v. 8). Food and “cov- 
ering” (clothing and shelter) are basic needs; if we lose 
them, we lose the ability to secure other things. A miser 
without food would starve to death counting his 
money. I am reminded of the simple-living Quaker 
who was watching his new neighbor move in, with all 
of the furnishings and expensive “toys” that “successful 
people” collect. The Quaker finally went over to his 
new neighbor and said, “Neighbor, if ever thou dost 
need anything, come to see me, and I will tell thee how 
to get along without it.” Henry David Thoreau, the 
naturalist of the 1800s, reminded us that a man is 
wealthy in proportion to the number of things he can 
afford to do without. 

The economic and energy crises that the world 
faces will probably be used by God to encourage peo- 
ple to simplify their lives. Too many of us know the 
“price of everything and the value of nothing.” We are 
so glutted with luxuries that we have forgotten how to 
enjoy our necessities. 

The desire for wealth leads to sin (vv. 9-10). “They 
that will be rich,” is the accurate translation. It 
describes a person who has to have more and more 
material things in order to be happy and feel successful. 
But riches are a trap; they lead to bondage, not free- 
dom. Instead of giving satisfaction, riches create 
additional lusts (desires), and these must be satisfied. 
Instead of providing help and health, an excess of mate- 
rial things hurts and wounds. The result Paul described 
very vividly: “Harmful desires ... plunge men into ruin 
and destruction” (1 Tim. 6:9 Nrv). It is the picture of a 
man drowning! He trusted his wealth and “sailed 
along,” but the storm came and he sank. 

It is a dangerous thing to use religion as a cover-up 
for acquiring wealth. God’s laborer is certainly worthy 
of his hire (1 Tim. 5:17—18), but his motive for labor- 
ing must not be money. That would make him a 
“hireling,” and not a true shepherd (John 10:11-14). 
We should not ask, “How much will I get?” but rather 
“How much can I give?” 


The Pastor Himself (6:11-16, 20-21) 

While caring for the needs of his people, Timothy 
needed to care for himself as well. “Take heed unto thy- 
self” (1 Tim. 4:16) was one of Paul’s admonitions. The 
phrase “But thou” (1 Tim. 6:11) indicates a contrast 
between Timothy and the false teachers. They were men 
of the world, but he was a “man of God.” This special 
designation was also given to Moses (Deut. 33:1), 
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Samuel (1 Sam. 9:6), Elijah (1 Kings 17:18), and David 
(Neh. 12:24), so Timothy was in good company. 

Paul gave four admonitions to Timothy that, if 
obeyed, would assure him success in his ministry and a 
continued testimony as “a man of God.” 

Flee (v. 11a). There are times when running away 
is a mark of cowardice. “Should such a man as I flee?” 
asked Nehemiah (Neh. 6:11). But there are other times 
when fleeing is a mark of wisdom and a means of vic- 
tory. Joseph fled when he was tempted by his master’s 
wife (Gen. 39:12), and David fled when King Saul 
tried to kill him (1 Sam. 19:10). The word flee that 
Paul used here did not refer to literal running, but to 
Timothy's separating himself from the sins of the false 
teachers. This echoes the admonition in 1 Timothy 
6:5: “From such withdraw thyself.” 

Not all unity is good, and not all division is bad. 
There are times when a servant of God should take a 
stand against false doctrine and godless practices, and 
separate himself from them. He must be sure, however, 
that he acts on the basis of biblical conviction and not 
because of a personal prejudice or a carnal party spirit. 

Follow (v. 11b). Separation without positive 
growth becomes isolation. We must cultivate these 
graces of the Spirit in our lives, or else we will be 
known only for what we oppose rather than for what 
we propose. “Righteousness” means “personal 
integrity.” 

“Godliness” means “practical piety.” The first has to 
do with character; the second, with conduct. 

“Faith” might better be translated “faithfulness.” It 
has well been said that the greatest ability is depend- 
ability. 

“Love” is the agape love that sacrifices for the sake 
of others. It seeks to give, not to gain. 

“Patience” carries the idea of “endurance,” sticking 
to it when the going is tough. It is not a complacency 
that waits, but a courage that continues in hard places. 

“Meekness” is not weakness, but instead is “power 
under control.” Courageous endurance without meek- 
ness could make a person a tyrant. Perhaps “gentleness” 
expresses the meaning best. 

Fight (vv. 12-16). The verb means “keep on fight- 
ing!” It is a word from which we get our English word 
agonize, and it applies both to athletes and to soldiers. 
It described a person straining and giving his best to 
win the prize or win the battle. Near the end of his own 
life, Paul wrote, “I have fought a good fight” (2 Tim. 
4:7). 

This “fight,” however, is not between believers; it is 
between a person of God and the enemy around him. 
He is fighting to defend the faith, that body of truth 
deposited with the church (see 1 Tim. 6:20). Like 
Nehemiah of old, Christians today need to have a 
trowel in one hand for building and a sword in the 
other hand for battling (Neh. 4:17). It is sad when 
some Christians spend so much time fighting the 
enemy that they have no time do to their work and 


build the church. On the other hand, if we do not 


stand guard and oppose the enemy, what we have built 
could be taken from us. 

What is it that encourages us in the battle? We have 
“eternal life” and need to take hold of it and let it work 
in our experience. We have been called by God, and 
this assures us of victory. We have made our public pro- 
fession of faith in Christ, and others in the church 
stand with us. 

Another encouragement in our battle is the witness 
of Jesus Christ our Savior. He “witnessed a good con- 
fession” (1 Tim. 6:13) before Pontius Pilate and did not 
relent before the enemy. He knew that God the Father 
was with Him and watching over Him, and that He 
would be raised from the dead. It is “God who makes 
all things alive” (literal translation), who is caring for 
us, so we need not fear. Timothy's natural timidity 
might want to make him shrink from the battle. But all 
he had to do was remember Jesus Christ and His bold 
confession, and this would encourage him. 

Paul gave Timothy military orders: “I give thee 
charge” (1 Tim. 6:13, also 1:3). He was to guard the 
commandment and obey it. Why? Because one day the 
Commander would appear and he would have to 
report on his assignment! The only way he could be 
ready would be to obey orders “without spot or blame” 
(1 Tim. 6:14 nv). 

The Greek word translated “appearing” (1 Tim. 
6:14) gives us our English word epiphany, which means 
“a glorious manifestation.” In Paul’s day, the word was 
used in the myths to describe the appearing of a god, 
especially to deliver someone from trouble. Paul used it 
of the first coming of Jesus Christ (2 Tim. 1:10) and of 
His return (2 Tim. 4:1, 8). We do not know when 
Christ will come again, but it will be “in his own time” 
(1 Tim. 6:15 nrv), and He knows the schedule. Our 
task is to be faithful every day and abide in Him (1 
John 2:28). 

The subject of 1 Timothy 6:16 is God, the God and 
Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. He is the only Ruler, 
though others may take the title. “Potentate” (1 Tim. 
6:15) comes from a word that means “power.” The 
kings and rulers of the earth may think they have power 
and authority, but God is sovereign over all (see Ps. 2). 

“King of kings, and Lord of lords” (1 Tim. 6:15) 
makes us think of Jesus Christ (Rev. 17:14; 19:16), but 
here the title is applied to God the Father. Jesus Christ, 
of course, reveals the Father to us, so He can justly 
claim this title. 

“Immortality” (1 Tim. 6:16) means “not subject to 
death.” Man is subject to death, but God is not. Only 
God has immortality as an essential and inherent part 
of His being. He is “immortal, invisible, the only wise 
God” (1 Tim. 1:17). Because God is not subject to 
death, He is Life and the Giver of life. He is incorrupt- 
ible and not subject to decay or change. In this life, 
believers are in mortal bodies, but when Jesus Christ 
returns, we shall share His immortality (1 Cor. 
15:50-58). 

Keep in mind that Paul explained all these truths 
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about God in order to encourage Timothy to “fight the 
good fight of faith” and not give up. We need not fear 
life because God is the Ruler of all; and we need not 
fear death because He shares immortality with us. 

Timothy lived in the godless city of Ephesus, but 
God dwells in glorious light. “And the sight of the 
glory of the Lord was like devouring fire” (Ex. 24:17). 
“Who coverest thyself with light as with a garment” 
(Ps. 104:2). John’s description of heaven emphasized 
the glory of God that gives light to the city (Rev. 21:11, 
23-24; 22:5). Of course, light is a symbol of holiness 
(1 John 1:5-7). God dwells apart from sin, and God is 
glorious in His holiness. 

It is impossible for a sinful human to approach the 
holy God. It is only through Jesus Christ that we can 
be accepted into His presence. Jacob saw God in one of 
His Old Testament appearances on earth (Gen. 32:30), 
and God allowed Moses to see some of His glory (Ex. 
33:18-23). “No man hath seen God at any time” (John 
1:18) refers to seeing God in His essence, His spiritual 
nature. We can only see manifestations of this essence, 
as in the person of Jesus Christ. 

Why did Paul write so much about the person and 
glory of God? Probably as a warning against the 
“emperor cult” that existed in the Roman Empire. It 
was customary to acknowledge regularly, “Caesar is 
Lord!” Of course, Christians would say “Jesus Christ 
is Lord!” Only God has “honor and power everlasting” 
(1 Tim. 6:16b). If Timothy was going to fight the 
good fight of faith, he had to decide that Jesus Christ 
alone was worthy of worship and complete devotion. 

Be faithful (vv. 20-21). God had committed the 
truth to Paul (1 Tim. 1:11), and Paul had committed it 
to Timothy. It was Timothy’s responsibility to guard 
the deposit and then pass it along to others who would, 
in turn, continue to pass it on (2 Tim. 2:2). This is 
God’s way of protecting the truth and spreading it 
around the world. We are stewards of the doctrines of 
the faith, and God expects us to be faithful in sharing 
His good news. 

The word science (1 Tim. 6:20) does not refer to the 
kind of technology we know today by that name. 
“Knowledge falsely so called” is a better translation. Paul 
referred here to the teachings of a heretical group called 
“gnostics” who claimed to have a “special spiritual 
knowledge.” (The Greek word for “knowledge” is gno- 
sis, pronounced NO-sis. An “agnostic” is one who does 
not know. A gnostic is one who claimed to know a 
great deal.) 

There is no need to go into detail here about the 
heretical claims of the gnostics. Paul’s letter to the 
Colossians was written to counteract them. They 
claimed to have “special spiritual knowledge” from 
visions and other experiences. They also claimed to 
find “hidden truths” in the Old Testament Scriptures, 
especially the genealogies. They considered matter to 
be evil, and they taught that a series of “emanations” 
connected God with man. Jesus Christ, they said, was 
only the greatest of these emanations. 
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The gnostics actually had a doctrine that was a 
strange mixture of Christianity, Eastern mysticism, 
Greek philosophy, and Jewish legalism. Like many of 
the Eastern cults we see today, it offered “something for 
everybody.” But Paul summarized all that they taught 
in one devastating phrase: “profane and vain bab- 
blings.” Phillips translated it “the godless mixture of 
contradictory notions.” 

Why should Timothy avoid these teachings? 
Because some who got involved in them “wandered 
from the faith” (1 Tim. 6:21 Nrv). Not only will wrong 
motives (a desire for money) cause a person to wander 
from the faith (1 Tim. 6:10), but so will wrong teach- 
ings. These lies work their way into a person’s mind 
and heart gradually, and before he realizes it, he is wan- 


dering off the path of truth. 
The Rich (6:17-19) 


Paul had already written about the danger of the love 
of money, but he added a special “charge” for Timothy 
to give to the rich. We may not think that this charge 
applies to us, but it does. After all, our standard of liv- 
ing today would certainly make us “rich” in the eyes of 
Timothy's congregation! 

Be humble (v. 17a). If wealth makes a person 
proud, then he understands neither himself nor his 
wealth. “But thou shalt remember the Lord thy God; 
for it is he that gives thee power to get wealth” (Deut. 
8:18). We are not owners; we are stewards. If we have 
wealth, it is by the goodness of God and not because of 
any special merits on our part. The possessing of mate- 
rial wealth ought to humble a person and cause him to 
glorify God, not himself. 

It possible to be “rich in this world [age]” (1 Tim. 
6:17) and be poor in the next. It is also possible to be 
poor in this world and rich in the next. Jesus talked 
about both (Luke 16:19-31). But a believer can be rich 
in this world and also rich in the next if he uses what 
he has to honor God (Matt. 6:19-34). In fact, a person 


who is poor in this world can use even his limited 
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means to glorify God, and discover great reward in the 
next world. 

Trust God, not wealth (v. 17b). The rich farmer 
in our Lord’s parable (Luke 12:13-21) thought that his 
wealth meant security, when really it was an evidence of 
insecurity. He was not really trusting God. Riches are 
uncertain, not only in their value (which changes con- 
stantly), but also in their durability. Thieves can steal 
wealth, investments can drop in value, and the ravages 
of time can ruin houses and cars. If God gives us 
wealth, we should trust Him, the Giver, and not the 
gifts. 

Enjoy what God gives you (v. 17c). Yes, the 
word enjoy is in the Bible! In fact, one of the recur- 
ring themes in Ecclesiastes is “Enjoy the blessings of 
life now, because life will end one day” (Eccl. 2:24; 
3:12-15, 22; 5:18-20; 9:7-10; 11:9-10). This is 
not sinful “hedonism,” living for the pleasures of 
life. It is simply enjoying all that God gives us for 
His glory. 

Employ what God gives you (vv. 18-19). We 
should use our wealth to do good to others; we should 
share; we should put our money to work. When we do, 
we enrich ourselves spiritually, and we make invest- 
ments for the future (see Luke 16:1-13). “That they 
may lay hold on eternal life” (1 Tim. 6:19) does not 
suggest that these people are not saved. “That they may 
lay hold on the life that is real” would express it per- 
fectly. Riches can lure a person into a make-believe 
world of shallow pleasure. But riches plus God’ will can 
introduce a person to life that is real and ministry that 
is lasting. 

Paul’s final sentence was not for Timothy alone, 
because the pronoun is plural: “Grace be with all of 
you.” Paul had the entire church in mind when he 
wrote this letter, and certainly all of the elders, not just 
Timothy. As leader of the church, Timothy needed to 
heed the word of the apostle, but all of his church 
members had a responsibility to hear and obey as well. 

And so do we today. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
2 Timothy 1 


CHRISTIANS COURAGEOUS! 


hen Paul wrote the letter we know as 2 
WW ives his situation had changed drastically. 

He was now a prisoner in Rome and was facing 
certain death (2 Tim. 4:6). For one reason or another, 
almost all of Paul’s associates in the ministry were gone 
and only Luke was at the apostle’s side to assist him (2 
Tim. 4:11). It was a dark hour indeed. 

But Paul’s great concern was not for himself; it was 
for Timothy and the success of the gospel ministry. As 
in his first letter to Timothy, Paul encouraged his 
beloved colleague to be faithful. As we have learned, 
Timothy was timid, suffered from physical ailments, 
and was tempted to let other people take advantage of 
him and not assert his authority as a pastor. 

Paul sent Tychicus to replace Timothy at Ephesus so 
that Timothy might join Paul at Rome (2 Tim. 4:9, 
12). God would soon move Paul off the scene, and 
Timothy would take his place and continue to give 
spiritual leadership to the churches. It would not be an 
easy task, but Timothy could succeed with the Lord’s 
help. In his first chapter, Paul gave Timothy three 
essentials that he must possess to have success. 


Courageous Enthusiasm (1:1-7) 

The ministry of the gospel is no place for a “timid soul” 
who lacks enthusiasm. In fact, courageous enthusiasm 
is essential for success in any kind of work. Paul com- 
pared this attitude to stirring up a fire into full flame (2 
Tim. 1:6). We must not conclude that Timothy was 
backslidden or lacked spiritual fire. Rather, Paul was 
encouraging his associate to keep the fire burning 
brightly so that it might generate spiritual power in his 
life. Paul gave Timothy four encouragements. 

Paul’s love (vv. 1-2). “Timothy, my dearly beloved 
son” is much stronger than “Timothy, my own son in 
the faith” (1 Tim. 1:2). It is not that Paul loved 
Timothy less when he wrote that first letter, but that 
Paul was now expressing it more. As Paul’s life drew to 
a close, he realized in a deeper way how dear Timothy 
was to him. 

Paul’s own circumstances were difficult, and yet he 
was greatly encouraged. For one thing, he was Christ’s 
ambassador (“apostle”), and he knew that his Master 
would care for him. Whatever happened to him was in 
the hands of God, so there was no need to fear. 
Furthermore, Paul had “the promise of life” in Jesus 
Christ, and Christ had defeated death (2 Tim. 1:10). 
No wonder Paul was able to extend to Timothy “grace, 
mercy, and peace.” (It is worth noting that Paul added 
“mercy” to his greetings when he wrote to the pastors, 
1 Tim. 1:2; 2 Tim. 1:2; Titus 1:4. Paul knew that pas- 
tors need mercy!) 

Paul’s prayers (vv. 3-4). What an encouragement 
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to know that the great apostle was praying for him! 
Paul, who knew Timothy’s weaknesses and problems, 
was able to pray definitely and with a real burden on 
his heart. His praying was not routine; it was done with 
compassion and concern. Knowing that he would soon 
die, Paul was anxious that Timothy join him at Rome 
for those last days of fellowship and ministry. This 
would bring joy to Paul’s heart. 

We must not assume that Paul tried to defend his 
evil actions before his conversion by claiming he did it 
all with “a pure conscience.” After all, he was guilty of 
causing terror among Christians, forcing people to 
blaspheme by denying Christ, and agreeing to the mur- 
der of Stephen! It is true that Paul thought he was 
serving God (see John 16:2), and that he was in spiri- 
tual ignorance (1 Tim. 1:13), but these facts cannot 
guarantee a pure conscience. 

Paul had known God from his earliest years because 
he was “an Hebrew of the Hebrews” (Phil. 3:5). His 
ancestors had given him the orthodox Jewish faith. But 
when he met Jesus Christ, Paul realized that his Jewish 
faith was but preparation for the fulfillment Christ 
gave him in Christianity. He did not serve God with a 
pure conscience “from his forefathers,” as the King 
James Version says. Rather, he heard about the true 
God from his forefathers, and now he was serving that 
God with a pure conscience. The fact that he had a 
pure conscience helped give power to his prayers. 

Paul’s confidence in Timothy (v. 5). Paul did not 
think that Timothy’s tears were evidence of failure or 
insincerity. Paul was sure that Timothy’s faith was gen- 
uine, and that this faith would see him through in spite 
of the troubles he was facing. Apparently Lois, 
Timothy's grandmother, was the first one in the family 
won to Christ; then his mother, Eunice, was converted. 
Timothy's father was a Greek (Acts 16:1), so Eunice 
had not practiced the orthodox Jewish faith. However, 
Timothy’s mother and grandmother had seen to it that 
he was taught the Scriptures (2 Tim. 3:15), and this 
was great preparation for the hearing of the gospel. 
When Paul came to Lystra on his first missionary jour- 
ney, that was probably the occasion for Timothy’s 
conversion. When Paul returned on his second journey, 
he enlisted Timothy into Christian service. 

Paul had watched Timothy’s life and service during 
those years they were together. He was certain that 
Timothy's faith was genuine. In fact, Timothy's her- 
itage was a great one, for he was reared in a godly 
home, trained by a wonderful apostle, and given mar- 
velous opportunities for serving the Lord. 

God’s gift to Timothy (vv. 6-7). Paul reminded 
Timothy of the time God called him into service and 
the local church ordained him. Paul had laid his hands 
on Timothy (1 Tim. 4:14). Through Paul, God had 
imparted to Timothy the spiritual gift he needed for his 
ministry. The laying on of hands was a common prac- 
tice in apostolic days (Acts 6:6; 13:3), but no believer 
today has the same authority and privileges that the 
apostles did. Today, when we lay hands on people for 


the ministry, it is a symbolic act and does not necessar- 
ily impart any special spiritual gifts to them. 

It is the Holy Spirit who enables us to serve God, 
and through Him we can overcome fear and weakness. 
The word fear in 2 Timothy 1:7 means “timidity, cow- 
ardice.” The Holy Spirit gives us power for witness and 
for service (Acts 1:8). It is futile for us to try to serve 
God without the power of the Holy Spirit. Talent, 
training, and experience cannot take the place of the 
power of the Spirit. 

The Holy Spirit also gives us love. If we have love 
for lost souls and for the people of God, we will be able 
to endure suffering and accomplish the work of God. 
Selfishness leads to fear because, if we are selfish, we are 
interested only in what we will get out of serving God, 
and we will be afraid of losing prestige, power, or 
money. True Christian love, energized by the Spirit 
(Rom. 5:5), enables us to sacrifice for others and not be 
afraid. The Spirit gives love (Gal. 5:22). 

He is also the One who gives self-control (“a sound 
mind”). This word is related to the words sober and 
sobriety that we often meet in the pastoral letters (1 
Tim. 2:9, 15; Titus 1:8; 2:2, 4, 6, 12). “Self-discipline” 
is a better translation of “sound mind” (2 Tim. 1:7). It 
describes a person who is sensibly minded and bal- 
anced, who has his life under control. The Amplified 
Version reads, “calm and well-balanced mind and dis- 
cipline and self-control.” 

Timothy did not need any new spiritual ingredients 
in his life; all he had to do was “stir up” what he already 
had. Paul had written in his first letter, “Neglect not 
the gift that is in thee” (1 Tim. 4:14). Now he added, 
“Stir up—stir into flame—the gift of God.” The Holy 
Spirit does not leave us when we fail (John 14:16), but 
He cannot fill us, empower us, and use us if we neglect 
our spiritual lives. It is possible to grieve the Spirit 
(Eph. 4:30) and quench the Spirit (1 Thess. 5:19). 

Timothy had every reason to be encouraged and to 
have spiritual enthusiasm in his ministry. Paul loved 
him and prayed for him. His experiences in life had 
been preparation for his ministry, and Paul was confi- 
dent of the genuineness of Timothy’s faith. The Spirit 
within him would give all the power needed for min- 
istry. What more could he want? 


Shameless Suffering (1:8-12) 

“Not ashamed” is a key idea in this chapter. Paul was 
not ashamed (2 Tim. 1:12); he admonished Timothy 
not to be ashamed (2 Tim. 1:8); and he reported that 
Onesiphorus was not ashamed of Paul’s chain (2 Tim. 
1:16). 

Be not ashamed of the Lord’s testimony (vv. 
8-10). Timothy’s natural timidity might make it easy 
for him to avoid circumstances that demanded witness 
and involved suffering. Once again, Paul gave his asso- 
ciate needed encouragement. 

God gives us power (v. 8). By nature, none of us 
enjoys suffering. Even our Lord prayed, “Father, if thou 
be willing, remove this cup from me” (Luke 22:42), 
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and Paul prayed three times for God to remove his 
painful thorn in the flesh (2 Cor. 12:7-8). But suffer- 
ing may well be a part of a faithful Christian life. 
Christians should not suffer because they have done 
wrong (1 Peter 2:20; 3:17); rather, they sometimes suf- 
fer because they have done right and served God. 
When we suffer for doing good, then we are sharing 
Christ’s sufferings (Phil. 3:10) and suffering on behalf 
of the whole church (Col. 1:24). 

Years ago, I read about a Christian who was in 
prison because of his faith. He was to be burned at the 
stake, and he was certain he would never be able to 
endure the suffering. One night, he experimented with 
pain by putting his little finger into the candle flame. 
It hurt, and he immediately withdrew it. “I will dis- 
grace my Lord,” he said to himself. “I cannot bear the 
pain.” But when the hour came for him to die, he 
praised God and gave a noble witness for Jesus Christ. 
God gave him the power when he needed it, and not 
before. 

God has called us by His grace (v. 9). We are part of 
a great eternal plan that God determined “before the 
world began.” God knows the end from the beginning. 
He has purposes for His people to accomplish for His 
glory. Suffering is a part of His plan. Jesus Christ suf- 
fered in the will of God here on earth, and all those 
who trust in Him will also suffer. 

The emphasis in this verse is on grace. God saved 
us; we did not save ourselves (Eph. 2:8-9; Titus 3:5). 
He called us, not on the basis of our good works, but 
wholly on the basis of His grace. It is His purposes that 
we are to fulfill, and if these purposes include suffering, 
then we can accept it by faith and know that God’s will 
is best. This is not fatalism. It is confidence in the wise 
plan of our gracious heavenly Father. 

All of this grace was given to us in Jesus Christ. We 
could not earn it; we did not merit it. This is the grace 
of God! 

Christ has defeated death (v. 10). When we are timid 
it is because we are afraid. Of what are we afraid? 
Suffering and possible death? Paul himself was facing 
death as he dictated this letter. But Jesus Christ has 
defeated our last enemy, death! By His own death and 
resurrection, Christ has “abolished death” (made it 
inoperative, taken out the sting). “O death, where is 
thy sting? O grave, where is thy victory?” (1 Cor. 
15:55). 

Christ was not only the Destroyer of death (see 
Heb. 2:14—15), but He was also the Revealer of life and 
immortality. In the Old Testament the doctrines of 
eternal life, death, resurrection, and the eternal state 
were in the shadows. Here and there you find glimpses 
of light; but for the most part, the picture is dark. But 
then Jesus Christ shone His light on death and the 
grave. Through the gospel, He has given us assurance 
of eternal life, resurrection, and the hope of heaven. 

Religious groups that teach “soul sleep” and other 
strange doctrines usually get their ideas from the 
Psalms and Ecclesiastes. Instead of allowing the clear 
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light of the New Testament to shine on the Old, they 
look at the New through the shadows of the Old! If you 
turn your back on the light of the gospel, you will only 
cast another shadow and make the scene darker. 

“Immortality” (2 Tim. 1:10 kjv) means “incorrupt- 
ibility,” and refers to the resurrection body. The present 
body is corruptible; it dies and decays. But the glorified 
body we shall have when we see Christ will not be sub- 
ject to decay or death (1 Cor. 15:49-58; Phil. 3:21). In 
fact, the heavenly inheritance that we share will be 
“incorruptible and undefiled, and [one] that fadeth not 
away” (1 Peter 1:4). 

Be not ashamed of the Lord’s prisoner (vv. 
11-12). Though a prisoner, Paul was still bearing wit- 
ness for the gospel of Jesus Christ. Sad to say, the 
people in Ephesus had deserted Paul in his time of need 
(2 Tim. 1:15). Many of them could have come to 
Rome to witness on Paul’s behalf, but they did not. 
They were even ashamed to be identified with the 
apostle! It would have made Timothy’s ministry in 
Ephesus (and in the surrounding cities; see 2 Tim. 
4:13) much easier if he had gone along with the crowd, 
but Paul admonished him to remain true. He gave four 
reasons why Timothy should not be ashamed of his 
association with Paul, the prisoner. 

Paul was called by God (v. 11). Jesus Christ had met 
Paul on the Damascus road (Acts 9) and had personally 
called him into the ministry. Paul was a herald 
(“preacher”) of the gospel. In ancient times, a “herald” 
was the official messenger of the king or emperor, and 
his message was treated with great respect The fact that 
professed believers in Asia were rejecting Paul did not 
change his calling or his message. 

Paul was not only a herald; he was also an apostle, 
“one sent with a commission.” Not every Christian was 
an apostle of Jesus Christ, for a person had to meet cer- 
tain qualifications and be chosen by the Lord 
personally, or through His Spirit (see Acts 1:15-26; 1 
Cor. 9:1; 2 Cor. 12:12). An apostle represented Jesus 
Christ. To reject an apostle was to reject the Lord. 

Paul was a teacher of the Gentiles. This meant that he 
shepherded local churches. It was this word Gentiles 
that put him into prison in Rome the first time (Acts 
22:21ff.). The Gentile believers in Asia should have 
shown their appreciation of Paul by rallying to his sup- 
port, for after all, it was Paul who brought them the 
good news of salvation. But instead they were ashamed 
of him and tried not to get involved. 

Paul was confident in Christ (v. 12). Paul was not 
ashamed! Why? Because he knew that Christ was faith- 
ful and would keep him. Note his emphasis on the 
person of Christ: “I know whom I have believed.” 
Salvation is not the result of believing certain doctrines, 
though doctrines are important. A sinner is saved 
because he believes in a Person—Jesus Christ the 
Savior. Paul had deposited his soul in the care and 
keeping of the Savior, and Paul was sure that Jesus 
Christ would faithfully guard that deposit. What dif- 
ference did it make to Paul what happened on any 
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certain day? What really mattered is what will happen 
on “that day” when Jesus Christ rewards His servants 
(see 2 Tim. 1:18; 4:8). 

In these difficult days, it is important that we stand 
true to Christ and be willing to suffer for Him and not 
be ashamed. We may not be put into prison, as was 
Paul; but we suffer in other ways: the loss of friends, 
being bypassed for a promotion, loss of customers, 
being snubbed by people, and so forth. It is also impor- 
tant that we stand by God’s servants who are suffering 
for righteousness’ sake. 


Spiritual Loyalty (1:13-18) 

Throughout the centuries God’s work has been done 
by men and women who stood steadfast in their hours 
of trial. It would have been convenient for them to 
have compromised, but they stood firm. Paul was such 
a man, and he encouraged Timothy to follow his exam- 
ple in a twofold loyalty. 

Be loyal to Gods Word (vv. 13-14). God had 
given the deposit of spiritual truth to Paul (1 Tim. 
1:11), and he had given it to Timothy (1 Tim. 6:20). It 
was now Timothy’s solemn responsibility to “hold fast” 
(2 Tim. 1:13) and “guard” (2 Tim. 1:14 nrv) the pre- 
cious deposit of Christian truth, and to pass it along to 
others (2 Tim. 2:2). 

The word form (2 Tim. 1:13) means “a pattern, an 
architect’s sketch.” There was a definite outline of doc- 
trine in the early church, a standard by which teaching 
was tested. If Timothy changed this outline or aban- 
doned it, then he would have nothing by which to test 
other teachers and preachers. We today need to hold 
fast to what Paul taught for the same reason. 

However, note that Timothy’s orthodoxy was to be 
tempered with “faith and love.” “Speaking the truth in 
love” (Eph. 4:15) is the divine pattern. How easy it is 
to become pugnacious in our desire to defend the faith, 
or a witch-hunter who creates problems. 

It was the Holy Spirit who committed the truth to 
Timothy, and He would help him guard it. Apart from 
the ministry of the Spirit, we are in the dark when it 
comes to understanding the Word of God. It is He who 
must teach us (John 16:13) and enable us to guard the 
truth and share it with others. 

From the beginning of human history, Satan has 
opposed God’s Word. “Yea, hath God said?” was Satan’s 
first word to mankind (Gen. 3:1), and he continues to 
ask that question. Throughout the history of the 
church, the Word of God has been attacked, often by 
people within the church, yet it still stands today. Why? 
Because dedicated men and women have (like Paul and 
Timothy) guarded the deposit and faithfully handed it 
to a new generation of Christians. When a church or 
any other Christian organization goes liberal, it usually 
starts with a weakening of their leaders’ convictions 
about the Word of God. 

Be loyal to God’s servant (vv. 15-18). The 
province of Asia in that day comprised the Roman dis- 
tricts of Lydia, Mysia, Caria, and Phrygia. Paul was 


forbidden to minister in this area on his second mis- 
sionary journey (Acts 16:6), but on his third journey, 
he stayed nearly three years in Ephesus, the capital of 
Asia, and evangelized the entire area (Acts 19; 20:31). 
The seven churches of Asia were all in this area (Rev. 
1:4, 11). 

We do not know who Phygelus and Hermogenes (2 
Tim. 1:15) were. It is likely that they were leaders in the 
church who opposed Paul and would not come to his 
defense in Rome. You would think that the Asian believ- 
ers would have stood by Paul, but, instead, they were 
ashamed of him and at the same time (whether they 
knew it or not) ashamed of Christ (see 2 Tim. 4:16). 

It was certainly a dark hour for Paul. Demas had 
forsaken him (2 Tim. 4:10). His other associates had 
been sent to distant places of ministry. False doctrines 
were spreading in the church (2 Tim. 2:17-18). How 
Paul would have loved to be free to preach the Word 
and defend the faith—but he was in a Roman prison. 
It was up to Timothy to get the job done. 

But there was one man who dared to leave Ephesus 
and come to Rome to assist Paul—Onesiphorus. His 
name means “profit-bearing,” and he certainly was a 
profitable friend to Paul. It is possible that he was a 
deacon in the church at Ephesus (“ministered” in 2 
Tim. 1:18 comes from the word that gives us “dea- 
con’). During Paul’s ministry at Ephesus, Onesiphorus 
was a faithful minister, along with his household. Since 
Timothy had pastored the Ephesian church, he would 
know this choice saint. 

Let me add here that every pastor is thankful for 
those faithful members who assist him in the work of 
the Lord. My wife and I have found choice saints in 
each of the three churches we have served—people 
whose homes were open to us (and they didn’t tell the 
whole church we were there!), whose hearts felt our 
burdens and needs, and whose prayers sustained us in 
difficult times. These believers minister behind the 
scenes, but the Lord will reward them openly “in that 
day” (2 Tim. 1:18). 

Onesiphorus traveled from Ephesus to Rome and 
diligently looked for Paul so he might minister to the 
prisoner’s needs. It seemed difficult for him to find his 
former pastor (2 Tim. 1:17). Perhaps some of the 
Roman Christians were still opposed to Paul as they 
had been during his first imprisonment (see Phil. 
1:12-17). Perhaps the Roman officials were not coop- 
erative and did not want their choice prisoner to 
receive any help. In his first imprisonment, Paul was in 
his own house (Acts 28:30), but now he was in a 
Roman prison under careful guard. 

But Onesiphorus persisted! He located Paul and 
risked his own life to stand with him and assist him. 
Some students believe that Onesiphorus was also 
arrested and possibly executed. They base this on the 
fact that Paul greeted the “household of Onesiphorus” 
in 2 Timothy 4:19, but not the man himself. Also, Paul 
asked for present mercies for the household, but future 
mercies for Onesiphorus (2 Tim. 1:16, 18). 
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But the problem is this: If Onesiphorus was dead, 
then Paul prayed for the dead (2 Tim. 1:18), and we 
have no authorization in the Bible to pray for the dead. 

We have no proof that Onesiphorus was dead when 
Paul wrote this letter. The fact that Paul asked God to 
bless the man’s household, but that he did not mention 
the man, simply means that at the time Onesiphorus 
was not with his household. “When he was in Rome” 
(2 Tim. 1:17) suggests that, at that writing, 
Onesiphorus was not in Rome. 

Therefore, he was somewhere between Rome and 
Ephesus, so Paul prayed for him and his household. 
There was no need to greet Onesiphorus, for Paul had 
just spent much time with him, so Paul only greeted 
his household. 

Onesiphorus was not ashamed of Paul’s chain. The 
apostle was manacled to a Roman soldier twenty-four 
hours a day. Onesiphorus could have invented many 
excuses for staying in Ephesus. But instead he made 
the dangerous journey to Rome and ministered to 
Paul. “He often refreshed me” was Paul’s description of 
this man’s ministry. The Greek word means “to cool 
again.” “Bracing me like fresh air” is the way the 
Amplified Bible translated it. How we thank God for 
Christians who are “a breath of fresh air” in our hours 
of trial! 

Were it not for Paul’s letter, we would never know 
that Onesiphorus had served Paul and the church. But 
the Lord knew and will reward him “on that day.” 

The essentials for a successful ministry have not 
changed: courageous enthusiasm, shameless suffering, 
and spiritual loyalty. 


CHAPTER TWO 
2 Timothy 2 


GETTING THE PICTURE 


hile attending a convention, I noticed a man 
Wier two name badges. When I asked him 

why, he replied, “Oh, Pm having an identity 
crisis!” 

Paul did not want Timothy to have an identity crisis, 
so he carefully explained what a pastor is and does. (Of 
course, the same principles apply to all Christians.) Paul 
represented seven pictures of the Christian minister. 


The Steward (2:1-2) 

The ministry is not something we get for ourselves and 
keep to ourselves. We are stewards of the spiritual treas- 
ure God has given us. It is our responsibility to guard 
the deposit and then invest it in the lives of others. 
They, in turn, are to share the Word with the next gen- 
eration of believers. 

It is important that we get our original treasure 
from the Word of God, and not from the ideas and 
philosophies of men. We do not test modern teachers 
by their popularity, education, or skill. We test them by 
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the Word of God, and particularly the doctrines of 
grace as given by Paul. It is not we who examine Paul 
to see if he is right; it is Paul who examines us! 

It takes strength to teach the Word of God. We 
must dig out of the rich mines of Scripture the “gold, 
silver, precious stones” that are hidden there (see Prov. 
2:1-10; 3:13-15; 8:10-21; 1 Cor. 3:10-23). This 
strength can only come from God’s grace. The secret of 
Paul’s great ministry was the grace of God (1 Cor. 
15:10). 

The ability to study, understand, and teach the 
Word of God is a gift of God’s grace. “Apt to teach” is 
one of God’s requirements for the pastor (1 Tim. 3:2; 
2 Tim. 2:24). “Apt to teach” implies apt to learn; so a 
steward must also be a diligent student of the Word of 
God. 


The Soldier (2:3-4, 8-13) 

Paul often used military illustrations in his letters. This 
is not surprising since he lived in a military state and 
was in prison himself. He described in these verses the 
characteristics of a “good soldier of Jesus Christ.” 

He endures hardship (v. 3). Many people have the 
idea that the ministry is a soft job. Preachers are often 
the butt of jokes that suggest they are lazy and should 
be ashamed of accepting their salaries. But a dedicated 
Christian minister is in a battle that requires spiritual 
endurance (see Eph. 6:10ff.). 

He avoids worldly entanglements (v. 4). He is 
totally committed to his Commanding Officer, the 
One who enlisted him. In our case, this is Jesus Christ. 
I recall a story about a Civil War soldier who happened 
to be a watchmaker. One day the bugle sounded and 
the men were told to break camp. “But I can’t go now!” 
the soldier complained. “I have a dozen watches to 
repair!” 

It is sometimes necessary for a pastor, or a pastor's 
wife, to be employed because their church is not able 
to support them. This is a sacrifice on their part and an 
investment in the work. But a pastor who is fully sup- 
ported should not get involved in sidelines that divide 
his interest and weaken his ministry. I have met pastors 
who spend more time on their real estate ventures than 
on their churches. Our purpose is to please the Lord, 
not ourselves. 

He magnifies Jesus Christ (vv. 8-9). “Remember 
Jesus Christ!” is the way this phrase should be trans- 
lated. It sounds almost like a war cry, like “Remember 
the Alamo!” or “Remember Pearl Harbor!” Jesus is the 
Captain of our salvation (Heb. 2:10), and our purpose 
is to bring honor and glory to Him. What an encour- 
agement Jesus Christ is to a suffering Christian soldier! 
For He died and rose again, proving that suffering leads 
to glory, and that seeming defeat leads to victory. Jesus 
was treated as an evildoer, and His soldiers will be 
treated the same way. 

The best way to magnify Christ is through the min- 
istry of the Word. Paul was bound, but God’s Word 
cannot be bound. “His Word runneth very swiftly” (Ps. 
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147:15). “The Word of God grew and multiplied” 
(Acts 12:24). 

He thinks of the whole army (v. 10). “The elect” 
are God’s people, chosen by His grace and called by 
His Spirit (2 Thess. 2:13-14). Paul not only suffered 
for the Lord’s sake, but he also suffered for the sake of 
the church. There were yet many people to reach with 
the gospel, and Paul wanted to help reach them. A sol- 
dier who thinks only of himself is disloyal and 
undependable. 

He trusts his Commanding Officer (vv. 11-13). 
This “faithful saying” is probably part of an early state- 
ment of faith recited by believers. (For other “faithful 
sayings” in the pastoral letters, see 1 Tim. 1:15; 4:9; 
and Titus 3:8.) It is faith in Jesus Christ that gives us 
victory (1 John 5:4). We do not fear the enemies, for 
He has already conquered them. Through our identifi- 
cation with Christ in death, burial, and resurrection, 
we have won the victory (see Rom. 6). 

What a pair of paradoxes! Death leads to life! 
Suffering leads to reigning in glory! We have nothing to 
fear! The important thing is that we not “disown” our 
Lord, for if we disown Him here, He will disown us 
before the Father (Matt. 10:33). In that great “roll call” 
in glory, when the “medals” are given out, we will lose 
our reward if we disown His name. 

But Paul makes it clear (2 Tim. 2:13) that even our 
own doubt and unbelief cannot change Him: “He 
abideth faithful; he cannot deny himself.” We do not 
put faith in our faith or in our feelings, because they 
will change and fail. We put our faith in Christ. The 
great missionary, J. Hudson Taylor, often said, “It is not 
by trying to be faithful, but in looking to the Faithful 
One, that we win the victory.” 


The Athlete (2:5) 

Paul sometimes used athletic illustrations in his 
writings—wrestling, boxing, running, and exercising. 
The Greeks and the Romans were enthusiastic about 
sports, and the Olympic and Isthmian Games were 
important events to them. Paul had already urged 
Timothy to exercise like an athlete (1 Tim. 4:7-8). 
Now Paul admonished him to obey the rules. 

A person who strives as an athlete to win a game 
and get a crown must be careful to obey all the rules of 
the game. In the Greek games in particular, the judges 
were most careful about enforcing the rules. Each com- 
petitor had to be a citizen of his nation, with a good 
reputation. In his preparations for the event, he had to 
follow specific standards. If an athlete was found defec- 
tive in any matter, he was disqualified from competing. 
If, after he had competed and won, he was found to 
have broken some rule, he then lost his crown. Jim 
Thorpe, a great American athlete, lost his Olympic 
medals because he participated in sports in a way that 
broke an Olympic rule. 

From the human point of view, Paul was a loser. 
There was nobody in the grandstands cheering him, for 
“all they which are in Asia” had turned away from him 


(2 Tim. 1:15). He was in prison, suffering as an evil- 
doer. Yet, Paul was a winner! He had kept the rules laid 
down in the Word of God, and one day he would get 
his reward from Jesus Christ. Paul was saying to young 
Timothy, “The important thing is that you obey the 
Word of God, no matter what people may say. You are 
not running the race to please people or to get fame. 
You are running to please Jesus Christ.” 


The Farmer (2:6-7) 

This is another favorite image found in Paul's letters. Paul 
once compared the local church to a cultivated field in 
which all the believers worked together (1 Cor. 3:5-9). 
Each Christian has his particular task to perform— 
plowing, sowing, watering, or harvesting—but it is God 
alone who gives the increase. 

Several practical truths are found in this image of 
the farmer and field. For one thing, a farmer has to 
work. If you leave a field to itself, it will produce mostly 
weeds. Solomon had this truth in mind when he wrote 
about the field of the sluggard (Prov. 24:30-34). Real 
ministry is hard work, and a pastor (and church mem- 
bers) ought to work in their spiritual field as diligently 
as a farmer works in his field. Pastors do not punch 
clocks, but they ought to be up in the morning and at 
their work just as if God blew a whistle for them. 

A farmer needs patience. “See how the farmer waits 
for the land to yield its valuable crop and how patient 
he is for the fall and spring rains” (James 5:7 Niv). A 
pastor friend of mine often reminds me, “The harvest 
is not the end of the meeting—it is the end of the age.” 

A farmer deserves his share of the harvest. “The hard- 
working farmer should be the first to receive a share of 
the crops” (2 Tim. 2:6 ntv). Paul is stating here that a 
faithful pastor ought to be supported by his church. 
The same idea is found in 1 Corinthians 9:7, where 
Paul used a soldier, a farmer, and a herdsman to prove 
his point: “The laborer is worthy of his reward” (1 
Tim. 5:18). Paul deliberately gave up his right to ask 
for support so that nobody could accuse him of using 
the gospel for personal gain (1 Cor. 9:14ff.). But this 
policy is not required for all of God’s servants. 

As a local church grows and progresses, the people 
ought to faithfully increase their support of their pas- 
tors and other staff members. “If we have sown 
spiritual seed among you, is it too much if we reap a 
material harvest from you?” (1 Cor. 9:11 Nrv). It is sad 
to see the way some local churches waste money and 
fail to care for their own laborers. God will honor a 
church that honors His faithful servants. 

Something else is true in this image of the farmer: 
The spiritual leaders who share the Word with the peo- 
ple are the first ones to enjoy its blessings. The preacher 
and the teacher always get more out of the sermon or 
lesson than do the hearers because they put much more 
into it. They also get great joy out of seeing planted 
seeds bear fruit in the lives of others. Farming is hard 
work, and it can have many disappointments; but the 
rewards are worth it. 
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The Workman (2:14-18) 

The word study (2 Tim. 2:15) has nothing to do with 
books and teachers. It means “to be diligent, be zeal- 
ous.” It is translated in this way in 2 Timothy 4:9, 21, 
and also in Titus 3:12. The emphasis in this paragraph 
is that the workman needs to be diligent in his labors so 
that he will not be ashamed when his work is inspected. 
“Rightly dividing” means “cutting straight” and can be 
applied to many different tasks: plowing a straight fur- 
row, cutting a straight board, sewing a straight seam. 

The pastor is a workman in God’s Word. The Word 
is a treasure that the steward must guard and invest. It 
is the soldier’s sword and the farmer’s seed. But it is also 
the workman's tool for building, measuring, and 
repairing God’s people. The preacher and teacher who 
use the Word correctly will build their church the way 
God wants it to be built. But a sloppy worker will han- 
dle God’s Word deceitfully in order to make it say what 
he wants it to say (2 Cor. 4:2). When God tests our 
ministries in His local churches, some of it, sad to say, 
will become ashes (1 Cor. 3: 10ff.). 

An approved worker diligently studies the Word 
and seeks to apply it to his own life. An ashamed 
worker wastes his time with other “religious duties” and 
has little or nothing to give his class or congregation. 
An approved worker does not waste his time arguing 
about “words to no profit” (2 Tim. 2:14) because he 
knows that such arguing only undermines God’s work 
(see 1 Tim. 6:4; Titus 3:9). 

An approved workman will shun “godless chatter” 
(2 Tim. 2:16 nrv; and see 1 Tim. 6:20), because he 
knows it only leads to more ungodliness. I fear that 
some “sharing times” do more harm than good as well- 
meaning people exchange their “spiritual ignorance.” 

An approved workman knows that false doctrine is 
dangerous, and he will oppose it. Paul compared it to 
gangrene (2 Tim. 2:17). Much as gangrene spreads, 
infects, and kills other tissue, so false doctrine spreads 
and infects the body of believers, the church. This 
infection must be exposed and removed. Only the 
“sound [healthy] doctrine” of the Word of God can 
keep a church healthy and growing. 

Paul named two men who were false teachers, and 
he also identified their error. It is likely that the 
Hymenaeus named here (2 Tim. 2:17) is the same man 
named in 1 Timothy 1:20. We know nothing about his 
associate, Philetus. Both of them “wandered from the 
truth” by teaching that the resurrection had already 
taken place. Perhaps they taught that salvation is resur- 
rection in a spiritual sense, so a believer must not 
expect a physical resurrection. But the denial of a phys- 
ical resurrection is a serious thing (see 1 Cor. 15:12ff.), 
for it involves the resurrection of Christ and the com- 
pletion of God’s plan of salvation for His people. No 
wonder these false teachers were able to “overthrow the 
faith of some” (2 Tim. 2:18). The resurrection is a 
foundational truth of the gospel. 

Each of us as God’s workman will be either 
approved or ashamed. The word approved means “one 
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who has been tested and found acceptable.” The word 
was used for testing and approving metals. Each trial 
that we go through forces us to study the Word to find 
God’s will. As we rightly use the Word, we succeed in 
overcoming our trials, and we are approved by God. 
Martin Luther once said that prayer, study, and suffer- 
ing make a pastor; and this is true. We cannot be 
approved unless we are tested. 

What does it mean to be “ashamed”? Certainly it 
means that such a workman’s work is below standard 
and cannot be accepted. It means loss of reward. In 
fact, in Paul’s day, a builder was fined if he failed to fol- 
low the specifications. When the Lord judges our 
works, it will be revealed whether we as workmen have 
handled the Word of God honestly and carefully. Some 


who are now first will end up last! 


The Vessel (2:19-22) 

In this illustration, Paul described a “great house,” 
which is the professing church. The foundation of the 
house is safe and secure because God’s seal is on it. (In 
the Bible, a seal is a mark of ownership and security. 
No one would dare break a Roman seal.) Paul quoted 
Moses: “The Lord knoweth them that are his” (Num. 
16:5). This refers to the Godward aspect of the 
Christian life: God chose us who trust Him as His elect 
(see 2 Tim. 2:10). 

But there is also a manward aspect of the Christian 
life: “Let everyone that nameth the name of Christ 
depart from iniquity” (2 Tim. 2:19). This refers back to 
Numbers 16:26, where the Lord warned the people to 
get away from the tents of Korah and the rebels. In 
other words, those who are the elect of God prove it by 
living godly lives. We are chosen in Christ “that we 
should be holy and without blame” (Eph. 1:4). 

This great house not only has a solid foundation 
that is sealed, but it also has vessels (utensils of various 
kinds) for performing household functions. Paul 
divides the utensils into two categories: those of honor 
(gold and silver) and those of dishonor (wood and 
clay). He is not distinguishing between kinds of 
Christians, but rather is making a distinction between 
true teachers of the Word and the false teachers he 
described (2 Tim. 2:16-18). A faithful pastor is like a 
gold or silver vessel that brings honor to Jesus Christ. 
The head of a house displays his costliest and most 
beautiful utensils and gets honor from them. I remem- 
ber the first time I viewed the crown jewels of England 
in the Tower of London, along with the priceless table 
vessels and utensils. I was overwhelmed with their 
glory and beauty. That is the kind of beauty God gives 
to his servants who faithfully handle the Word of God. 

False teachers are not valuable; they are like wood 
and clay. They are utensils to dishonor, no matter how 
popular they may be today. Wood and clay will not sur- 
vive the test of fire. It is worth noting that the name 
Timothy comes from two Greek words which together 
mean “God-honoring.” Paul was encouraging Timothy 
to live up to his name! 
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The important thing is that the honorable vessels 
not be contaminated by the dishonorable ones. The 
word these (2 Tim. 2:21) refers to the vessels of dis- 
honor (2 Tim. 2:20). Paul was admonishing Timothy 
to separate himself from false teachers. If he did, then 
God would honor him, set him apart, and equip him 
for service. “Useful to the Master” (2 Tim. 2:21 nrv)— 
what a tremendous honor that is! A useful human 
vessel of honor does not get involved in the popular 
things of the world, even the “religious world.” He 
must remain holy, and this means he must be separated 
from everything that would defile him. 

This includes the sins of the flesh as well (2 Tim. 
2:22). Paul used a similar admonition in 1 Timothy 
6:11-12—“Flee ... follow ... fight.” True Bible separa- 
tion is balanced: we flee sin, but we follow after 
righteousness. If we are not balanced, then we will be 
isolated instead of separated. In fact, God’s man Paul 
commanded us to fellowship “with them that call on 
the Lord out of a pure heart” (2 Tim. 2:22). After all, 
this is the purpose of the ministry of the Word (1 Tim. 
1:5). It is sad when true believers are isolated because 
of a false view of separation. 

For God to be able to use us as vessels, we must be 
empty, clean, and available. He will take us and fill us 
and use us for His glory. But if we are filled with sin or 
defiled by disobedience, He will first have to purge us, 
and that might not be an enjoyable experience. In the 
“great house” of the professing church, there are true 
believers and false. We must exercise spiritual discern- 
ment and be careful that we are vessels sanctified unto 
honor. 


The Servant (2:23-26) 

“Servant” (2 Tim. 2:24) is the Greek word doulos which 
means “slave.” So Paul called himself “a slave of Jesus 
Christ” (Rom. 1:1; Phil. 1:1). A slave had no will of his 
own; he was totally under the command of his master. 
Once, we Christians were the slaves of sin, but now we 
are the slaves of God (Rom. 6:16ff.). Like the servant 
in Old Testament days, we say, “I love my master ... I 
will not go out free” (Ex. 21:5). 

God’s slave does not have an easy time teaching the 
Word. Satan opposes him and tries to trap his listeners 
(2 Tim. 2:26). Also, some people are just naturally dif- 
ficult to teach. They enjoy “foolish and stupid 
arguments” (2 Tim. 2:23 nv) and have no desire to 
feed on the nourishing Word of God. Until you have 
experienced it, you have no idea how difficult it is to 
impart spiritual truth to some people. 

How easy it would be to ignore them! But then 
Satan would get them. Paul admonished Timothy to 
avoid the arguments that create strifes, but not to 
ignore the people. He must not argue or fight. He must 
be patient and gentle, teaching the Word of God in 
meekness. It is not enough just to expose error and 
refute it; we must also teach positive truths and estab- 
lish the saints in faith. 

A servant of God must instruct those who oppose 


him, for this is the only way he can rescue them from 
Satan's captivity. Satan is a liar (John 8:44). He captures 
people by his lying promises, as he did Eve (see Gen. 3; 
2 Cor. 11:3). A servant’s purpose is not to win argu- 
ments but to win souls. He wants to see deceived 
persons brought to repentance (“I was wrong—I have 
changed my mind”) and the acknowledging of the 
truth. 

The word recover (2 Tim. 2:26) describes a man 
coming out of a drunken stupor. Satan makes people 
drunk with his lies, and the servant’s task is to sober 
them up and rescue them. The last phrase in 2 
Timothy 2:26 can be interpreted three ways: (1) they 
are delivered from the snare of the devil who took them 
captive to do his will; (2) they are taken captive by 
God’s servant to do God’s will; (3) they are delivered 
out of the snare of the devil, who took them captive, to 
do God’s will. I prefer the third interpretation. 

As you survey these seven aspects of the work of the 
ministry, you can see how important and how demand- 
ing a work it is. The ministry is no place for a loafer 
because it demands discipline and work. It is no place 
for a shirker because there are enemies to fight and 
tasks to be completed. 

Church members need to pray for their pastors and 
encourage them in the work of the Lord. Church offi- 
cers should faithfully do their work so that the pastors 
can devote themselves to their own ministry (see Acts 
6:1-7). Churches should provide enough financial sup- 
port for the ministers so that they can fully devote 
themselves to the work of the ministry. 

In other words, ministers and members should 
labor together in the work of the Lord. 


CHAPTER THREE 
2 Timothy 3 


WHAT TO DO BEFORE IT ENDS 


he emphasis in this chapter is on knowledge and 
| ee Paul informed Timothy about the 

character of the last days, and then instructed him 
how to respond. Action must be based on knowledge. 
Too many Christians are like the pilot who informed 
his passengers, “We are lost, but we are making very 
good time.” 

“These last days” began with the ministry of Jesus 
Christ (Heb. 1:1-2) and will continue until He 
returns. They are called the “last days” because in them 
God is completing His purposes for His people. 
Because our Lord has delayed His return, some people 
scoff at the promise of His coming (2 Peter 3:3ff.), but 
He will come as He promised. 

Within this period of “last days” there will be 
“times” (seasons) of different kinds, but as the “times” 
draw to a close, they will become perilous. This word 
means “dangerous, hard to deal with, savage.” This is 
the same Greek word that is used to describe the two 
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violent demoniacs of Gadara (Matt. 8:28). This sug- 
gests that the violence of the last times will be energized 
by demons (1 Tim. 4:1). 

There is no doubt that these characteristics started 
to appear in Paul’s day, and now they have increased in 
intensity. It is not simply that we have more people in 
the world, or better news coverage. It appears that evil 
is deeper and of greater intensity, and that it is being 
accepted and promoted by society in a bolder way. It is 
not that we have small pockets of rebellion here and 
there. All of society seems to be in ferment and rebel- 
lion. We are indeed in “terrible times” (2 Tim. 3:1 Nrv). 

Paul gave Timothy three instructions to obey in 
order that his ministry might be effective during per- 
ilous times. 


Turn Away from the False (3:1-9) 

“From such turn away” (2 Tim. 3:5b). A faithful 
believer should have nothing to do with the people 
Paul described in this section. It is important to note 
that these people operate under the guise of religion: 
“Having a form of godliness, but denying the power 
thereof (2 Tim. 3:5). They are “religious” but rebel- 
lious! Paul discussed three facts about these people. 

Their characteristics (vv. 2-5). At least eighteen 
different characteristics are listed here, and Paul prob- 
ably could have listed more. There is an emphasis on 
love: “lovers of their own selves,” lovers of money 
(“covetous”), “lovers of pleasures more than lovers of 
God.” The heart of every problem is a problem in the 
heart. God commands us to love Him supremely, and 
our neighbors as ourselves (Matt. 22:34—40), but if we 
love ourselves supremely, we will not love God or our 
neighbors. 

In this universe there is God, and there are people 
and things. We should worship God, love people, and 
use things. But if we start worshipping ourselves, we 
will ignore God and start loving things and using peo- 
ple. This is the formula for a miserable life, yet it 
characterizes many people today. The worldwide crav- 
ing for things is just one evidence that people’s hearts 
have turned away from God. 

Of course, if someone loves and worships himself, 
the result will be pride. “Ye shall be as gods” was Satan’s 
offer to Eve (Gen. 3:5), and the result was that people 
“changed the truth of God into a lie, and worshipped 
and served the creature more than [rather than] the 
Creator” (Rom. 1:25). Man became his own god! The 
creature is now the creator! “Boasters, proud [arro- 
gant], blasphemers [given to contemptuous and bitter 
words]” (2 Tim. 3:2). 

“Disobedient to parents” suggests that this apostasy 
reaches into the family. Children are “unthankful” and 
do not appreciate what their parents have done for 
them. They are “unholy” in their attitude toward their 
parents. “Honor thy father and thy mother” is not 
widely taught or respected. 

The phrase “without natural affection” is the trans- 
lation of one word that describes “family love.” The 
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family is under attack these days, and, as go its families, 
so goes the nation. 

In place of the natural love that God has put into 
men and women and families, today we have a good 
deal of natural love that God has condemned (see 
Rom. 1:18-27; 1 Cor. 6:9-10). It is confusion, and 
God will judge it (Rom. 1:28-32). 

Not only in homes, but out in society and the busi- 
ness world, the characteristics of these perilous times 
may be seen. “Truce-breakers” (2 Tim. 3:3) describes 
people who will not try to agree. They are unyielding 
and irreconcilable and must have their own way. 

In order to defend their position, they become 
“slanderers” [“false accusers” Kjv] and try to tear down 
the reputations of others. Unfortunately, some of this 
activity goes on even among professed Christians. 
“Christian leaders” accuse one another in the pages of 
their publications. 

“Incontinent” means “without self-control.” The 
motto of our society today is “Do your own thing and 
enjoy it!” Sad to say, some of the children born to these 
people do not always enjoy it because they are 
deformed or handicapped as the result of drugs, alco- 
hol, or sexually transmitted diseases. 

This lack of self-control reveals itself in a number of 
ways. “Fierce” means “untamed, brutal.” When these 
people cannot have their way, they become much like 
savage beasts. Instead of honoring what is good, they 
despise what is good and honor what is evil. In society 
today the standards of right and wrong have been 
twisted, if not destroyed. “Woe unto them that call evil 
good and good evil,” cried Isaiah the prophet (Isa. 5:20). 

“Traitors” (2 Tim. 3:4) describes people who betray 
others and cannot be trusted. Neither friendship nor 
partnership makes any difference to them; they lie and 
break their promises whenever doing so helps them get 
their own way. 

“Heady” means “reckless, rash, acting without care- 
ful thought.” Paul did not condemn honest adventure, 
but foolish endeavor. 

“High-minded” does not describe a person with 
lofty thoughts. Rather, it means a person who is 
“puffed up” with his importance. “Conceited” is a good 
synonym. 

“Lovers of pleasures more than lovers of God” does 
not suggest that we must choose between pleasure and 
God, for when we live for God, we enjoy the greatest 
pleasures (Ps. 16:11). The choice is between loving 
pleasure and loving God. If we love God, we will also 
enjoy fullness of life here and forever, but the pleasures 
of sin can only last for a brief time (Heb. 11:25). No 
one can deny that we live in a pleasure-mad world; but 
these pleasures too often are just shallow entertain- 
ment and escape; they are not enrichment and true 
enjoyment. 

Paul stated that these people he has just described 
would consider themselves religious! “Having a form of 
godliness” (2 Tim. 3:5) suggests an outward appearance 
of religion, not true Christian faith, for they have never 
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experienced the power of God in their lives. Form 
without force. Religion without reality. 

Their converts (vv. 6-7). The fact that Paul 
described “silly [weak-willed nrv] women” does not 
suggest that all women are like this, or that men are not 
vulnerable to the wiles of false teachers. In Paul’s day, 
women were especially susceptible to this kind of expe- 
rience since they had a low status in society. Whether 
men or women, people who fall for this false religious 
system have the same characteristics. 

They are burdened with guilt and looking for some 
escape from bondage and fear. They find themselves 
unable to control their various desires (“divers lusts” 
jv). The emphasis here may be on sexual problems. 
Finally, they are always searching for truth, trying this 
approach and that, yet they are never able to be satis- 
fied. This kind of person is fair game for the cultists 
and the religious racketeers. 

These false religious leaders take advantage of the 
problems people have, and promise them quick and 
easy solutions. They “worm their way in” and soon 
control people’s lives. It is not long before these leaders 
grab their followers’ loyalty, money, and service. And 
their “converts” are worse off than they were before. 
They still have their problems, but they have been 
duped into thinking that all is well. 

And, remember, all of this underhanded activity is 
done in the name of religion! No wonder Paul told 
Timothy, “From such turn away.” 

Their religious leaders (vv. 8-9). Read Exodus 
7—9 for the record of the contest between Moses and 
the Egyptian magicians. Tradition says that the magi- 
cians were Jannes and Jambres, two men mentioned by 
Paul (2 Tim. 3:8). These men opposed Moses by imi- 
tating what he did. When Aaron's rod turned into a 
serpent, the magicians cast down their rods and they 
turned into serpents. Moses turned the water into 
blood, and the magicians followed with the same mir- 
acle. When Moses brought up all the frogs, the 
magicians duplicated the miracle. But when it came to 
the miracle of the lice, the magicians could not imitate 
it (Ex. 8:16-19). 

Satan is an imitator; what God does, Satan counter- 
feits. The religious leaders in the last days will have a 
counterfeit faith, and their purpose is to promote a lie 
and resist the truth of God’s Word. They deny the 
authority of the Bible and substitute human wisdom 
and philosophy. In their attempt to be “modern,” they 
deny the reality of sin and people's need for salvation. 
“Reprobate” is the word Paul used to describe them. 
This means “tested and found counterfeit.” 

Jannes and Jambres were finally exposed and made 
fools of by the judgments of God. This will also hap- 
pen to the leaders of false religions in the last days. 
When God’s judgments fall, the true character of these 
counterfeits will be revealed to everyone. 


Follow Those Who Are True (3:10-12) 


Paul turned from the false leaders to remind Timothy 


that he (Paul) had been a faithful servant of God. It is 
important in these difficult days that we follow the 
right spiritual leaders. What are their characteristics? 

Their lives are open for all to see (v. 10a). Paul 
had nothing to hide. Like his Master, he could say, “In 
secret have I said nothing” (John 18:20). “My manner 
of life from my youth ... know all the Jews,” Paul had 
told Agrippa (Acts 26:4). Timothy had lived and 
labored with Paul and knew the man well. Paul had 
not hidden behind extravagant claims or religious 
propaganda. 

They teach true doctrine (v. 10b). “My doctrine” 
in Paul’s case meant the true faith, the gospel of Jesus 
Christ. No matter how appealing a preacher may be, if 
he does not preach the truth of God’s Word, he does 
not deserve our support. On radio and TV today, we 
have a great deal of “pseudo-Christianity” which is a 
mixture of psychology, success motivation, and person- 
ality cults, with a little bit of Bible thrown in to make 
it look religious. Beware! 

They practice what they preach (v. 10c). Paul’s 
“manner of life” backed up his messages. He did not 
preach sacrifice and live in luxury. He gave to others far 
more than he received from them. He stood up for the 
truth even when it meant losing friends and, in the 
end, losing his life. Paul was a servant, not a celebrity. 

Their purpose is to glorify God (v. 10d). There 
was never a question about Paul’s “purpose” in min- 
istry: He wanted to do God’s will and finish the work 
God gave him to do (Acts 20:24; Phil. 1:21). The apos- 
tle Paul was a man of “faith” who trusted God to meet 
his needs. He was a man of “longsuffering” who bore 
up under people’s attacks. He was a man of Jove (“char- 
ity”) who willingly gave himself to serve others. 

The word patience at the end of 2 Timothy 3:10 
means “endurance, the ability to stick with it when the 
going gets tough.” 

They are willing to suffer (vv. 11-12). Paul did 
not ask others to suffer for him; he suffered for others. 
The fact that he was persecuted from city to city was 
proof that he was living a godly life. Some people today 
have the idea that godliness means escaping persecu- 
tion, when just the opposite is true. 

I wonder how Paul would match up with today’s 
concept of a Christian leader. He would probably fail 
miserably. If he applied for service with a modern mis- 
sion board, would he be accepted? He had a prison 
record; he had a physical affliction; he stirred up prob- 
lems in just about every place he visited. He was poor, 
and he did not cater to the rich. Yet God used him, and 
we are being blessed today because Paul was faithful. 


Continue in God’s Word (3:13-17) 

The only way to defeat Satan’s lies is with God’s truth. 
“Thus saith the Lord!” is the final answer to every ques- 
tion. Evil men and deceivers are going to get worse and 
worse. They will deceive more and more. Why? 
Because they are being deceived by Satan! In these last 
days, there will be more deception and imitation, and 
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the only way a believer will be able to tell the true from 
the false is by knowing the Word of God. 

Timothy had been taught the Word of God from 
the time he was a child. Some people are prone to say, 
“Well, I needed the Bible when I was younger, but I 
can do without it now that I’m older.” How wrong 
they are! Adults need the guidance of the Word far 
more than children do, because adults face more temp- 
tations and make more decisions. Timothy's 
grandmother and mother had faithfully taught him the 
Old Testament Scriptures. (The word whom in 2 Tim. 
3:14 is plural, referring to these women; see 2 Tim. 
1:5.) Timothy was to continue in what he had been 
taught. We never outgrow the Word of God. 

This is a good place to admonish Christian parents 
to teach their children the Bible. In our home, my wife 
and I used Kenneth Taylors Bible Stories with Pictures 
for Little Eyes; in fact, we wore out two copies! What a 
joy it was to see our older children who had learned to 
read share the stories with the younger ones and help 
them answer the questions. Little by little, the children 
graduated to older Bible storybooks and then to Bibles 
of their own. We were fortunate that our Sunday 
school included a Bible memory program. As soon as 
your child is born, surround him with the Word of 
God and prayer. You will not have this opportunity 
after he grows up. 

In this paragraph, Paul made some important state- 
ments about the Scriptures: 

They are the Holy Scriptures (v. 15a). “The 
sacred letters” is a literal translation. The suggestion is 
that young Timothy learned his Hebrew alphabet by 
spelling his way through the Old Testament Scriptures. 
The word for “holy” means “consecrated for sacred 
use.” The Bible is different from every other book— 
even books about the Bible—because it has been set 
apart by God for special sacred uses. We must treat the 
Bible as the special book it is. 

The way we treat the Bible shows others how much 
or how little we respect it. While I dont want to 
become a crank in this matter, I must confess that I 
hate to see a Bible on the floor. When we are carrying 
a Bible and other books, the Bible should be on the 
top. There is a difference between properly marking a 
Bible as we study and defacing it by careless marking. I 
have seen people put a cup of coffee on a Bible! Paul 
gives us the right attitude toward the Word of God (1 
Thess. 2:13). 

The Scriptures lead us to salvation (v. 15b). We 
are not saved by believing the Bible (see John 5:39), 
but by trusting the Christ who is revealed in the Bible. 
Satan knows the Bible, but he is not saved. Timothy 
was raised on the holy Scriptures in a godly home. Yet 
it was not until Paul led him to Christ that he was 
saved. 

What is the relationship of the Bible to salvation? To 
begin with, the Bible reveals our need for salvation. It is 
a mirror that shows us how filthy we are in God’s sight. 
The Bible explains that every lost sinner is condemned 
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now (John 3:18-21) and needs a Savior now. It also 
makes it clear that a lost sinner cannot save himself. 

But the Bible also reveals God’s wonderful plan of 
salvation: Christ died for our sins! If we trust Him, He 
will save us (John 3:16-18). The Bible also helps give us 
the assurance of our salvation (see 1 John 5:9-13). Then 
the Bible becomes our spiritual food to nourish us that 
we might grow in grace and serve Christ. It is our sword 
for fighting Satan and overcoming temptation. 

The Scriptures are true and dependable (v. 16a). 
“All Scripture is God-breathed” (nrv). The doctrine of 
the inspiration of Scripture is vitally important, and a 
doctrine that Satan has attacked from the beginning 
(“Yea, hath God said?” [Gen. 3:1]). It is inconceivable 
that God would give His people a book they could not 
trust. He is the God of truth (Deut. 32:4); Jesus is “the 
truth” (John 14:6), and the “Spirit is truth” (1 John 
5:6). Jesus said of the Scriptures, “Thy word is truth” 
John 17:17). 

The Holy Spirit of God used men of God to write 
the Word of God (2 Peter 1:20-21). The Spirit did not 
erase the natural characteristics of the writers. In fact, 
God in His providence prepared the writers for the task 
of writing the Scriptures. Each writer has his own dis- 
tinctive style and vocabulary. Each book of the Bible 
grew out of a special set of circumstances. In His prepa- 
ration of men, in His guiding of history, and in His 
working through the Spirit, God brought about the 
miracle of the Scriptures. 

We must not think of “inspiration” the way the 
world thinks when it says, “Shakespeare was certainly 
an inspired writer.” What we mean by biblical inspira- 
tion is the supernatural influence of the Holy Spirit on 
the Bible’s writers, which guaranteed that what they 
wrote was accurate and trustworthy. Revelation means 
the communicating of truth to man by God; inspira- 
tion has to do with the recording of this communication 
in a way that is dependable. 

Whatever the Bible says about itself, man, God, 
life, death, history, science, and every other subject is 
true. This does not mean that every statement in the 
Bible is true, because the Bible records the lies of men 
and of Satan. But the record is true. 

The Scriptures are profitable (v. 16b). They are 
profitable for doctrine (what is right), for reproof (what 
is not right), for correction (how to get right), and for 
instruction in righteousness (how to stay right). A 
Christian who studies the Bible and applies what he 
learns will grow in holiness and avoid many pitfalls in 
this world. 

The Scriptures equip us for service (v. 17). 
Earlier Paul had called Timothy a “man of God” (1 
Tim. 6:11), but here Paul states that amy Christian can 
become a person “of God.” How? By studying the 
Word of God, obeying it, and letting it control his life. 
It is worth noting that all of the “men of God” named 
in Scripture—including Moses, Samuel, Elijah, Elisha, 
David, and Timothy—were men who were devoted to 


God’s Word. 
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Two words in this verse are especially important: 
“perfect” and “furnished.” The word translated “per- 
fect” means “complete, in fit shape, in fit condition.” It 
does not begin to suggest sinless perfection. Rather, it 
implies being fitted for use. 

“Furnished” has a similar meaning: “equipped for 
service.” In other words, the Word of God furnishes 
and equips a believer so that he can live a life that 
pleases God and do the work God wants him to do. 
The better we know the Word, the better we are able to 
live and work for God. 

The purpose of Bible study is not just to understand 
doctrines or to be able to defend the faith, as important 
as these things are. The ultimate purpose is the equip- 
ping of the believers who read it. It is the Word of God 
that equips God’s people to do the work of God. 

The times are not going to get better, but we 
Christians can become better people, even in bad 
times. We must separate ourselves from that which is 
false, devote ourselves to that which is true, and con- 
tinue in our study of the Word of God. Then God can 
equip us for ministry in these difficult days, and we will 
have the joy of seeing others come to a knowledge of 
the truth. 


CHAPTER FOUR 
2 Timothy 4 


LAST WORDS 


A great person’s last words are significant. They are a 


window that helps us to look into his heart, or a 

measure that helps us evaluate his life. In this 
chapter, we have Paul’s last words to Timothy and to 
the church. 

It is interesting that Paul expressed no regrets as he 
came to the end. He even forgave those who made his 
situation difficult (2 Tim. 4:16). More than seventeen 
people are referred to in this chapter, which shows that 
Paul was a friend-maker as well as a soul-winner. 
Though his own days were numbered, Paul thought of 
others. 

The apostle gave three final admonitions to 
Timothy, and he backed each of them up with a reason. 


Preach the Word! (4:1-4) 

“I charge thee” should read “I solemnly witness.” This 
was a serious moment, and Paul wanted Timothy to 
sense the importance of it. It was serious, not only 
because Paul was facing death, but even more because 
both Paul and Timothy would be judged one day when 
Jesus Christ appeared. It would do us all good to occa- 
sionally reflect on the fact that one day we will face 
God and our works will be judged. 

For one thing, this realization would encourage us 
to do our work carefully and faithfully. It would also 
deliver us from the fear of man; for, after all, our final 
Judge is God. Finally, the realization that God will one 


day judge our works encourages us to keep going even 
when we face difficulties. We are serving Him, not 
ourselves. 

“Preach the Word!” is the main responsibility that 
Paul shared in this section. Everything else he said is 
related to this. The word preach means “to preach like 
a herald.” In Paul’s day, a ruler had a special herald who 
made announcements to the people. He was commis- 
sioned by the ruler to make his announcements in a 
loud, clear voice so everyone could hear. He was not an 
ambassador with the privilege of negotiating; he was a 
messenger with a proclamation to be heard and 
heeded. Not to heed the ruler’s messenger was serious; 
to abuse the messenger was even worse. 

Timothy was to herald God’s Word with the 
authority of heaven behind him. The Word of God is 
what both sinners and saints need. It is a pity that 
many churches have substituted other things for the 
preaching of the Word, things that may be good in 
their place, but that are bad when they replace the 
proclamation of the Word. In my own pastoral min- 
istry, I have seen what the preaching of the Word can 
do in churches and in individual lives, and I affirm that 
nothing can take its place. 

Timothy should be diligent and alert to use every 
opportunity to preach the Word, when it is favorable 
and even when it is not favorable. Jt is easy to make 
excuses when we ought to be making opportunities. Paul 
himself always found an opportunity to share the 
Word, whether it was in the temple courts, on a stormy 
sea, or even in prison. “He that observeth the wind 
shall not sow; and he that regardeth the clouds shall 
not reap” (Eccl. 11:4). Stop making excuses and get to 
work! 

Preaching must be marked by three elements: con- 
viction, warning, and appeal (“reprove, rebuke, 
exhort”). To quote an old rule of preachers, “He should 
afflict the comfortable and comfort the afflicted.” If 
there is conviction but no remedy, we add to people’s 
burdens. And if we encourage those who ought to be 
rebuked, we are assisting them to sin. Biblical preach- 
ing must be balanced. 

God’s speaker must be patient as he preaches the 
Word. He will not always see immediate results. He 
must be patient with those who oppose his preaching. 
Above all else, he must preach doctrine. He must not 
simply tell Bible stories, relate interesting illustrations, 
or read a verse and then forget it. True preaching is the 
explanation and application of Bible doctrine. Anything 
else is just religious speechmaking. 

Paul gave the responsibility—“preach the Word” (2 
Tim. 4:2)—and he also gave the reason (2 Tim. 
4:3-4). The time would come (and it has been here for 
a long time!) when most people would not want the 
“healthy doctrine” of the Word of God. They would 
have carnal desires for religious novelties. Because of 
their “itching ears” they would accumulate teachers 
who would satisfy their cravings for things that dis- 
agree with God’s truths. The fact that a preacher has a 
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large congregation is not always a sign that he is 
preaching the truth. In fact, it may be evidence that he 
is tickling people’s “itching ears” and giving them what 
they want to hear instead of what they need to hear. 
It is but a short step from “itching ears” to turning 
one’s ears away from the truth. Once people have 
rejected the truth, they turn to fables (myths). It is not 
likely that man-made fables will convict them of sin or 
make them want to repent! The result is a congregation 
of comfortable, professing Christians, listening to a 
comfortable, religious talk that contains no Bible doc- 
trine. These people become the prey of every false cult 
because their lives lack a foundation in the Word of 
God. It is a recognized fact that most cultists were for- 
merly members of churches. 
Note the emphasis on Scripture: “Preach the Word 
.. with ... doctrine... They will not endure sound 
doctrine ... they shall turn away their ears from the 
truth” (2 Tim. 4:2-4). This emphasis on sound 
(healthy) doctrine runs through all three of Paul’s pas- 
toral epistles, and this emphasis is surely needed today. 


Fulfill Your Ministry (4:5-8) 

“Make full proof of thy ministry” means “fulfill what- 
ever God wants you to do.” Timothy’s ministry would 
not be exactly like Paul’s, but it would be important to 
the cause of Christ. No God-directed ministry is small 
or unimportant. In this final chapter, Paul named some 
colaborers about whom we know nothing; yet they too 
had a ministry to fulfill. 

A young preacher once complained to Charles 
Spurgeon, the famous British preacher of the 1800s, 
that he did not have as big a church as he deserved. 

“How many do you preach to?” Spurgeon asked. 

“Oh, about a hundred,” the man replied. 

Solemnly Spurgeon said, “That will be enough to 
give account for on the day of judgment.” 

We do not measure the fulfillment of a ministry 
only on the basis of statistics or on what people see. We 
realize that faithfulness is important and that God sees 
the heart. This was why Timothy had to be “sober in all 
things” (2 Tim. 4:5 Nass) and carry on his ministry 
with seriousness of purpose. (We have met this word 
“sober” many times in these letters.) 

Timothy was not only a preacher; he was also a sol- 
dier (2 Tim. 2:3-4) who would have to “endure 
afflictions” (2 Tim. 4:5). He had seen Paul go through 
sufferings on more than one occasion (2 Cor. 6:1-10; 
2 Tim. 3:10-12). Most of Timothy’s sufferings would 
come from the “religious crowd” that did not want to 
hear the truth. It was the “religious crowd” that cruci- 
fied Christ and that persecuted Paul and had him 
arrested. 

“Do the work of an evangelist” (2 Tim. 4:5) would 
remind Timothy that all of his ministry must have 
soul-winning at its heart. This does not mean that 
every sermon should be a “sawdust trail, hellfire-and- 
brimstone” message, because the saints need feeding as 
well. But it does mean that a preacher, no matter what 
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he is preaching, should keep the lost souls in mind. 
This burden for the lost should characterize a pastor’s 
private ministry as well. (See Acts 20:17-21 for a 
description of a balanced ministry.) 

God has given special men to the church as evangel- 
ists (Acts 21:8; Eph. 4:11), but this does not absolve a 
pastor from his soul-winning responsibility. Not every 
preacher has the same gifts, but every preacher can share 
the same burden and proclaim the same saving message. 
A friend of mine went to hear a famous preacher, and I 
asked him how the message was. He replied, “There 
wasn't enough gospel in it to save a flea!” 

Paul gave the reason behind the responsibility (2 
Tim. 4:6-8): He was about to move off the scene and 
Timothy would have to take his place. In this beautiful 
paragraph of personal testimony, you find Paul looking 
in three different directions. 

He looked around (v. 6). Paul realized that his 
time was short. He was on trial in Rome and had been 
through the first hearing (2 Tim. 4:17). But Paul knew 
that the end was near. However, he did not tremble at 
the prospect of death! The two words offered and depar- 
ture (2 Tim. 4:6) tell us of his faith and confidence. 
“Offered” means “poured out on the altar as a drink 
offering.” He used the same picture in Philippians 
2:7-8. In effect Paul was saying, “Caesar is not going 
to kill me. I am going to give my life as a sacrifice to 
Jesus Christ. I have been a living sacrifice, serving Him 
since the day I was saved. Now I will complete that sac- 
rifice by laying down my life for Him.” 

The word departure (2 Tim. 4:6) is a beautiful word 
that has many meanings. It means “to hoist anchor and 
set sail.” Paul looked on death as a release from the 
world, an opportunity to “set sail” into eternity. The 
word also means “to take down a tent.” This parallels 2 
Corinthians 5:1-8, where Paul compared the death of 
believers to the taking down of a tent (tabernacle), in 
order to receive a permanent, glorified body (“house 
not made with hands”—a glorified body, not a “man- 
sion” in heaven). 

Departure also has the meaning of “loosing a pris- 
oner.” Paul was facing release, not execution! “The 
unyoking of an ox” is another meaning of this word. 
Paul had been in hard service for many years. Now his 
Master would unyoke him and promote him to higher 
service. 

Paul looked back (v. 7). He summed up his life 
and ministry. Two of the images here are athletic: like a 
determined wrestler or boxer, he had fought a good 
fight; and, like a runner, he had finished his lifelong 
race victoriously, He had kept the rules and deserved a 
prize (see Acts 20:24; Phil. 3:13-14). The third image 
is that of a steward who had faithfully guarded his 
boss’s deposit: “I have kept the faith” (2 Tim. 4:7). Paul 
used this image often in his pastoral letters. 

It is heartening to be able to look back and have no 
regrets. Paul was not always popular, nor was he usually 
comfortable; but he remained faithful. That is what 
really counted. 
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Paul looked ahead (v. 8). A Greek or Roman ath- 
lete who was a winner was rewarded by the crowds and 
usually got a laurel wreath or a garland of oak leaves. 
The word for “crown” is stephanos—the victor’s crown; 
we get our name “Stephen” from this word. (The 
kingly crown is diadema, from which we get “dia- 
dem.”) However, Paul would not be given a fading 
crown of leaves; his would be a crown of righteousness 
that would never fade. 

Jesus Christ is the “righteous judge” who always 
judges correctly. Paul’s judges in Rome were not righ- 
teous. If they were, they would have released him. How 
many times Paul had been tried in one court after 
another, yet now he faced his last Judge—his Lord and 
Savior Jesus Christ. When you are ready to face the 
Lord, you need not fear the judgment of men. 

The crown of righteousness is God’s reward for a 
faithful and righteous life, and our incentive for faith- 
fulness and holiness is the promise of the Lord’s 
appearing. Because Paul loved His appearing and 
looked for it, he lived righteously and served faithfully. 
This is why Paul used the return of Jesus Christ as a 
basis for his admonitions in this chapter (see 2 Tim. 
4:1). 

We are not called to be apostles, yet we can win the 
same crown that Paul won. If we love Christ’s appear- 
ing, live in obedience to His will, and do the work He 
has called us to do, we will be crowned. 


Be Diligent and Faithful (4:9-22) 

“Hurry and get here!” is the meaning of the admoni- 
tion to Timothy (2 Tim. 4:9). Tychicus would take 
Timothy's place in Ephesus (2 Tim. 4:12). As Timothy 
hurried to Rome, he could stop in Troas and get the 
cloak, books, and parchments (2 Tim. 4:13). Paul 
probably left them there in his haste to depart. It is 
touching to see that, in his closing days on earth, Paul 
wanted his dear “son in the faith” at his side. But he 
was also practical: he needed his cloak for warmth, and 
he wanted his books for study. The “books” would be 
papyrus scrolls, perhaps of the Old Testament 
Scriptures, and the “parchments” would be books made 
from the skins of animals. We do not know what these 
“parchments” were, but we are not surprised that a 
scholar such as Paul wanted material for study and 
writing. 

Before he ended the letter, Paul urged Timothy to 
“come before winter” (2 Tim. 4:21). Why? All the ships 
would be in port during the winter since it would be 
too dangerous for sailing. If Timothy waited too long, 
he would miss his opportunity to travel to Paul, and 
then it would be too late. 

Why should Timothy be diligent and faithful? 
Look at 2 Timothy 4:10, which gives part of the 
answer: Some in Paul’s circle were not faithful, and he 
could not depend on them. Demas is named only three 
times in the New Testament, yet these three citations 
tell a sad story of failure. Paul listed Demas along with 
Mark and Luke as one of his “fellow laborers” (Philem. 


24). Then he is simply called “Demas” (Col. 4:14). 
Here (2 Tim. 4:10) it is “Demas hath forsaken me.” 

Paul gave the reason: Demas “loved this present 
world.” He had, as a believer, “tasted ... the powers of 
the world to come” (Heb. 6:5), but he preferred “this 
present evil world” (Gal. 1:4). In his Pilgrims Progress, 
John Bunyan pictured Demas as the keeper of a silver 
mine at the Hill Lucre. Perhaps it was the love of 
money that enticed Demas back into the world. It 
must have broken Paul’s heart to see Demas fail so 
shamefully, yet it can happen to any believer. Perhaps 
this explains why Paul had so much to say about riches 
in his pastoral letters. 

Another reason why Paul wanted Timothy in Rome 
was that his next hearing was coming up, and only 
Luke was with him. The believers in Rome and 
Ephesus who could have stood with Paul had failed 
him (2 Tim. 4:16), but Paul knew that Timothy would 
not fail him. Of course, the Lord had not failed Paul 
either (2 Tim. 4:17)! The Lord had promised to stay 
with Paul, and He had kept His promise. 

When Paul had been discouraged in Corinth, the 
Lord came to him and encouraged him (Acts 18:9-11). 
After he had been arrested in Jerusalem, Paul again was 
visited by the Lord and encouraged (Acts 23:11). 
During that terrible storm, when Paul was on board 
ship, the Lord had again given him strength and 
courage (Acts 27:22ff.). Now, in that horrible Roman 
prison, Paul again experienced the strengthening pres- 
ence of the Lord, who had promised, “I will never leave 
thee, nor forsake thee” (Heb. 13:5). 

But note that Paul’s concern was not for his own 
safety or comfort. It was the preaching of the Word so 
that Gentiles might be saved. It was Paul’s special call- 
ing to minister to the Gentiles (see Eph. 3); and he was 
not ashamed of the gospel, even in the great city of 
Rome (Rom. 1:16). 

What a man! His friends forsake him, and he prays 
that God will forgive them. His enemies try him, and 
he looks for opportunities to tell them how to be saved! 
What a difference it makes when the Holy Spirit con- 
trols your life. 

“I was delivered out of the mouth of the lion” (2 
Tim. 4:17). Who or what is this “lion”? It cannot mean 
a literal lion because Paul was a Roman citizen and, if 
convicted, he could not be thrown to the lions. Instead, 
he would be executed by being beheaded. Was “the 
lion” Emperor Nero? Probably not. If he had been 
delivered from Nero, then this meant he was acquitted, 
yet, he had only had a preliminary first hearing. The 
lion is a symbol of Satan (1 Peter 5:8). Perhaps Paul was 
referring to some scheme of the devil to defeat him and 
hinder the work of the gospel. To be “saved from the 
lion’s mouth” was a proverbial saying that meant “to be 
delivered from great danger” (see Ps. 22:21). 

But for a Christian, there are things even more dan- 
gerous than suffering and death. Sin, for example. This 
is what Paul had in mind (2 Tim. 4:18). He was confi- 
dent that the Lord would deliver him from “every evil 
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work” and take him to the heavenly kingdom. Paul’s 
greatest fear was not of death; it was that he might deny 
his Lord or do something else that would disgrace God’s 
name. Paul was certain that the time had come for his 
permanent departure (2 Tim. 4:6). He wanted to end 
his life-race well and be free from any disobedience. 

It is heartening to see how many people are named 
in the closing part of this last letter Paul wrote. I believe 
that there are at least one hundred different men and 
women named in Acts and Paul’s letters, as a part of his 
circle of friends and fellow laborers. Paul could not do 
the job by himself. It is a great man who enlists others 
to help get the job done, and who lets them share in the 
greatness of the work. 

Luke (2 Tim. 4:11) was the “beloved physician” 
who traveled with Paul (Col. 4:14). He is author of the 
gospel of Luke and the book of Acts. (Notice the “we” 
sections in Acts, the eyewitness reports of Dr. Luke.) 
Paul probably dictated this letter (2 Tim.) to Luke. 
Being a doctor, Luke must have appreciated Paul’s ref- 
erence to gangrene (2 Tim. 2:17 nrv). 

Crescens (2 Tim. 4:10) was sent by Paul to Galatia. 
We know nothing about him, nor do we really need to 
know. He was another faithful laborer who assisted 
Paul in an hour of great need. 

Titus (2 Tim. 4:10) was Paul’s close associate and, 
along with Timothy, a trusted “troubleshooter.” Paul 
had left Titus in Crete to straighten out the problems 
in the churches there (Titus 1:5). As we study Paul’s let- 
ter to Titus, we get better acquainted with this choice 
servant of God. Titus had met Paul at Nicopolis during 
that period between Paul’s arrests (Titus 3:12). Now 
Paul had summoned him to Rome and sent him to 
Dalmatia (our modern Yugoslavia). 

Mark (2 Tim. 4:11) was a cousin of Barnabas, Paul’s 
first partner in missionary service (Acts 13:1-3). His 
mother was a noted Christian in Jerusalem (Acts 12:5, 
12). Unfortunately, John Mark failed on that first mis- 
sionary journey (Acts 13:5, 13). Paul refused to take 
Mark on the second trip, and this led to a falling-out 
between Paul and Barnabas (Acts 15:36—41). However, 
Paul now admitted that John Mark was a valuable 
worker; and he wanted Mark with him in Rome. How 
good it is to know that one failure in Christian service 
need not make one’s whole life a failure. 

Tychicus (2 Tim. 4:12) was a believer from the 
province of Asia (Acts 20:4) who willingly accompa- 
nied Paul and probably ministered as a personal servant 
to the apostle. He was with Paul during his first impris- 
onment (Eph. 6:21-22; Col. 4:7-8). Paul sent 
Tychicus to Crete to relieve Titus (Titus 3:12). Now he 
was sending him to Ephesus to relieve Timothy. What 
a blessing it is to have people who can replace others! A 
relief pitcher may not get all the glory, but he may help 
win the game! 

Carpus (2 Tim. 4:13) lived at Troas and gave Paul 
hospitality. Paul must have departed in a hurry (was he 
being sought for arrest?), because he left his cloak and 
books behind. However, Carpus was a faithful brother; 
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he would guard them until somebody picked them up 
to take to Paul. Even such so-called menial tasks are 
ministries for the Lord. 

Is Alexander the coppersmith (2 Tim. 4:14) the same 
Alexander mentioned in 1 Timothy 1:20? Nobody 
knows, and there is no value in conjecturing. The name 
was common, but it is possible that this heretic went to 
Rome to make things difficult for Paul. Satan has his 
workers too. By the way, Paul’s words, “The Lord 
reward him according to his works” (2 Tim. 4:14), are 
not a prayer of judgment, for this would be contrary to 
Jesus’ teaching (Matt. 5:43-48). “The Lord will reward 
him” is a better translation. 

Prisca (or Priscilla) and Aquila (2 Tim. 4:19) 
were a husband-and-wife team that assisted Paul in 
many ways (see Acts 18:1-3, 24-28; Rom. 16:3-4; 
1 Cor. 16:19). Now they were in Ephesus helping 
Timothy with his ministry. It is wonderful when 
God’s people do their work regardless of who their 
leader is. 

Onesiphorus (2 Tim. 4:19) and his household we 
met in 2 Timothy 1. 

Erastus (2 Tim. 4:20) might be the treasurer of 
Corinth (Rom. 16:23); and he might be the same man 
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who ministered with Timothy in Macedonia (Acts 
19:22). 

Trophimus (2 Tim. 4:20) from Ephesus was a friend 
of Tychicus (Acts 20:4), and the man whose presence 
with Paul helped to incite that riot in Jerusalem (Acts 
21:28-29). He had been serving at Miletus, but now 
he was ill. Why did Paul not heal him? Apparently not 
every sick person is supposed to be miraculously 
healed. 

The other people mentioned (2 Tim. 4:21) are 
unknown to us, but certainly not to the Lord. 

“Grace be with you” (2 Tim. 4:22) was Paul’s per- 
sonal farewell, used at the end of his letters as a 
“trademark” that the letter was not a forgery. 

The Bible does not record the final days of Paul. 
Tradition tells us that he was found guilty and sen- 
tenced to die. He was probably taken outside the city 
and beheaded. 

But Timothy and the other devoted believers car- 
ried on the work! As John Wesley used to say, “God 
buries His workmen, but His work goes on.” You and 
I must be faithful so that (if the Lord does not return 
soon) future generations may hear the gospel and have 
the opportunity to be saved. 
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Titus 1 


OUR MAN IN CRETE 


hile Timothy was laboring in metropolitan 
Wiis Titus had his hands full on the island 

of Crete. Titus was a Greek believer (Gal. 2:3) 
who had served Paul well on special assignments to the 
church in Corinth (2 Cor. 7:13-14; 8:6, 16, 23; 
12:18). Apparently Titus had been won to Christ 
through Paul’s personal ministry (Titus 1:4) as 
Timothy had been (1 Tim. 1:2). “As for Titus,” Paul 
wrote, “he is my partner and fellow worker among 
you” (2 Cor. 8:23 Niv). 

But the people on the island of Crete were not the 
easiest to work with, and Titus became somewhat dis- 
couraged. Like Timothy, he was probably a young 
man. But unlike Timothy, he was not given to timidity 
and physical ailments. Paul had been with Titus on 
Crete and had left him there to correct the things that 
were wrong. Since Jews from Crete were present at 
Pentecost (Acts 2:11), it is possible that they had car- 
ried the gospel to their native land. 

Titus had his share of problems! The churches 
needed qualified leaders, and the various groups in the 
churches needed shepherding. One group of false 
teachers was trying to mix Jewish law with the gospel 
of grace (Titus 1:10, 14), while some of the Gentile 
believers were abusing the message of grace and turn- 
ing it into license (Titus 2:11-15). By nature, the 
people of Crete were not easy to work with (Titus 
1:12-13), and Titus needed extraordinary patience and 
love. It would have been easy for Titus to have “heard 
God's call to go elsewhere,” but he stuck it out and fin- 
ished his work. 

As you read and study this letter, you will discover 
that it is a condensed version of Paul’s first letter to 
Timothy. In this first chapter, Paul reminded Titus of 
three responsibilities he had to fulfill. 


Preach God’s Word (1:1-4) 

In this rather lengthy greeting, Paul emphasized the 
importance of the Word of God. Four times he used 
the Greek preposition kata, the root meaning of which 
is “down.” But in this context, kata helps us see the 
relationship between the ministry and the Word of 
God. Consider the four phrases. 

“According to the faith of God’s elect” (v. 1a). 
Paul’s ministry was governed by the Word of God. He 
was “a slave of God” (the only place Paul used this 
phrase) and “a messenger sent on a special commission” 
by Jesus Christ. But the purpose of his ministry was to 
share the faith, that body of truth contained in the 
Word of God. “God’s elect” are those who have trusted 
Jesus Christ as their Savior (Eph. 1:4; 1 Peter 1:1-5). 

“The truth which is after [according to] godli- 
ness” (vv. 1b—2). “Godliness” is an important concept 
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in this letter, just as it was in 1 Timothy, even though 
the actual word is used only once. But the repetition of 
“good works” emphasizes the point (Titus 1:16; 2:7, 
14; 3:1, 5, 8, 14). The truth of the gospel changes a life 
from ungodliness (Titus 2:12) to holy living. Sad to 
say, there were people in the churches on Crete, like 
some church members today, who professed to be 
saved, but whose lives denied their profession (Titus 
1:12). 

This faith in Jesus Christ not only saves us today 
and makes our lives godly, but it also gives us hope for 
the future (Titus 1:2). We have assurance for the future 
because of God’s promises, and God cannot lie (see 
Num. 23:19). We are born again “unto a living hope” 
(1 Peter 1:3 ntv) because we have trusted the living 
Christ. We believers have eternal life now (John 3:16; 
1 John 5:11-12), but when Jesus Christ returns, we 
will enjoy eternal life in an even greater way. 

“According to the commandment of God” (v. 3). 
God reveals His message through preaching. This does 
not mean the act of proclaiming the Word, but rather 
the content of the message. “It pleased God by the fool- 
ishness of preaching [the message of the cross] to save 
them that believe” (1 Cor. 1:21). This Word of the 
gospel was committed to Paul (see 1 Tim. 1:11), and he 
had committed it to Titus. This ministry was according 
to the commandment of God and was not given by 
men (Gal. 1:10-12). 

As in 1 Timothy, the title Savior is often repeated in 
Titus (1:34; 2:10, 13; 3:4, 6). The God-given written 
Word reveals the Savior, because a Savior is what sin- 
ners need. God’s grace brings salvation, not 
condemnation (Titus 2:11). Jesus could have come to 
earth as a Judge, but He chose to come as a Savior 
(Luke 2:10-11). 

“After the common faith” (v. 4). The word com- 
mon means “to have in common.” This faith is the 
possession of all of God’s people and not just a selected 
few. Christians in different denominational groups 
may wear different labels, but all who possess the same 
saving faith share “the common salvation” (Jude 3). 
There was a definite body of truth deposited in the 
church, “the faith that was once for all entrusted to the 
saints” (Jude 3 nrv). Any departure from this “common 
faith” is false teaching and must not be tolerated in the 
church. 

As you review these four statements, you can see 
that Paul related everything in his ministry to the Word 
of God. His calling and his preaching depended on 
faith in Christ. He wanted Titus to grasp this fact and 
to make the Word of God a priority in his ministry. 
Throughout all three of the pastoral epistles there is an 
emphasis on teaching the Word of God. Local churches 
ought to be “Bible schools” where the Word of God is 


taught systematically and in a practical way. 


Ordain Qualified Leaders (1:5-9) 
One reason Paul had left Titus on the island of Crete 
was that he might organize the local assemblies and “set 


in order” the things that were lacking. That phrase is a 
medical term; it was applied to the setting of a crooked 
limb. Titus was not the spiritual dictator of the island, 
but he was Paul’s official apostolic representative with 
authority to work. It had been Paul’s policy to ordain 
elders in the churches he had established (Acts 14:23), 
but he had not been able to stay in Crete long enough 
to accomplish this task. 

Several of the qualifications listed here (Titus 
1:6-8) have already been discussed in our study of 1 
Timothy 3:2-3: “blameless, the husband of one wife 
... Not given to wine, no striker [not violent], not given 
to filthy lucre ... a lover of hospitality ... sober.” The 
fact that these standards applied to Christians on the 
island of Crete as well as to those in the city of Ephesus 
proves that God’s measure for leaders does not fluctu- 
ate. A big-city church and a small-town church both 
need godly people in places of leadership. 

Now, consider nine additional qualifications. 

“Having faithful children” (v. 6b). Faithful means 
“believing.” The bishop’s children should be 
Christians. After all, if a servant of God cannot win his 
own children to Christ, what success can he expect 
with outsiders? This is the same principle Paul empha- 
sized to Timothy (1 Tim. 3:5)—Christian living and 
Christian service must begin at home. The children in 
an elder’s home must not only be saved, but must be 
good examples of obedience and dedication. To be 
accused of “riot” [wild living] or disobedience 
[“unruly,” unable to be ruled] would disqualify their 
father from the eldership. This applies, of course, to 
children still at home, under the authority of their 
father. 

Too often, new Christians feel a call to the ministry 
and want to be ordained before they have had a chance 
to establish their families in the faith. If the children are 
small, the problem is not too great; but mature chil- 
dren go through a tremendous shock when all of a 
sudden their household becomes “religious”! A wise 
father first wins his own family to Christ and gives 
them a chance to grow before he pulls up stakes and 
moves to Bible school. We would have fewer casualties 
in the ministry if this policy were followed more often. 

“The steward of God” (v. 7a). A steward does not 
own but manages all that his master puts into his 
hands. Perhaps the most famous steward in the Bible is 
Joseph, who had complete control over all of Potiphar’s 
business (Gen. 39:1-9). The most important charac- 
teristic of a steward is faithfulness (Matt. 25:21; 1 Cor. 
4:1-2). He must use what his master gives him for the 
good and glory of his master, and not for himself per- 
sonally (see Luke 16:1-13). 

The elder must never say, “This is mine!” All that 
he has comes from God (John 3:27) and must be used 
for God. His time, possessions, ambitions, and talents 
are all loaned to him by the Lord, and he must be faith- 
ful to use them to honor God and build the church. Of 
course, all Christians ought to be faithful stewards, and 
not the pastors only! 
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“Not self-willed” (v. 7b). An elder must not be 
“overbearing” (Nıv), a person always pushing to have 
his own way. While church members ought to respect 
and follow the leadership of the elders, they should be 
certain that it is leadership and not dictatorship. A self- 
willed pastor is arrogant, will not take his people’s 
suggestions and criticisms, and makes sure he always 
gets his own way. 

“Not soon angry” (v. 7c). He must not have a 
quick temper. There is a righteous anger against sin 
(Eph. 4:26), but much of our anger is unrighteous and 
directed against people. A righteous man ought to get 
angry when wrongs are done. Someone has said, 
“Temper is such a wonderful thing that it’s a shame to 
lose it.” Wise counsel, indeed. 

“A lover of good men” (v. 8a). “One who loves 
what is good” (Nrv) is an alternate translation, and this 
would include good men. But it also includes good 
books, good music, good causes, and many other good 
things. A man is a good man because he has a good 
heart and surrounds himself with good things. It is dif- 
ficult to believe that a dedicated servant of God would 
deliberately associate with things that are bad for him 
and his family. 

“Just” (v. 8b). “Upright” is a good translation. He 
should be a man of integrity who sticks by his word 
and who practices what he preaches. His conduct is 
righteous. 

“Holy” (v. 8c). “Unstained” gives the idea. “Be ye 
holy, for I am holy” (1 Peter 1:16). The root meaning 
of holy is “different” Christians are different from lost 
sinners because Christians are new creations by the 
grace of God (2 Cor. 5:17). 

“Temperate” (v. 8d). “Self-controlled” is the 
meaning, and it applies to a man’s appetites and 
actions. “Disciplined” is a synonym. A pastor must dis- 
cipline his time so that he gets his work done. He must 
discipline his desires, especially when well-meaning 
members try to stuff him with coffee and cake! He 
must keep his mind and body under control, as he 
yields to the Holy Spirit (Gal. 5:23, where temperance 
means “self-control”). 

“Holding fast the faithful Word” (v. 9). The word 
faithful was a favorite with Paul (see 1 Tim. 1:15; 4:9; 
2 Tim. 2:11; Titus 3:8). God’s Word is trustworthy 
because God cannot lie (Titus 1:2). Because the Word 
is faithful, those who teach and preach the Word 
should be faithful. Again, Paul used the term sound 
doctrine, which we have already met in 1 Timothy 
1:10. It means “healthy doctrine” that promotes spiri- 
tual growth. 

So the elders have a twofold ministry of God’s 
Word: (1) building up the church with “healthy” doc- 
trine, and (2) refuting the false teachers who spread 
unhealthy doctrine. The naive church member who 
says, “We dont want doctrine; just give us helpful 
devotional thoughts!” does not know what he is saying. 
Apart from the truth (and this means Bible doctrine), 
there can be no spiritual help or health. 
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The mentioning of those who oppose true doctrine 
led Paul to give the third responsibility that Titus was 
to fulfill. 


Silence False Teachers (1:10-16) 

It did not take long for false teachers to arise in the 
early church. Wherever God sows the truth, Satan 
quickly shows up to sow lies. Titus faced an enemy 
similar to that described in 1 Timothy—a mixture of 
Jewish legalism, man-made traditions, and mysticism. 
Paul gave three facts about these false teachers. 

What they were personally. Paul had nothing 
good to say about them! They would not submit to 
God’s Word or to the authority of God’s servant, for 
they were unruly. “Rebellious” would be a good trans- 
lation. Beware of teachers who will not put themselves 
under authority. 

They were vain talkers. What they said impressed 
people, but it had no content or substance. When you 
boiled it down, it was just so much hot air. 
Furthermore, they excelled in talking, not in doing. 
They could tell others what to do, but they did not do 
it themselves. Note especially Titus 1:16. 

The great tragedy was that they deceived people by 
their false doctrines. They claimed to be teaching truth, 
but they were peddlers of error. Because they them- 
selves were deceived by Satan, they deceived others, 
“teaching things they ought not to teach” (Titus 1:11 
NIV). 

They were carnal and worldly: “liars, evil brutes, 
lazy gluttons” (Titus 1:12 nrv). What an indictment! 
Instead of living for the beautiful things of the spiritual 
life, they lived for their own appetites. Paul’s adjectives 
are arresting. These men were not just “beasts,” but 
“evil beasts”; they were not just “gluttons,” but “lazy 
gluttons.” They were celebrities, not servants. They 
“lived it up” at the expense of their followers, and (true 
to human nature), their followers loved it! 

Paul summed up their character in Titus 1:16. They 
were “abominable,” which means “detestable, disgust- 
ing.” Christians with good spiritual sense would be 
completely disgusted with the character and conduct of 
these teachers, and would never follow them. 
“Disobedient” means “they cannot and will not be per- 
suaded. “ Their minds have been made up and they 
will not face the truth. “Reprobate” literally means “not 
able to pass the test.” God does not use them because 
they have been proved unfit. This same Greek word is 
translated “castaway” in 1 Corinthians 9:27. There it is 
in an athletic context and means “disqualified.” 

Having described what these teachers were, Paul 
then shared a second fact. 

What they did. The picture was clear: These false 
teachers told lies from house to house and thus upset 
the faith of the people. Whole families were affected by 
their unhealthy doctrines. For one thing, they were 
teaching Jewish legalism (“they of the circumcision,” 
Titus 1:10; see 3:9) which Paul rejected. They were also 
teaching “Jewish fables” (Titus 1:14), which probably 
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described their fanciful interpretations of the genealo- 
gies in the Old Testament (1 Tim. 1:4). 

It never ceases to amaze me what some people get 
out of the Scriptures! I was once on a telephone talk 
program on a Chicago radio station, discussing Bible 
prophecy. A man phoned in and tried to take over the 
program by proclaiming his strange interpretations of 
Daniel’s prophecies. He rejected the clear explanation 
given in the Bible and was very upset with me when I 
refused to agree with his fanciful ideas. 

Dr. David Cooper used to say, “When the plain 
sense of Scripture makes good sense, seek no other 
sense.” There is no need to find “deeper meanings” to 
the plain teachings of the Word of God. Such an 
approach to the Bible enables a “student” to find any- 
thing he is looking for! 

Since the early church assemblies usually met in 
private homes, it is easy to understand how “whole 
houses” (Titus 1:11) could be upset by false teachers. 
People today who have Bible study classes in their 
homes must be careful lest visitors come in with 
strange doctrines. There are sects and cults that look for 
these classes and plant their agents just for the purpose 
of winning converts, so we must be careful. 

Why they did it. Their main motive was to make 
money “for filthy lucre’s sake” (Titus 1:11). They were 
not ministering to the church; they were using religion 
to fill their own pockets. This explains why Paul said 
that “not given to filthy lucre” was one requirement for 
an elder. A true servant of God does not minister for 
personal gain; he ministers to help others grow in the 
faith. 

But behind this covetousness was another problem: 
Their minds and consciences had been defiled (Titus 
1:15). This is what happens when a person lives a dou- 
ble life: Outwardly, he commands respect, but 
inwardly, he deteriorates. No one can serve two mas- 
ters. These deceivers’ love for money caused them to 
teach false doctrine and live false lives, and the result 
was a defiled conscience that did not convict them. This 
is one step closer to that “seared conscience” that Paul 
wrote about (1 Tim. 4:2). 

Titus 1:15 is one of those verses that some ignorant 
people try to use to defend their ungodly practices. “To 
the pure, all things are pure” is used to excuse all sorts 
of sin. I recall warning a teenager about the kind of lit- 
erature he was reading, and his defense was, “Beauty is 
in the eye of the beholder. Your heart must be filthy if 
you see sin in what I’m reading. After all, “To the pure, 
all things are pure.” 

To begin with, Paul was refuting the false teaching 
of these legalists with reference to foods. They were 
teaching that Jewish dietary laws still applied to 
Christian believers (see 1 Tim. 4:3-5). If you ate for- 
bidden food, you defiled yourself, but if you refused 
that food, you became holier. 

“Tt is just the opposite,” Paul argued. “These teach- 
ers have defiled minds and consciences. Therefore, 
when they look at these innocent foods, they see sin, 


because sin has defiled their vision. But those of us who 
have pure minds and consciences know that all foods 
are clean. It is not the foods that are defiling the teach- 
ers; it is the teachers who are defiling the foods!” 

But this principle must not be applied to things 
that we know are evil. The difference, for example, 
between great art and pornography is more than “in 
the eye of the beholder.” A great artist does not exploit 
the human body for base gain. For a believer to indulge 
in sinful, erotic experiences and claim that they were 
pure because his heart was pure, is to use the Word of 
God to excuse sin. The application Paul made was to 
food, and we must be careful to keep it there. 

Having shared these three facts about these false 
teachers, Paul added one further matter. 

What Titus was to do. He was not to stand qui- 
etly by and let them take over! First, he was to “exhort 
and to convince” them by means of “sound doctrine” 
(Titus 1:9). The only weapon against Satan’s lies is 
God’s truth. “Thus saith the Lord!” is the end of every 
argument. 

Titus was to stop their mouths (Titus 1:11) and 
prevent them from teaching and spreading false doc- 
trines. He was to “rebuke them sharply” (Titus 1:13). 
Paul would give this same counsel to Timothy in his 
final letter “Reprove, rebuke, exhort with all longsuf- 
fering and doctrine” (2 Tim. 4:2). 

Paul’s purpose, of course, was to convince these 
teachers and get them to be “sound in the faith” (Titus 
1:13). But while he was doing this, he needed to pro- 
tect the church from their false teachings. False 
doctrine is like yeast: it enters secretly, it grows quickly, 
and permeates completely (Gal. 5:9). The best time to 
attack false doctrine is at the beginning, before it has a 
chance to spread. 

The attitude of some church members is, “It makes 
no difference what you believe, just as long as you 
believe something.” Paul would not agree with that 
foolish philosophy. It makes all the difference between 
life and death whether or not you believe the truth of 
the Word or believe lies. You can choose what you want 
to believe, but you cannot change the consequences. 

“And ye shall know the truth,” said Jesus Christ, 
“and the truth shall make you free” (John 8:32). 


CHAPTER TWO 
Titus 2—3 
HOW TO HAVE A HEALTHY CHURCH 


n contrast to the false teachers, Titus was to “speak 
| the things which belong to healthy doctrine” (Titus 

2:1, literal translation). What germs are to a physical 
body, false teaching is to a spiritual body, the church. 
In the verses that make up this section, you will find a 
blending of doctrinal teaching and practical admoni- 
tion, for the two must go together. Paul discussed 
several different areas of ministry in the local church. 


Titus 1—2 


The Older Saints (2:1-4a) 

How easy it would be for a younger man like Titus to 
misunderstand or even neglect the older members of 
his congregation. 

“I want a church of young people!” a pastor once 
said to me, forgetting that one day he would be old 
himself. A church needs both the old and the young, 
and they should minister to one another. The grace of 
God enables us to bridge the generation gap in the 
church. One way to do this is for all members, young 
and old, to live up to the standards that God has set for 
our lives. 

The older men were to be sober, which means “to be 
temperate in the use of wine.” Old men with time on 
their hands could linger too long over the cup. 

Grave means “dignified,” but it does not suggest a 
solemn person who never laughs. There is a dignity to 
old age that produces respect, and this respect gives an 
older saint authority. How I thank God for the vener- 
able saints who have assisted me in my own pastoral 
ministry! When they stood to speak, the whole church 
listened and took heed. 

Temperate describes an attitude of mind that leads 
to prudence and self-control in life. It is the opposite of 
frivolity and carelessness that are based on ignorance. It 
is translated “sober” in Titus 1:8 and 2:4, 6, and 12, 
and “discreet” in 2:5. Seriousness of life and purpose 
are important in the Christian life, and especially to 
older saints who cannot afford to waste time, for their 
time is short. 

Sound in faith, in love, in patience all go together. 
The older men should know what they believe, and 
their doctrinal convictions should accord with God’s 
Word. For a knowledge of Bible doctrine is no substi- 
tute for the other necessary virtues, such as love for the 
brethren and patience in the trials of life. In fact, a right 
faith in God’s Word should encourage a believer in love 
and endurance. 

Possibly the word /kewise in Titus 2:3 means that 
the older women were to have the same qualities as the 
older men, plus the additional ones listed. The deport- 
ment (behavior) of these older women must always 
reflect holiness. They must not be slanderers (“false 
accusers’—the Greek word is “devils,” which means 
“slanderers”), picking up gossip and spreading it. They 
must also be temperate in their use of wine. 

When it comes to the older women, Paul’s empha- 
sis is on teaching: “teachers of good things.” 
Experienced, godly women are usually excellent teach- 
ers. The word teach in Titus 2:4 is related to the word 
translated “temperate” in Titus 2:2, and probably 
should be translated, “that they may train by making 
sober-minded.” It is not only that the older women 
should show the younger mothers how to keep house, 
but that they put within their hearts and minds the 
right spiritual and mental attitudes. 

One of the strongest forces for spiritual ministry in 
the local church lies with the older believers. Those 
who are retired have time for service. It is good to see 
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that many local churches have organized and mobilized 
these important people. In my own ministry, I have 
been greatly helped by senior saints who knew how to 
pray, teach the Word, visit, troubleshoot, and help 
build the church. 


The Younger Saints (2:4b-8) 

The godly older women have the responsibility of 
teaching the younger women how to be successful 
wives, mothers, and housekeepers, and the younger 
women have the responsibility of listening and obey- 
ing. The Christian home was a totally new thing, and 
young women saved out of paganism would have to get 
accustomed to a whole new set of priorities and privi- 
leges. Those who had unsaved husbands would need 
special encouragement. 

The greatest priority in a home should be love. If a 
wife loved her husband and her children, she was well 
on the way to making the marriage and the home a 
success. In our Western society, a man and a woman 
fall in love and then get married, but in the East, mar- 
riages were less romantic. Often the two got married 
and then had to learn to love each other. (Eph. 5:18-33 
is probably the best Scripture for a husband and wife 
who really want to love each other in the will of God.) 

Surely a mother loves her children! Yes, this is a nat- 
ural instinct, but this instinct needs to be controlled. I 
once heard a “modern mother” say, “I love my child too 
much to spank her.” In reality, she had a selfish love for 
herself and did not really love the child. “He who 
spares the rod hates his son, but he who loves him is 
careful to discipline him” (Prov. 13:24 niv). While it 
was usually the father who disciplined the children in 
Eastern homes, the mother could not escape being a 
part of the procedure, or else a child would run to its 
mother for protection. 

“To be discreet” (Titus 2:5) is our familiar word 
sober-minded again (“temperate” in Titus 2:2). Outlook 
determines outcome, and if a person is not thinking 
rightly, he will not act properly. A woman needs a cor- 
rect and disciplined outlook on her ministry in the 
home. “Self-controlled” is the idea contained in this 
word. If parents do not discipline themselves, they can 
never discipline their children. 

“Chaste” means “pure of mind and heart.” A 
Christian wife is true to her husband in mind and heart 
as well as in action. 

“Keepers at home” does not suggest that her home 
is a prison where she must be kept! “Caring for the 
home” is the idea. “Guide the house,” Paul wrote (1 
Tim. 5:14). The wise husband allows his wife to man- 
age the affairs of the household, for this is her ministry. 

“Good” (Titus 2:5) can be translated “kind.” She 
does not rule her household with an iron hand, but 
practices “the law of kindness” (Prov. 31:26). 

While the wife is “busy at home” (nrv), it is the 
husband who is the leader in the home, so the wife 
must be obedient. But where there is love (Titus 2:4) 
there is little problem with obedience. And where the 
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desire is to glorify God, there is no difficulty that can- 
not be worked out. 

“That the Word of God be not blasphemed” is a 
good motive for cooperation and obedience at home. It 
is sad to see the way family problems, and even 
divorces, among Christians cause unsaved people to 
sneer at the Bible. 

Titus was to let older women minister to younger 
women, lest he get himself into a difficult situation. 
But he was to be an example to the younger men with 
whom he would easily identify. Exhortation and exam- 
ple were to be his tools for building them up in the 
faith (Titus 2:6-7). He was to exhort them to be self- 
controlled, for there were many temptations to sin. 

But Paul wrote more about Titus the example than 
he did about Titus the exhorter! A pastor preaches best 
by his life. He must constantly be a good example in all 
things. Whatever the pastor wants his church to be, he 
must first be himself. “For they say, and do not” was 
our Lord’s indictment against the Pharisees (Matt. 
23:3). This is hypocrisy. 

The Greek word tupos (“pattern,” Titus 2:7) gives 
us our English word type. The word originally meant 
“an impression made by a die.” Titus was to live so that 
his life would be like a “spiritual die” that would 
impress itself on others. This involved good works, 
sound doctrine, a seriousness of attitude, and sound 
speech that no one—not even the enemy—could con- 
demn. Whether we like it or not, there are “contrary” 
people who are always looking for a fight. A pastor's 
speech should be such that he stands without rebuke. 

It is not easy to pastor a church. You do not punch 
a clock, yet you are always on duty. You must be care- 
ful to practice what you preach; you must be the same 
man in and out of the pulpit. Hypocrisy in speech or 
conduct will ruin a man’s ministry. No pastor is perfect, 
just as no church member is perfect, but he must strive 
to be the best example possible. A church will never rise 
any higher than its leadership. 


Christian Slaves (2:9-15) 

Paul usually had a word concerning the slaves (see Eph. 
6:5-9; 1 Tim. 6:1-2). We are glad for this word to 
Titus because Paul backed it up with one of the great- 
est statements about salvation found in the New 
Testament. Paul always linked doctrine and duty. 

Paul warned these Christian slaves about three 
common sins they must avoid (Titus 2:9-10). First, 
disobedience. They were to obey their masters and seek 
to please them, which meant going the extra mile. It is 
possible to obey, but not “from the heart” (Eph. 6:6). 
It is possible to do a job grudgingly. Some unsaved 
masters would not be thoughtful and would overwork 
their slaves. 

The second sin was talking back (“answering again,” 
Titus 2:9). While a slave would not carry this too far 
(his master might severely discipline him), he could 
argue with his master since the master probably knew 
less about the job than the slave did. The slave could 


also “gripe” about his master to others on the job. This 
would certainly be a poor testimony for a Christian 
slave. 

Christian slaves were also to avoid the sin of steal- 
ing (“purloining”). This was the sin Onesimus probably 
committed against Philemon (see Philem. 18). It 
would be easy for a slave to pilfer little items and sell 
them, and then report that they had been broken or 
lost. 

There are no slaves in our society today, but there 
are employees. Christian workers must obey orders and 
not talk back. They must not steal from their employ- 
ers. Millions of dollars are lost each year by employers 
whose workers steal from them, everything from paper 
clips and pencils to office machines and vehicles. 
“They owe it to me!” is no excuse. Neither is, “Well, 
I’ve earned it!” 

Paul gave a good reason why Christian workers 
should be trustworthy (“showing all good fidelity”): 
This will “embellish with honor” the Word of God 
(wurst). When we serve faithfully, we “beautify the 
Bible” and make the Christian message attractive to 
unbelievers. When Paul addressed the slaves in 
Timothy's church (1 Tim. 6:1), he used a negative 
motive: “that the name of God and his doctrine be not 
blasphemed.” But the positive motive, to make God’s 
message attractive, and the negative motive, to keep 
God’s teaching from being slandered, ought to control 
our lives. 

Here (Titus 2:11) Paul expanded the meaning of 
“Saviour” (Titus 2:10) by explaining what was involved 
in this salvation that we have through Jesus Christ. The 
emphasis is on grace—God’s lavish favor on undeserv- 
ing sinners. Paul pointed out three wonderful 
ministries of the grace of God (Titus 2:11—-14). 

Grace redeems us (vv. 11, 14a). People could not 
save themselves. God’s grace had to bring salvation to 
lost mankind. This salvation was not discovered by sin- 
ners; it appeared to them via the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus Christ. God in His grace sent His 
Son to redeem those in the bondage of sin. This salva- 
tion is for “all men” who receive it (see 1 Tim. 2:4—6). 
There is a universal need, and God provided a univer- 
sal remedy for all who will believe. 

Paul explained this salvation further (Titus 2:14). 
Christ “gave himself for us,” which means that He 
became our substitute. “Who his own self bare our sins 
in his own body on the tree” (1 Peter 2:24). The word 
redeem means “to set free by paying a price.” We were 
all slaves of sin (Titus 3:3) and could not set ourselves 
free, but Jesus Christ gave Himself as the ransom for 
our sins. By His death He met the just demands of 
God’s holy law, so that God in His grace could forgive 
and free those who believe on Christ. 

We have been redeemed “from all iniquity,” which 
means that sin should no longer master our lives. 
(Remember that the context of this passage is Paul’s 
counsel to slaves. They knew the meaning of “redeem.”) 
“Iniquity” means “lawlessness.” In our unsaved condi- 
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tion, we were rebels against God’s law, but now all of 
that has been changed. This led Paul to the second 
ministry of the grace of God. 

Grace reforms us (vv. 12, 14b). Salvation is not 
only a change in position (set free from the slavery of 
sin), but it is also a change in attitude, appetite, ambi- 
tion, and action. The same grace that redeems us also 
reforms our lives and makes us godly. “Teaching” has 
the idea of “disciplining.” We are disciplined by God’s 
grace, trained to be the kind of people that glorify 
Him. 

Godly living involves both the negative and the 
positive. We deny “ungodliness [whatever is unlike 
God] and worldly lusts” (see 1 John 2:15-17). The 
verb means that we do it once and for all. It is a settled 
matter. Then, we work on the positive. “Sober” is our 
familiar word for “self-control, prudence, restraint” (see 
Titus 2:2). This emphasizes the believer's relationship 
to himself, while “righteously” deals with his relation- 
ships with other people. “Godly” speaks of the 
Christian's relationship to the Lord, though the quali- 
ties must not be separated. 

Christians live “in this present age” (Ntv), but they 
do not live /éke it or for it. Christ has redeemed us from 
this evil age (Gal. 1:4), and we must not be conformed 
to it (Rom. 12:1-2). Neither should we walk according 
to its standards (Eph. 2:2). We have tasted the powers 
of “the coming age” (Heb. 6:5 nrv), and we should not 
desire to cultivate the present age with its shallowness 
and godlessness. 

Grace reforms us because God purifies us and 
makes us His own special possession (Titus 2:14b). 
This process of purification is called “sanctification,” 
and its goal is to make the believer more like Jesus 
Christ (Rom. 8:29). Sanctification is not only separa- 
tion from sin, but it is also devotion to God (2 Cor. 
6:14—7:1). “Peculiar” does not mean “odd” or 
“strange.” It means “a special people for God’s own 
possession” (see Deut. 14:2; 26:18). 

Grace rewards us (v. 13). We are looking for Jesus 
Christ to return; this is our only hope and glory. This 
verse boldly affirms that Jesus Christ is God, for there 
is only one article in the Greek: “the great God and our 
Saviour.” Paul did not go into detail about the events 
surrounding the return of Christ. Believers should 
always be expecting His return and live like those who 
will see Him face-to-face. 


Christians as Citizens (3:1-8) 

Christians were often looked on with suspicion in the 
Roman Empire because their conduct was so different 
and they met in private meetings for worship (see 1 
Peter 2:11-25; 3:13—4:5). It was important that they 
be good citizens without compromising the faith. 
Their pagan neighbors might disobey the law, but 
Christians must submit to the authority of the state 
(see Rom. 13). “Ready to every good work” (Titus 3:1) 
means “cooperating in those matters that involve the 
whole community.” Our heavenly citizenship (Phil. 
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3:20) does not absolve us from responsibilities as citi- 
zens on earth. 

The believer should not have a bad attitude toward 
the government and show it by slanderous accusations 
and pugnacious actions. The word gentle (Titus 3:2) 
means “an attitude of moderation, a sweet reasonable- 
ness.” Christians with this quality do not insist on the 
letter of the law, but are willing to compromise where 
no moral issue is at stake. 

Again, Paul linked duty to doctrine. “Don’t be too 
critical of your pagan neighbors,” he wrote. “Just 
remember what you were before God saved you!” Titus 
3:3 needs little explanation; we know what it means 
from our own experience. 

What a difference “the kindness and love of God” 
(Titus 3:4) made! If you want a beautiful illustration of 
“the kindness of God,” read 2 Samuel and note David’s 
treatment of Mephibosheth, a little lame prince. 
Because Mephibosheth was a part of Saul’s family, he 
expected to be slain. But David, in kindness, spared 
him and treated him as one of his own sons at the 
palace table. 

Salvation came not only because of God’s kindness 
and love, but also because of His mercy (Titus 3:5). We 
did not save ourselves; “he saved us.” How did He do 
it? Through the miracle of the new birth, the work of 
the Holy Spirit of God. I do not think that “washing” 
here refers to baptism because, in New Testament 
times, people were baptized after they were saved, and 
not in order to be saved (see Acts 10:43—48). 
“Washing” here means “bathed all over.” When a sin- 
ner trusts Christ, he is cleansed from all his sins, and he 
is made “a new person” by the indwelling Holy Spirit. 

Paul related this same cleansing experience to the 
Word of God (Eph. 5:26). Salvation comes to a sinner 
when he trusts Christ, when the Spirit of God uses the 
Word of God to bring about the new birth. We are 
born of the Spirit (John 3:5-6, where “water” refers to 
physical birth, which Nicodemus had mentioned ear- 
lier, John 3:4) and of the Word (1 Peter 1:23-25). 
“Which” in Titus 3:6 ought to be “whom,” referring to 
the Holy Spirit who is given to us at conversion (Acts 
2:38; Rom. 5:5; 8:9). 

Not only have we who are Christians been washed 
and made new in Christ, but we have also been justi- 
fied (Titus 3:7). This wonderful doctrine is discussed in 
detail in Romans 3:21—8:39. Justification is the gra- 
cious act of God whereby He declares a believing 
sinner righteous because of the finished work of Christ 
on the cross. God puts to our account the righteous- 
ness of His Son, so that we can be condemned no 
more. Not only does He forget our sins, but He forgets 
that we were even sinners! 

What is the result of this kindness, love, mercy, and 
grace? Hope! We are heirs of God! This means that 
today we can draw on His riches, and when He comes, 
we will share His wealth and His kingdom forever. This 
hope ties in with Titus 2:13: “Looking for that blessed 
hope.” But there is something more involved: We 
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should live godly lives and be “careful to maintain good 
works” (Titus 3:8). The only evidence the unsaved 
world has that we belong to God is our godly lives. 

“Good works” do not necessarily mean religious 
works or church work. It is fine to work at church, 
sing in the choir, and hold an office; but it is also good 
to serve our unsaved neighbors, to be helpful in the 
community, and to have a reputation for assisting 
those in need. Babysitting to relieve a harassed young 
mother is just as much a spiritual work as passing out 
a gospel tract. The best way a local church has to wit- 
ness to the lost is through the sacrificial service of its 
members. 


Problem People (3:9-11) 

We wish we did not have “problem people” in our 
churches, but wherever there are people, there can be 
problems. In this case, Paul warned Titus to avoid peo- 
ple who like to argue about the unimportant things of 
the faith. I recall being approached by a young man 
after a Bible lesson and getting involved with him in all 
sorts of hypothetical questions of doctrine. “Now, if 
this were true ... if that were true ... ” was about all he 
could say. I was very inexperienced at the time; I 
should have ignored him in a gracious way. As it was, I 
missed the opportunity to talk with several sincere peo- 
ple who had personal problems and wanted help. I 
have learned that professed Christians who like to 
argue about the Bible are usually covering up some sin 
in their lives, are very insecure, and are usually 
unhappy at work or at home. 

But there is another kind of problem person we 
should deal with: the “heretic.” This word means “one 
who makes a choice, a person who causes divisions.” 
This is a self-willed person who thinks he is right, and 
who goes from person to person in the church, forcing 
people to make a choice: “Are you for me or for the pas- 
tor?” This is a work of the flesh (see Gal. 5:20). Such a 
person should be admonished at least twice, and then 
rejected. 

How do we apply this in a local church? Let me 
suggest one way. If a church member goes about trying 
to get a following, and then gets angry and leaves the 
church, let him go. If he comes back (maybe the other 
churches don’t want him either), and if he shows a 
repentant attitude, receive him back. If he repeats this 
behavior (and they usually do), receive him back the 
second time. But if he does it a third time, do not 
receive him back into the fellowship of the church 
(Titus 3:10). Why not? “Such a man is warped in char- 
acter, keeps on sinning, and has condemned himself” 
(Titus 3:11, literal translation). If more churches 
would follow this principle, we would have fewer 
“church tramps” who cause problems in various 
churches. 


Conclusion (3:12-15) 
In the closing verses, Paul conveyed some personal 
information to Titus, and reminded him of the main 


theme of the letter: Insist that God’s people “learn to 
devote themselves to doing what is good, in order that 
they may provide for daily necessities and not live 
unproductive lives” (Titus 3:14 Nrv). 

We know nothing about Artemas; Tychicus we 
met in Acts 20:4. He was with Paul in his first Roman 
imprisonment and carried the epistles from Paul to 
the Ephesians (Eph. 6:21), the Colossians (Col. 
4:7-8), and to Philemon (cf. Col. 4:7—9 with Philem. 
10). Either Artemas or Tychicus would replace Titus 
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on Crete, and then Titus was to join Paul at 
Nicopolis. 

It is possible that Zenas and Apollos (see Acts 
18:24ff.; Titus 3:13) carried this letter to Titus. Paul 
had sent them on a mission and Titus was to aid them 
all he could. 

Paul ended the letter to Titus with a variation of his 
usual benediction (see 2 Thess. 3:17—18): “Grace be 
with you all.” 

Grace—and good works! They go together! 
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Philemon 


CHAPTER ONE 
Philemon 1-25 


A TALE OF TWO CITIES 


aul was a prisoner in Rome, his friend Philemon 
p: in Colosse, and the human link between them 

was a runaway slave named Onesimus. The details 
are not clear, but it appears that Onesimus robbed his 
master and then fled to Rome, hoping to be swallowed 
up in the crowded metropolis. But, in the providence 
of God, he met Paul and was converted! 

Now what? Perhaps Onesimus should remain with 
Paul, who needed all the assistance he could get. But 
what about the slave’s responsibilities to his master 
back in Colosse? The law permitted a master to execute 
a rebellious slave, but Philemon was a Christian. If he 
forgave Onesimus, what would the other masters (and 
slaves) think? If he punished him, how would it affect 
his testimony? What a dilemma! 

Along with the epistle to the Colossians, this letter 
probably was carried to Colosse by Tychicus and 
Onesimus (Col. 4:7-9). In it, we see Paul in three 
important roles as he tried to help Philemon solve his 
problems. At the same time, we see a beautiful picture 
of what the Father has done for us in Jesus Christ. 
Martin Luther said, “All of us are Onesimuses!” and he 
was right. 


Paul, the Beloved Friend (1-7) 

Paul had not founded the church in Colosse, nor had 
he visited it (Col. 1:1-8; 2:1). It is likely that the 
church started as a result of his ministry in Ephesus 
(Acts 19:10, 20, 26) and that Epaphras was the found- 
ing pastor (Philem. 23). The church met in the home 
of Philemon and Apphia, his wife. Some people assume 
that Archippus was their son, but this is not certain. He 
may have been the elder who took the place of 
Epaphras, who had gone to Rome to help Paul. If this 
is true, then it would explain Paul’s strong admonition 
to Archippus in Colossians 4:17, a letter written to the 
whole church. 

In his greeting, Paul expressed his deep love for his 
Christian friends, and he reminded them that he was a 
prisoner for Jesus Christ (see also Philem. 9-10, 13, 
23). Timothy was included in the greeting, though the 
burden of the letter was from the heart of Paul to the 
heart of Philemon. Paul’s ministry was a “team” opera- 
tion, and he often included the names of his associates 
when he wrote his letters. He liked to use the term “fel- 
low worker” (see Rom. 16:3, 9, 21; 1 Cor. 3:9; Phil. 
2:25; 4:3; Col. 4:11). 

The New Testament churches met in homes (Rom. 
16:5, 23; 1 Cor. 16:19), and perhaps the church in 
Philemon’s house was one of two assemblies in Colosse 
(Col. 4:15). Paul had won Philemon to faith in Christ 
(see Philem. 19), and Philemon became a blessing to 
other Christians (Philem. 7). 
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It was customary for Paul to open his letters with 
words of thanks and praise to God. (Galatians is an 
exception.) In his thanksgiving, Paul described his 
friend as a man of love and faith, both toward Jesus 
Christ and God’s people. His love was practical: he 
“refreshed” the saints through his words and work. 

Paul told Philemon that he was praying for him and 
asking God to make his witness effective (“the sharing 
of your faith”) so that others would trust Christ. He 
also prayed that his friend would have a deeper under- 
standing of all that he had in Jesus Christ. After all, the 
better we know Christ and experience His blessings, 
the more we want to share these blessings with others. 


Paul, the Beseeching Intercessor (8-16) 

Estimates suggest that there were sixty million slaves in 
the Roman Empire, men and women who were treated 
like pieces of merchandise to buy and sell. A familiar 
proverb was “So many slaves, just so many enemies!” 
The average slave sold for five hundred denarii (one 
denarius was a day’s wage for a common laborer), while 
the educated and skilled slaves were priced as high as 
fifty thousand denarii. A master could free a slave, or a 
slave could buy his freedom if he could raise the money 
(Acts 22:28). 

If a slave ran away, the master would register the 
name and description with the officials, and the slave 
would be on the “wanted” list. Any free citizen who 
found a runaway slave could assume custody and even 
intercede with the owner. The slave was not automati- 
cally returned to the owner, nor was he automatically 
sentenced to death. While it is true that some masters 
were cruel (one man threw his slave into a pool of man- 
eating fish!), many of them were reasonable and 
humane. After all, a slave was an expensive and useful 
piece of personal property, and it would cost the owner 
to lose him. 

As Paul interceded for Onesimus, he presented five 
strong appeals. He began with Philemon’s reputation as 
a man who brought blessing to others. The word 
wherefore in Philemon 8 carries the meaning of 
“accordingly.” Since Philemon was a “refreshing” 
believer, Paul wanted to give him an opportunity to 
refresh the apostle’s heart! Philemon had been a great 
blessing to many saints, and now he could be a bless- 
ing to one of his own slaves who had just been saved! 

Paul might have used apostolic authority and 
ordered his friend to obey, but he preferred to appeal in 
Christian love (Philem. 9). See how tactfully Paul 
reminded Philemon of his own personal situation: 
“Paul the aged, and now also a prisoner of Jesus Christ” 
(Philem. 9). Who could turn down the request of a suf- 
fering saint like Paul! He was perhaps sixty years old at 
this time, but that was a good age for men in that day. 
Along with Philemon’s gracious character and 
Christian love, Paul’s third appeal was the conversion 
of Onesimus (Philem. 10). Onesimus was no longer 
“just a slave”; he was now Paul’s son in the faith and 
Philemon’s Christian brother! In Jesus Christ, there is 


“neither bond nor free” (Gal. 3:28). This does not 
mean that his conversion altered Onesimus’s legal posi- 
tion as a slave, or that it canceled his debt to the law or 
to his master. However, it did mean that Onesimus had 
a new standing before God and before God’s people, 
and Philemon had to take this into consideration. 

The fourth appeal was that Onesimus was valuable 
to Paul in his ministry in Rome (Philem. 11-14). The 
name Onesimus means “profitable,” so there is a play 
on words in Philemon 11. (The name Philemon means 
“affectionate” or “one who is kind.” If the slave was 
expected to live up to his name, then what about the 
master?) Paul loved Onesimus and would have kept 
him in Rome as a fellow worker, but he did not want 
to tell Philemon what to do. Voluntary sacrifice and 
service, motivated by love, is what the Lord wants from 
His children. 

The fifth appeal relates to the providence of God 
(Philem. 15-16). Paul was not dogmatic (“perhaps”) as 
he made this telling point: as Christians, we must 
believe that God is in control of even the most difficult 
experiences of life. God permitted Onesimus to go to 
Rome that he might meet Paul and become a believer. 
(Certainly Philemon and his family had witnessed to 
the slave and prayed for him.) Onesimus departed so 
he could come back. He was gone a short time so that 
he and his master might be together forever. He left for 
Rome aslave, but he would return to Colosse a brother. 
How gracious God was to rule and overrule in these 
affairs! 

As you review these five appeals, you can see how 
Paul tenderly convinced his friend Philemon that he 
should receive his disobedient slave and forgive him. 
But it would not be easy for Philemon to do this. If he 
was too easy on Onesimus, it might influence other 
slaves to “become Christians” and want to influence 
their masters. However, if he was too hard on the man, 
it might affect Philemon’s testimony and ministry in 
Colosse. 

At this point, Paul offered the perfect solution. It 
was a costly solution as far as the apostle was con- 
cerned, but he was willing to pay the price. 


Paul, the Burdened Partner (17-25) 

The word translated “partner” is koinonia, which 
means “to have in common.” It is translated “commu- 
nication” in Philemon 6, which means “fellowship.” 
Paul volunteered to become a “business partner” with 
Philemon and help him solve the problem with 
Onesimus. He made two suggestions: “Receive him as 
myself,” and “Put that [whatever he stole from you] on 
my account.” 

As Philemon’s new “partner,” Paul could not leave 
Rome and go to Colosse, but he could send Onesimus 
as his personal representative. “The way you treat 
Onesimus is the way you treat me,” said the apostle. 
“He is to me as my own heart” (Philem. 12). 

This is to me an illustration of what Jesus Christ has 
done for us as believers. God’s people are so identified 
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with Jesus Christ that God receives them as He receives 
His Son! We are “accepted in the beloved” (Eph. 1:6) 
and clothed in His righteousness (2 Cor. 5:21). We cer- 
tainly cannot approach God with any merit of our 
own, but God must receive us when we come to Him 
“in Jesus Christ.” The word receive in Philemon 17 
means “to receive into one’s family circle.” Imagine a 
slave entering his master’s family! But imagine a guilty 
sinner entering God’s family! 

Paul did not suggest that Philemon ignore the 
slave’s crimes and forget about the debt Onesimus 
owed. Rather, Paul offered to pay the debt himself. 
“Put it on my account—I will repay it!” The language 
in Philemon 19 sounds like a legal promissory note of 
that time. This was Paul’s assurance to his friend that 
the debt would be paid. 

It takes more than love to solve the problem; love 
must pay a price. God does not save us by His love, for 
though He loves the whole world, the whole world is 
not saved. God saves sinners by His grace (Eph. 2:8-9), 
and grace is love that pays a price. God in His holiness 
could not ignore the debt that we owe, for God must 
be faithful to His own law. So He paid the debt for us! 

Theologians call this “the doctrine of imputation.” 
(To impute means “to put it on account.”) When Jesus 
Christ died on the cross, my sins were put on His 
account, and He was treated the way I should have 
been treated. When I trusted Him as my Savior, His 
righteousness was put on my account, and now God 
accepts me in Jesus Christ. Jesus said to the Father, “He 
no longer owes You a debt because I paid it fully on the 
cross. Receive him as You would receive Me. Let him 
come into the family circle!” 

However, we must keep in mind that there is a dif- 
ference between being accepted in Christ and 
acceptable to Christ. Anyone who trusts Jesus Christ 
for salvation is accepted in Him (Rom. 4:1-4). But the 
believer must strive with God’s help to be acceptable to 
the Lord in his daily life (Rom. 12:2; 14:18; 2 Cor. 5:9; 
Heb. 12:28 niv). The Father wants to look at those 
who are in His Son and say of them as He said of Jesus, 
“I am well pleased!” 

Philemon 19 suggests that it was Paul who led 
Philemon to faith in Christ. Paul used this special rela- 
tionship to encourage his friend to receive Onesimus. 
Philemon and Onesimus were not only spiritual broth- 
ers in the Lord, but they had the same “spiritual 
father”’—Paul! (see Philem. 10; 1 Cor. 4:15) 

Was Paul hinting in Philemon 21 that Philemon 
should do even more and free Onesimus? For that mat- 
ter, why did he not come right out and condemn 
slavery? This letter certainly would have been the ideal 
place to do it. Paul did not “condemn” slavery in this 
letter or in any of his letters, though he often had a 
word of admonition for slaves and their masters (Eph. 
6:5-9; Col. 3:22—4:1; 1 Tim. 6:1—2; Titus 2:9-10). 
In fact he encouraged Christian slaves to obtain their 
freedom if they could (1 Cor. 7:21-24). 

During the American Civil War, both sides used the 
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same Bible to “prove” their cases for or against slavery. 
One of the popular arguments was, “If slavery is so 
wrong, why did Jesus and the apostles say nothing 
against it? Paul gave instructions to regulate slavery, but 
he did not condemn it.” 

One of the best explanations was given by Alexander 


Maclaren in his commentary on Colossians in The 
Expositor’s Bible (Eerdmans, 1940; vol. VI, 301): 


First, the message of Christianity is prima- 
rily to individuals, and only secondarily to 
society. It leaves the units whom it has 
influenced to influence the mass. Second, 
it acts on spiritual and moral sentiment, 
and only afterwards and consequently on 
deeds or institutions. Third, it hates vio- 
lence, and trusts wholly to enlightened 
conscience. So it meddles directly with no 
political or social arrangements, but lays 
down principles which will profoundly 
affect these, and leaves them to soak into 
the general mind. 


Had the early Christians begun an open crusade 
against slavery, they would have been crushed by the 
opposition, and the message of the gospel would have 
become confused with a social and political program. 
Think of how difficult it was for people to overcome 
slavery in England and America, and those two 
nations had general education and the Christian reli- 
gion to help prepare the way. Think also of the 
struggles in the modern Civil Rights movement even 
within the church. If the battle for freedom was diffi- 
cult for us to win in the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries, what would the struggle have been like back 
in the first century? 

Christians are the salt of the earth and the light of 
the world (Matt. 5:13-16), and their spiritual influ- 
ence must be felt in society to the glory of God. God 
used Joseph in Egypt, Esther and Nehemiah in Persia, 
and Daniel in Babylon, and throughout church history, 
there have been believers in political offices who have 
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faithfully served the Lord. But Christians in the 
Roman Empire could not work through local demo- 
cratic political structures as we can today, so they really 
had no political power to bring about change. The 
change had to come from within, even though it took 
centuries for slavery to end. 

Paul closed the letter with his usual personal 
requests and greetings. He fully expected to be released 
and to visit Philemon and Apphia in Colosse (“you” in 
Philem. 22 is plural). Even this fact would encourage 
Philemon to follow Paul’s instructions, for he certainly 
would not want to be ashamed when he met the apos- 
tle face-to-face. 

As we have seen, Epaphras was probably the pastor 
of the church; and he had gone to Rome to assist Paul. 
Whether he was a “voluntary prisoner” for Paul’s sake, 
or whether he had actually been arrested by the 
Romans, we do not know. We must commend him for 
his dedication to Christ and to Paul. 

John Mark was with Paul (Col. 4:10), the young 
man who failed Paul on his first missionary journey 
(Acts 12:12, 25; 15:36-41). Paul had forgiven Mark 
and was grateful for his faithful ministry (see 2 Tim. 
4:11). 

Aristarchus was from Thessalonica and accompa- 
nied Paul to Jerusalem and then to Rome (Acts 19:29; 
27:2). Demas is mentioned three times in Paul’s letters: 
“Demas ... my fellow worker” (Philem. 24); “Demas” 
(Col. 4:14); “Demas hath forsaken me, having loved 
this present world” (2 Tim. 4:10). John Mark failed but 
was restored. Demas seemed to be doing well but then 
he fell. 

Luke, of course, was the beloved physician (Col. 
4:14) who accompanied Paul, ministered to him, and 
eventually wrote the gospel of Luke and the book of 
Acts. 

Paul’s benediction was his “official signature” for his 
letters (2 Thess. 3:17—18), and it magnified the grace 
of God. After all, it was the grace of Jesus Christ that 
made our salvation possible (Eph. 2:1-10). It was He 
who said, “Charge that to My account! Receive them as 
You would receive Me!” 
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CHAPTER ONE 
Hebrews 1:1-3 


IS ANYBODY LISTENING? 


man from Leeds, England visited his doctor to 
A have his hearing checked. The doctor removed the 

man’s hearing aid, and the patient’s hearing imme- 
diately improved! He had been wearing the device in 
the wrong ear for over twenty years! 

I once asked a pastor friend, “Do you have a deaf 
ministry in your church?” He replied, “There are times 
when I think the whole church needs a deaf ministry— 
they just don’t seem to hear me.” 

There is a difference between /istening and really 
hearing, Jesus often cried, “He who has ears to hear, let 
him hear!” This statement suggests that it takes more 
than physical ears to hear the voice of God. It also 
requires a receptive heart. “Today, if ye will hear his 
voice, harden not your hearts” (Heb. 3:7-8). 

Many people have avoided the epistle to the 
Hebrews and, consequently, have robbed themselves of 
practical spiritual help. Some have avoided this book 
because they are “afraid of it.” The “warnings” in 
Hebrews have made them uneasy. Others have avoided 
this book because they think it is “too difficult” for the 
average Bible student. To be sure, there are some pro- 
found truths in Hebrews, and no preacher or teacher 
would dare to claim that he knows them all! But the 
general message of the book is clear and there is no rea- 
son why you and I should not understand and profit 
from it. 

Perhaps the best way to begin our study is to notice 
five characteristics of the epistle to the Hebrews. 


It Is a Book of Evaluation 

The word better is used thirteen times in this book as 
the writer shows the superiority of Jesus Christ and His 
salvation over the Hebrew system of religion. Christ is 
“better than the angels” (Heb. 1:4). He brought in “a 
better hope” (Heb. 7:19) because He is the Mediator of 
“a better covenant, which was established on better 
promises” (Heb. 8:6). 

Another word that is repeated in this book is per- 
fect; in the original Greek it is used fourteen times. It 
means a perfect standing before God. This perfection 
could never be accomplished by the Levitical priest- 
hood (Heb. 7:11) or by the law (Heb. 7:19), nor could 
the blood of animal sacrifices achieve it (Heb. 10:1). 
Jesus Christ gave Himself as one offering for sin, and 
by this He has “perfected forever them that are sancti- 
fied” (Heb. 10:14). 

So the writer was contrasting the Old Testament 
system of law with the New Testament ministry of 
grace. He was making it clear that the Jewish religious 
system was temporary and that it could not bring in 
the eternal “better things” that are found in Jesus 


Christ. 


802 


Eternal is a third word that is important to the mes- 
sage of Hebrews. Christ is the “author of eternal 
salvation” (Heb. 5:9). Through His death, He 
“obtained eternal redemption” (Heb. 9:12), and He 
shares with believers “the promise of eternal inheri- 
tance” (Heb. 9:15). His throne is forever (Heb. 1:8) 
and He is a priest forever (Heb. 5:6; 6:20; 7:17, 21). 
“Jesus Christ, the same yesterday, and today, and for- 
ever” (Heb. 13:8). 

When you combine these three important words, 
you discover that Jesus Christ and the Christian life He 
gives us are better because these blessings are eternal and 
they give us a perfect standing before God. The reli- 
gious system under the Mosaic law was imperfect 
because it could not accomplish a once-for-all redemp- 
tion that was eternal. 

But why did the writer ask his readers to evaluate 
their faith and what Jesus Christ had to offer them? 
Because they were going through difficult times and 
were being tempted to go back to the Jewish religion. 
The temple was still standing when this book was writ- 
ten, and all the priestly ceremonies were still being 
carried on daily. How easy it would have been for these 
Jewish believers to escape persecution by going back 
into the old Mosaic system that they had known 
before. 

These people were “second generation believers,” 
having been won to Christ by those who had known 
Jesus Christ during His ministry on earth (Heb. 2:3). 
They were true believers (Heb. 3:1) and not mere 
professors. They had been persecuted because of their 
faith (Heb. 10:32-34; 12:4; 13:13-14), and yet they 
had faithfully ministered to the needs of others who 
had suffered (Heb. 6:10). But they were being 
seduced by teachers of false doctrine (Heb. 13:9), and 
they were in danger of forgetting the true Word that 
their first leaders, now dead, had taught them (Heb. 
13:7). 

The tragic thing about these believers is that they 
were at a standstill spiritually and in danger of going 
backward (Heb. 5:12ff.). Some of them had even for- 
saken the regular worship services (Heb. 10:25) and 
were not making spiritual progress (Heb. 6:1). In the 
Christian life, if you do not go forward, you go back- 
ward; there is no permanent standing still. 

“How can you go back into your former religion?” 
the writer asked them. “Just take time to evaluate what 
you have in Jesus Christ. He is better than anything 
you ever had under the law.” 

The book of Hebrews exalts the person and the 
work of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. When you real- 
ize all that you have in and through Him, you have no 
desire for anyone else or anything else! 


It Is a Book of Exhortation 

The writer called this epistle “the word of exhortation” 
(Heb. 13:22). The Greek word translated “exhortation” 
simply means “encouragement.” It is translated “com- 
fort” in Romans 15:4, and “consolation” in 2 


Corinthians 1:5-7; 7:7. This word is related to the 
Greek word translated “Comforter” in John 14:16, 
referring to the Holy Spirit. The epistle to the Hebrews 
was not written to frighten people, but to encourage 
people. We are commanded to “encourage one another 
daily” (Heb. 3:13 nrv). It reminds us that we have 
“strong encouragement” in Jesus Christ (Heb. 6:18 
NASB). 

At this point we must answer the usual question: 
“But what about those five terrible warnings found in 
Hebrews?” 

To begin with, these five passages are not really 
“warnings.” Three basic words are translated “warn” in 
the New Testament, and the only one used in Hebrews 
is translated “admonished” in Hebrews 8:5 (xyv, where 
it refers to Moses) and “spake” in Hebrews 12:25. Only 
in Hebrews 11:7 is it translated “warned,” where it 
refers to Noah “being warned of God.” I think that the 
best description of the five so-called warning passages is 
the one given in Hebrews 13:22—“exhortation” (KJV), 
or “encouragement” (BRV). This does not minimize the 
seriousness of these five sections of the book, but it 
does help us grasp their purpose: to encourage us to 
trust God and heed His Word. 

The epistle to the Hebrews opens with an impor- 
tant declaration: “God ... has spoken to us in His Son” 
(Heb. 1:1-2 nass). Near the close of the book, the 
writer stated, “See to it that you do not refuse Him 
who is speaking” (Heb. 12:25 Nass). In other words, 
the theme of Hebrews seems to be “God has spoken; 
we have His Word. What are we doing about it?” 

With this truth in mind, we can now better under- 
stand the significance of those five “problem passages” 
in Hebrews. Each of these passages encourages us to 
heed God’s Word (“God ... has spoken’) by pointing 
out the sad spiritual consequences that result if we do 
not. Let me list these passages for you and explain their 
sequence in the book of Hebrews. I think you will see 
how they all hang together and present one message: 


heed Gods Word. 


Drifting from the Word—2:1-4 (neglect) 

Doubting the Word—3:7—4:13 (hard heart) 
Dullness toward the Word—5:11—6:20 (sluggishness) 
Despising the Word—10:26-39 (willfulness) 

Defying the Word—12:14—29 (refusing to hear) 


If we do not listen to God’s Word and really hear it, 
we will start to drift. Neglect always leads to drifting, in 
things material and physical as well as spiritual. As we 
drift from the Word, we start to doubt the Word, 
because faith comes by hearing the Word of God 
(Rom. 10:17). We start to get hard hearts, and this 
leads to spiritual sluggishness, which produces dullness 
toward the Word. We become “dull of hearing’—lazy 
listeners! This leads to a despiteful attitude toward the 
Word to the extent that we willfully disobey God, and 
this gradually develops into a defiant attitude—we 
almost “dare” God to do anything! 
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Now what does God do while this spiritual regres- 
sion is going on? He keeps speaking to us, encouraging 
us to get back to the Word. If we fail to listen and obey, 
then He begins to chasten us. This chastening process 
is the theme of Hebrews 12, the climactic chapter in 
the epistle. “The Lord shall judge Ais people” (Heb. 
10:30, italics mine). God does not allow His children 
to become “spoiled brats” by permitting them to will- 
fully defy His Word. He always chastens in love. 

These five exhortations are addressed to people who 
are truly born again. Their purpose is to get the readers 
to pay close attention to God’s Word. While there is 
some stern language in some of these passages, it is my 
understanding that none of these exhortations “threat- 
ens” the reader by suggesting that he may “lose his 
salvation.” If he persists in defying God’s Word, he may 
lose his life (“Shall we not much rather be in subjection 
unto the Father of spirits, and live?” Heb. 12:9). The 
inference is that if we do not submit, we might die. 
“There is a sin unto death” (1 John 5:16). But if the 
epistle to the Hebrews teaches anything, it teaches the 
assurance of eternal life in a living High Priest who can 
never die (Heb. 7:22-28). 

Some students try to explain away the “problem” of 
“losing your salvation” or “apostasy” by claiming that 
the readers were not truly born again, but were only 
“professors” of Christian faith. However, the way the 
writer addresses them would eliminate that approach; 
for he called them “holy brethren, partakers of the 
heavenly calling” (Heb. 3:1). He told them that they 
had a High Priest in heaven (Heb. 4:14), which he 
would not have written if they were lost. They had 
been “made partakers of the Holy Spirit” (Heb. 6:4). 
The admonitions in Hebrews 10:19-25 would be 
meaningless if addressed to unsaved people. 

The epistle to the Hebrews is a book of evaluation, 
proving that Jesus Christ is better than anything the 
law of Moses has to offer. The epistle is also a book of 
exhortation, urging its readers to hear and heed the 
Word of God, lest they regress spiritually and experi- 
ence the chastening hand of God. 


It Is a Book of Examination 

As you study this book, you will find yourself asking: 
“What am I really trusting? Am I trusting the Word of 
God, or am I trusting the things of this world that are 
shaking and ready to fall away?” 

This letter was written to believers at a strategic 
time in history. The temple was still standing and the 
sacrifices were still being offered. But in a few years, 
both the city and the temple would be destroyed. The 
Jewish nation would be scattered, and this would 
include Jewish believers in Jesus Christ. The ages were 
colliding! God was “shaking” the order of things (Heb. 
12:25-29). He wanted His people to have their feet on 
the solid foundation of faith; He did not want them to 
trust in things that would vanish. 

I believe that the church today is living in similar 
circumstances. Everything around us is shaking and 
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changing. People are discovering that they have been 
depending on the “scaffolding” and not on the solid 
foundation. Even God’s people have gotten so caught 
up in this world’s system that their confidence is not in 
the Lord, but in money, buildings, programs, and other 
passing material things. As God continues to “shake” 
society, the scaffolding will fall away, and God’s people 
will discover that their only confidence must be in the 
Word of God. 

God wants our hearts to be “established with grace” 
(Heb. 13:9). That word established is used, in one form 
or another, eight times in Hebrews. It means “to be 
solidly grounded, to stand firm on your feet.” It carries 
the idea of strength, reliability, confirmation, perma- 
nence. This, I think, is the key message of Hebrews: 
“You can be secure while everything around you is 
falling apart!” We have a “kingdom which cannot be 
moved” (Heb. 12:28). God’s Word is steadfast (Heb. 
2:2) and so is the hope we have in Him (Heb. 6:19). 

Of course, there is no security for a person who has 
never trusted Jesus Christ as his own Savior from sin. 
Nor is there security to those who have made a “lip 
profession” but whose lives do not give evidence of true 
salvation (Matt. 7:21—27; Titus 1:16). Christ saves “to 
the uttermost” (i.e., “eternally”) only those who have 
come to God through faith in Him (Heb. 7:25). 

I like to tell congregations the story about the con- 
ductor who got on the train, began to take tickets, and 
told the first passenger whose ticket he took, “Sir, 
youre on the wrong train.” When he looked at the next 
ticket, he told that passenger the same thing. 

“But the brakeman told me to get on this train,” the 
passenger protested. 

“TIl double-check,” said the conductor. He did and 
discovered that 4e was on the wrong train! 

I fear there are many people who have a false faith, 
who have not really heard and heeded God’s Word. 
Sometimes they are so busy telling everybody else what 
to do that they fail to examine their own situations. 
The epistle to the Hebrews is a book of examination: it 
helps you discover where your faith really is. 


It Is a Book of Expectation 
The focus in this book is on the future. The writer 
informs us that he is speaking about “the world to come” 
(Heb. 2:5), a time when believers will reign with Christ. 
Jesus Christ is “heir of all things” (Heb. 1:2) and we 
share the “promise of eternal inheritance” (Heb. 9:15). 
Like the patriarchs lauded in Hebrews 11, we are look- 
ing for that future city of God (Heb. 11:10-16, 26). 
Like these great men and women of faith, we today 
should be “strangers and pilgrims on the earth” (Heb. 
11:13). This is one reason why God is shaking every- 
thing around us. He wants us to turn loose from the 
things of this world and stop depending on them. He 
wants us to center our attention on the world to come. 
This does not mean that we become so heavenly 
minded that were no earthly good. Rather it means 
that we “hang loose” as far as this world is concerned, 
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and start living for the eternal values of the world to 
come. 

Abraham and Lot, his nephew, illustrate these two 
different attitudes (Gen. 13—14). Abraham was a 
wealthy man who could have lived in an expensive 
house in any location that he chose. But he was first of 
all God’s servant, a pilgrim and a stranger, and this 
meant living in tents. Lot chose to abandon the pilgrim 
life and move into the evil city of Sodom. Which of 
these two men had true security? It would appear that 
Lot was safer in the city than Abraham was in his tents 
on the plain. But Lot became a prisoner of war! And 
Abraham had to rescue him. 

Instead of heeding God’s warning, Lot went back 
into the city, and when God destroyed Sodom and 
Gomorrah, Lot lost everything (Gen. 19). Lot was a 
saved man (2 Peter 2:7), but he trusted in the things of 
this world instead of trusting the Word of God. Lot 
forfeited the permanent because he depended on and 
lived for the immediate. 

Martyred missionary Jim Elliot said it best: “He is 
no fool who gives what he cannot keep, to gain what he 
cannot lose.” 

You and I as God’s children have been promised a 
future reward. As with Abraham and Moses of old, the 
decisions we make today will determine the rewards 
tomorrow. More than this, our decisions should be 
motivated by the expectation of receiving rewards. 
Abraham obeyed God because “he looked for a city” 
(Heb. 11:10). Moses forsook the treasures and the 
pleasures of Egypt because “he had respect unto the rec- 
ompense of the reward” (Heb. 11:26). These great men 
and women (Heb. 11:31, 35) of faith “lived in the 
future tense” and thus were able to overcome the temp- 
tations of the world and the flesh. 

In fact, it was this same attitude of faith that carried 
our Lord Jesus Christ through the agony of the cross: 
“Jesus ... for the joy that was set before him endured 
the cross, despising the shame” (Heb. 12:2). The 
emphasis in the epistle to the Hebrews is “Don't live for 
what the world will promise you today! Live for what 
God has promised you in the future! Be a stranger and 
a pilgrim on this earth! Walk by faith, not by sight!” 

This letter is not a diet for “spiritual babes” who 
want to be spoon-fed and coddled (Heb. 5:11-14). In 
this letter you will find “strong meat” that demands 
some “spiritual molars” for chewing and enjoying. The 
emphasis in Hebrews is not on what Christ did on the 
earth (the “milk”), but what He is now doing in heaven 
(the “meat” of the Word). He is the great High Priest 
who enables us by giving us grace (Heb. 4:14-16). He 
is also the Great Shepherd of the sheep who equips us 
to do His will (Heb. 13:20-21). He is working im us to 
accomplish His purposes. What a thrill it is for us to be 
a part of such a marvelous ministry! 

Dr. A. W. Tozer used to remind us, “Every man 
must choose his world.” True believers have “tasted the 
good word of God, and the powers of the world [age] 
to come” (Heb. 6:5); this should mean we have no 


interest in or appetite for the present sinful world sys- 
tem. Abraham chose the right world and became the 
father of the faithful. Lot chose the wrong world and 
became the father of the enemies of God’s people (Gen. 
19:30-38). Abraham became the friend of God (2 
Chron. 20:7), but Lot became the friend of the 
world—and lost everything. Lot was “saved, yet so as 
by fire” (1 Cor. 3:15) and lost his reward. 


It Is a Book of Exaltation 

The epistle to the Hebrews exalts the person and the 
work of our Lord Jesus Christ. The first three verses set 
this high and holy theme, which is maintained through- 
out the entire book. Their immediate purpose is to prove 
that Jesus Christ is superior to the prophets, men who 
were held in the highest esteem by the Jewish people. 

In His person, Christ is superior to the prophets. To 
begin with, He is the very Son of God and not merely 
a man called by God. The author makes it clear that 
Jesus Christ is God (Heb. 1:3), for his description 
could never be applied to mortal man. “Brightness of 
his glory” refers to the shekinah glory of God that 
dwelt in the tabernacle and temple. (See Ex. 40:34-38 
and 1 Kings 8:10. The word Shekinah is a translitera- 
tion of a Hebrew word that means “to dwell.”) Christ 
is to the Father what the rays of the sun are to the sun. 
He is the radiance of God’s glory. As it is impossible to 
separate the rays from the sun, it is also impossible to 
separate Christ’s glory from the nature of God. 

“Express image” (Heb. 1:3) carries the idea of “the 
exact imprint.” Our English word character comes 
from the Greek word translated “image.” Literally, 
Jesus Christ is “the exact representation of the very sub- 
stance of God” (see Col. 2:9). Only Jesus could 
honestly say, “He that hath seen me hath seen the 
Father” (John 14:9). When you see Christ, you see the 
glory of God (John 1:14). 

In His work, Christ is also superior to the prophets. 
To begin with, He is the Creator of the universe, for by 
Him, God “made the worlds” (Heb. 1:2). Not only did 
Christ create all things by His Word (John 1:1-5), but 
He also upholds all things by that same powerful Word 
(Heb. 1:3). “And he is before all things, and by him all 
things consist [hold together]” (Col. 1:17). 

The word upholding (Heb. 1:3) does not mean 
“holding up,” as though the universe is a burden on the 
back of Jesus. It means “holding and carrying from one 
place to another.” He is the God of Creation and the 
God of providence who guides this universe to its 
divinely ordained destiny. 

He is also the superior Prophet who declares God’s 
Word. The contrast between Christ the Prophet and 
the other prophets is easy to see: 


Christ The Prophets 
God the Son Men called by God 
One Son Many prophets 
A final and complete A fragmentary and 
message incomplete message 
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Of course, both the Old Testament and the gospel 
revelation came from God, but Jesus Christ was God’s 
“last word” as far as revelation is concerned. Christ is 
the source, center, and end of everything that God has 
to say. 

But Jesus Christ has a ministry as Priest, and this 
reveals His greatness. By Himself He “purged our sins” 
(Heb. 1:3). This aspect of His ministry will be 
explained in detail in Hebrews 7—10. 

Finally, Jesus Christ reigns as King (Heb. 1:3). He 
has sat down, for His work is finished, and He has sat 
down “on the right hand of the Majesty on high,” the 
place of honor. This proves that He is equal with God 
the Father, for no mere created being could ever sit at 
God’s right hand. 

Creator, Prophet, Priest, and King—Jesus Christ is 
superior to all of the prophets and servants of God who 
have ever appeared on the sacred pages of the Scriptures. 
It is no wonder that the Father said, at the hour of 
Christ’s transfiguration, “This is my beloved Son, in 
whom I am well pleased; hear ye him” (Matt. 17:5). 
Two of the greatest prophets were there with Jesus— 
Moses and Elijah, but Christ is superior to them. 

As we study Hebrews together, we must keep in 
mind that our purpose is not to get lost in curious doc- 
trinal details. Nor is our purpose to attack or defend 
some pet doctrine. Our purpose is to hear God speak 
in Jesus Christ, and to heed that Word. We want to 
echo the prayer of the Greeks: “Sir, we would see Jesus” 
(John 12:21). If our purpose is to know Christ better 
and exalt Him more, then whatever differences we may 
have in our understanding of the book will be forgot- 
ten in our worship of Him. 


CHAPTER TWO 
Hebrews 1:4—2:18 


GREATER THAN ANGELS 


Ae were most important in the Jewish religion, 


primarily because thousands of angels assisted in 

the giving of the law at Mount Sinai. This fact is 
stated in Deuteronomy 33:2 (where “saints” in Kv 
means “holy ones” or “angels”); Psalm 68:17; Acts 
7:53; and Galatians 3:19. Since the theme of Hebrews 
is the superiority of Christ and His salvation to the law 
of Moses, the writer would have to deal with the 
important subject of angels. 

This long section on angels is divided into three 
sections. First, there is an affirmation (Heb. 1:4-14) of 
the superiority of Christ to the angels. The proof pre- 
sented consists of seven quotations from the Old 
Testament. Second, there is an exhortation (Heb. 
2:1-4) that the readers (and this includes us) pay 
earnest heed to the Word God has given through His 
Son. Finally, there is an explanation (Heb. 2:5-18) as to 
how Christ, with a human body, could still be superior 
to angels, who are spirits. 
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Affirmation: Christ Is Superior to the Angels 
(1:4-14) 

This section is comprised of seven quotations from the 
Old Testament, all of which prove the superiority of 
Christ to the angels. Scholars tell us that the writer 
quoted from the Greek version of the Hebrew Old 
Testament, known as the Septuagint. (The word 
Septuagint is a Greek word that means “seventy.” 
Tradition claims that seventy men translated the 
Hebrew Old Testament into the Greek. The abbrevia- 
tion for Septuagint is LXX, Roman numerals for 
seventy.) However, the same Holy Spirit who inspired 
the Scriptures has the right to quote and restate the 
truth as He sees fit. 

Let us note the affirmations that are made about 
our Lord Jesus Christ, and the quotations that are cited 
to support them. 

He is the Son (vv. 4-5). The “more excellent 
name” that Jesus possesses is “Son.” While the angels 
collectively may be termed “the sons of God” (Job 1:6), 
no angel would be given this title individually. It 
belongs uniquely to our Lord Jesus Christ. The first 
quotation is from Psalm 2:7: “Thou art my Son, this 
day have I begotten thee.” Paul pinpointed the time of 
this “begetting”: the resurrection of Jesus Christ (Acts 
13:33). From eternity, Jesus Christ was God the Son. 
He humbled Himself and became Man (see Phil. 
2:5-6). In His resurrection, however, He glorified that 
humanity received from the Father and received back 
the eternal glory He had veiled (John 17:1, 5). The res- 
urrection declares, “Jesus is God’s Son!” (Rom. 1:4) 

The second quotation is from 2 Samuel 7:14. The 
immediate application in David’s experience was to his 
son, Solomon, whom God would love and discipline as 
a son (see Ps. 89:27). But the ultimate application is to 
Jesus Christ, the “greater than Solomon” (Matt. 12:42). 

He is the Firstborn who receives worship (v. 6). 
The term “firstborn” in the Bible does not always mean 
“born first.” God made Solomon the firstborn (Ps. 
89:27) even though Solomon is listed tenth in the offi- 
cial genealogy (1 Chron. 3:1-5). The title is one of rank 
and honor, for the firstborn receives the inheritance and 
the special blessing. Christ is the “Firstborn of all cre- 
ation” (Col. 1:15 Nass) because He created all things, 
and He is the highest of all who came back from the 
dead (Col. 1:18). When He came into the world, the 
angels worshipped Him (quoted from Deut. 32:43 in 
the LXX: “Heavens, rejoice with him, let the sons of 
God pay him homage!”). God commanded them to do 
so, which proves that Jesus Christ is God, for none of 
God’s angels would worship a mere creature. 

He is served by the angels (v. 7). This is a quota- 
tion from Psalm 104:4. The Hebrew and Greek words 
for “spirit” are also translated “wind.” Angels are cre- 
ated spirits; they have no bodies, though they can 
assume human forms when ministering on earth. 
Angels sometimes served our Lord when He was on 
earth (Matt. 4:11; Luke 22:43), and they serve Him 
and us now. 
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He is God enthroned and anointed (vv. 8-9). In 
some false cults this quotation from Psalm 45:6-7 is 
translated, “Thy divine throne,” because cultists dislike 
this strong affirmation that Jesus Christ is God. But the 
translation must stand: “Thy throne, O God, is forever 
and ever.” Angels minister before the throne; they do 
not sit on the throne. One of the main teachings of 
Psalm 110 is that Jesus Christ, God’s Anointed 
(Messiah, Christ), is now enthroned in glory. Jesus 
Himself referred to this important psalm (Mark 
12:35-37; 14:62), and Peter used it on the day of 
Pentecost (Acts 2:34-36). Our Lord has not yet 
entered into His earthly kingdom, but He has been 
enthroned in glory (Eph. 1:20). 

When Christ ascended and entered the heavenly 
glory, He was anointed for His heavenly ministry with 
“the oil of gladness” (Heb. 1:9). This probably refers to 
Psalm 16:11, which Peter referred to at Pentecost: 
“Thou shalt make me full of joy with thy countenance” 
(Acts 2:28). What a joyful scene that must have been! 
Psalm 45 is a wedding psalm, and our Lord today is the 
heavenly Bridegroom who experiences “the joy that was 
set before him” (Heb. 12:2). Angels praise Him, but 
they cannot share that position or that joy. Our Lord’s 
throne is forever, which means He is eternal God. 

He is the eternal Creator (vv. 10-12). This long 
quotation comes from Psalm 102:25-27. The angels 
did not found the earth, for they too are a part of cre- 
ation. Jesus Christ is the Creator, and one day He will 
do away with the old creation and bring in a new cre- 
ation. Everything around us changes, but He will never 
change. He is “the same yesterday, and today, and for- 
ever” (Heb. 13:8). Creation is like an old garment, 
which will one day be discarded in favor of a new one. 

Christ is the Sovereign; angels are the servants 
(vv. 13-14). Again, the writer quotes Psalm 110:1. 
The fact that Jesus Christ is now at the Father’s right 
hand (the place of honor) is mentioned many times in 
the New Testament (see Matt. 22:43—44; 26:64; Mark 
16:19; Acts 2:33-34; Rom. 8:34; Col. 3:1; Heb. 1:3, 
13; 8:1; 10:12; 12:2; 1 Peter 3:22). Angels are the min- 
istering spirits who serve the Lord seated on the throne. 
But they also minister to us who are the “heirs of salva- 
tion” through faith in Christ. The angels today are 
serving us! 

It would be impossible to do away with the evi- 
dence presented in these quotations. Jesus Christ is 
greater than the angels, and this means He is also 
greater than the law, which they helped deliver to the 
people of Israel. 


Admonition: Heed the Word and Don’t Drift (2:1-4) 

This is the first of the five admonitions found in 
Hebrews. Their purpose is to encourage all readers to 
pay attention to God’s Word and obey it. We have 
already noted that these admonitions become stronger 
as we progress through the book, from drifting from 
God’s Word to defying Gods Word (Heb. 12:14-29). 
We also noted that God does not sit idly by and permit 


His children to rebel against Him. He will continue to 
speak and, when necessary, He chastens His own. 

The admonition is written to believers, for the 
writer included himself when he wrote “we.” The dan- 
ger here is that of neglecting our salvation. Please note 
that the author did not write “rejecting” but “neglect- 
ing.” He was not encouraging sinners to become 
Christians; rather, he was encouraging Christians to 
pay attention to the great salvation they have received 
from the Lord. 

“Lest ... we should let them slip” (Heb. 2:1) might 
better be translated “lest we drift away from them.” 
Later (Heb. 6:19), the writer used the illustration of an 
anchor to show how confident we can be in the prom- 
ises of God. More spiritual problems are caused by 
neglect than perhaps by any other failure on our part. 
We neglect God’s Word, prayer, worship with God’s 
people (see Heb. 10:25), and other opportunities for 
spiritual growth, and as a result, we start to drift. The 
anchor does not move; we do. 

During the Old Testament days, people who did 
not heed the Word were sometimes punished. That 
Word was given through angels, so how much greater 
responsibility do we have today who have received the 
Word from the Son of God! In Hebrews 2:2, “trans- 
gression” refers to sins of commission, while 
“disobedience” suggests sins of omission. 

I have often told the story of the pastor who 
preached a series of sermons on “the sins of the saints.” 
He was reprimanded by a member of the church. “After 
all,” said the member, “sin in the life of a Christian is 
different from sin in the lives of other people.” 

“Yes,” replied the pastor, “it’s worse!” 

We have the idea that believers today “under grace” 
can escape the chastening hand of God that was so evi- 
dent “under law.” But to whom much is given, much 
shall be required. Not only have we received the Word 
from the Son of God, but that Word has been con- 
firmed by apostolic miracles (Heb. 2:4). The phrase 
“signs and wonders” is found eleven times in the New 
Testament. Here it refers to the miracles that witnessed 
to the Word and gave confirmation that it was true. 
These miracles were performed by the apostles (see 
Mark 16:17-20; Acts 2:43). Today we have the com- 
pleted Word of God, so there is no need for these 
apostolic miracles. God now bears witness through His 
Spirit using the Word (Rom. 8:16; 1 John 5:1-13). 
The Spirit also gives spiritual gifts to God’s people so 
that they may minister in the church (1 Cor. 12; Eph. 
4:1 ff). 

Too many Christians today take the Word of God 
for granted and neglect it. In my pastoral ministry, I 
have discovered that neglect of the Word of God and 
prayer, publicly and privately, is the cause of most 
“spiritual drifting.” I need not multiply examples 
because every believer knows that this is true. He has 
either experienced this “drifting” or has seen it in the 
lives of others. 

The next time you sing “Come, Thou Fount of 
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Every Blessing,” recall that the composer, Robert 
Robinson, was converted under the mighty preaching 
of George Whitefield, but that later he drifted from the 
Lord. He had been greatly used as a pastor, but neglect 
of spiritual things led him astray. In an attempt to find 
peace, he began to travel. During one of his journeys, 
he met a young woman who was evidently very spiritu- 
ally minded. 

“What do you think of this hymn I have been read- 
ing?” she asked Robinson, handing him the book. /t 
was his own hymn! He tried to avoid her question but it 
was hopeless, for the Lord was speaking to him. Finally, 
he broke down and confessed who he was and how he 
had been living away from the Lord. 

“But these ‘streams of mercy’ are still flowing, “ the 
woman assured him, and through her encouragement, 
Robinson was restored to fellowship with the Lord. 

It is easy to drift with the current, but it is difficult 
to return against the stream. Our salvation is a “great 
salvation,” purchased at a great price. It brings with it 
great promises and blessings, and it leads to a great 
inheritance in glory. How can we neglect it? 


Explanation: Why Jesus Christ Is Not Inferior 
Because of His Humanity (2:5-18) 

The fact that angels are “ministering spirits” without 
human bodies would seem to give them an advantage 
over Jesus Christ, who had a human body while He 
ministered on earth. (Today He has a glorified body 
that knows no limitations.) The writer gave four rea- 
sons that explain why our Lord’s humanity was neither 
a handicap nor a mark of inferiority. 

His humanity enabled Him to regain man’s lost 
dominion (vv. 5-9). The quotation here is from Psalm 
8:4-6, and you will want to read that entire psalm care- 
fully. When God created the first man and woman, He 
gave them dominion over His creation (Gen. 
1:26-31). David marveled that God would share His 
power and glory with feeble man! Man was created “a 
little lower than the angels” (and therefore inferior to 
them), but man was given privileges far higher than the 
angels. God never promised the angels that they would 
reign in “the world to come” (Heb. 2:5). 

But we have a serious problem here, for it is obvi- 
ous that man today is not exercising dominion over 
creation. Certainly man cannot control the fish, fowl, 
or animals. In fact, man has a hard time controlling 
himself! “But now we see not yet all things put under 
him” (Heb. 2:8). 

“But we see Jesus” (Heb. 2:9)! He is God’s answer 
to man’s dilemma. Jesus Christ became man that He 
might suffer and die for man’s sin and restore the 
dominion that was lost because of sin. When our Lord 
was here on earth, He exercised that lost dominion. 
He had dominion over the fish (see Matt. 17:24—27; 
Luke 5:1-11; John 21:1-11), over the fowl (Luke 
22:34, 60), and over the wild beasts (Mark 1:12-13), 
and the domesticated beasts (Mark 11:1-7). As the 
last Adam (1 Cor. 15:45), Jesus Christ regained man’s 
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lost dominion. Today, everything is under His feet 
(Eph. 1:20-23). 

Man was “crowned ... with glory and honor” (Heb. 
2:7 NASB), but he lost his crown and became the slave 
of sin. Jesus Christ has regained that “glory and honor” 
(Heb. 2:9), and believers today share His kingly 
dominion (Rev. 1:5-6). One day, when He establishes 
His kingdom, we shall reign with Him in glory and 
honor. Jesus Christ did all of this for us—for lost sin- 
ners—because of “the grace of God” (Heb. 2:9). If He 
had not become man, He could not have died and 
“taste[d] death [experienced death] for every man” 
(Heb. 2:9). It is true that angels cannot die, but it is 
also true that angels cannot save lost sinners and restore 
man’s lost dominion. 

His humanity enabled Him to bring many sons 
to glory (vv. 10-13). Christ is not only the Last 
Adam, but He is also the Captain of salvation. That 
word Captain literally means “pioneer—one who 
opens the way for others to follow.” Christ gave up His 
glory to become man. He regained His glory when He 
arose and ascended to heaven. Now He shares that 
glory with all who trust Him for salvation (John 
17:22-24). He is bringing many sons and daughters to 
glory! 

Christ is united to us, and we are united to Him: we 
are spiritually one. In fact, we are His “brethren” (Heb. 
2:12). The writer quoted Psalm 22:22—a messianic 
psalm—in which Christ refers to His church as His 
brethren. This means we and the Son of God share the 
same nature and belong to the same family! What a 
marvel of God’s grace! 

The writer of Hebrews also quoted Isaiah 8:17—18 
from the LXX. The immediate reference, of course, is 
to the prophet Isaiah and his unique sons who were 
given significant names (see Isa. 7:3; 8:1-4). But the 
ultimate reference is to Jesus Christ. Not only are 
believers His brethren, but we are also His children: 
“Behold I and the children which God hath given me” 
(Heb. 2:13). If Jesus Christ had not come to earth and 
become man, He could not take us from earth to share 
in His glory. The incarnation, crucifixion, and resur- 
rection must go together. They all lead to glory. 

One phrase in Hebrews 2:10 ought to be discussed 
before we move on: “Make the captain of their salva- 
tion perfect through sufferings.” This statement does 
not suggest that Jesus Christ was imperfect when He 
was here on earth. The word translated “perfect” means 
“complete, effective, adequate.” Jesus could not have 
become an adequate Savior and High Priest had He 
not become Man and suffered and died. 

His humanity enabled Him to disarm Satan and 
deliver us from death (vv. 14-16). Angels cannot die. 
Jesus did not come to save angels (note Heb. 2:16); He 
came to save humans. This meant that He had to take 
on Himself flesh and blood and become a Man. Only 
then could He die and through His death defeat Satan. 
The word destroy does not mean “annihilate,” for it is 
obvious that Satan is still alive and busy. The word 
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means “render inoperative, make of none effect.” Satan 
is not destroyed, but he is disarmed. 

In what sense did Satan have the power of death? 
The final authority of death is in the hands of our God 
(Deut. 32:39; Matt. 10:28; Rev. 1:18). Satan can do 
only that which is permitted by God (Job 1:12; 2:6). 
But because Satan is the author of sin (John 8:44), and 
sin brings death (Rom. 6:23), in this sense Satan exer- 
cises power in the realm of death. Jesus called him a 
murderer (John 8:44). Satan uses the fear of death as a 
terrible weapon to gain control over the lives of people. 
His kingdom is one of darkness and death (Col. 1:13). 
We who trust in Jesus Christ have once and for all been 
delivered from Satan’s authority and from the terrible 
fear of death. The death, burial, and resurrection of 
Christ have given us victory (1 Cor. 15:55-58)! 

Jesus Christ did not take on Himself the nature of 
angels in order to save the fallen angels (2 Peter 2:4; 
Rev. 12:7-9). Instead, He stooped lower than the 
angels to become Man! And not just “man” in general; 
but He became a Jew, a part of the “seed of Abraham” 
(Heb. 2:16). The Jews were a despised and hated race, 
and yet our Lord became a Jew. 

His humanity enables Him to be a sympathetic 
High Priest to His people (vv. 17-18). Being pure 
spirits who have never suffered, the angels cannot iden- 
tify with us in our weaknesses and needs. But Jesus can! 
While He was here on earth, Jesus was “made like unto 
his brethren” in that He experienced the sinless infirmi- 
ties of human nature. He knew what it was to be a 
helpless baby, a growing child, a maturing adolescent. 
He knew the experiences of weariness, hunger, and 
thirst (John 4:6-8). He knew what it was to be 
despised and rejected, to be lied about and falsely 
accused. He experienced physical suffering and death. 
All of this was a part of His “training” for His heavenly 
ministry as High Priest. 

If you want an example of a man who was not a 
merciful and faithful high priest, then read the account 
about Eli (1 Sam. 2:27-36). Here was a high priest 
who did not even lead his own sons into a faithful walk 
with God. Eli even accused brokenhearted Hannah of 
being drunk (1 Sam. 1:9-18)! 

Jesus Christ is both merciful and faithful: He is 
merciful toward people and faithful toward God. He 
can never fail in His priestly ministries. He made the 
necessary sacrifice for our sins so that we might be rec- 
onciled to God. He did not need to make a sacrifice for 
Himself, because He is sinless. 

But what happens when we who have been saved 
are tempted to sin? He stands ready to help us! He was 
tempted when He was on earth, but no temptation 
ever conquered Him. Because He has defeated every 
enemy, He is able to give us the grace that we need to 
overcome temptation. The word succour (Heb. 2:18) 
literally means “to run to the cry of a child.” It means 
“to bring help when it is needed.” Angels are able to 
serve us (Heb. 1; 14), but they are not able to succour 
us in our times of temptation. Only Jesus Christ can do 


that, and He can do it because He became a man and 
suffered and died. 

It might be good at this point to explain the dif- 
ference between our Lord’s ministry as High Priest 
and His ministry as Advocate (1 John 2:1). As our 
High Priest, our Lord is able to give us grace to keep 
us from sinning when we are tempted. If we do sin, 
then He as our Advocate represents us before the 
throne of God and forgives us when we sincerely con- 
fess our sins to Him (1 John 1:5—2:2). Both of these 
ministries are involved in His present work of inter- 
cession, and it is this intercessory ministry that is the 
guarantee of our eternal salvation (note that in Heb. 
7:25 it is “to the uttermost”—i.e., eternally—and not 
‘from the uttermost”). 

As you review this section, you cannot help but be 
amazed at the grace and wisdom of God. From a 
human point of view, it would seem foolish for God to 
become Man, yet it was this very act of grace that made 
possible our salvation and all that goes with it. When 
Jesus Christ became Man, He did not become inferior 
to the angels, for in His human body He accomplished 
something that angels could never accomplish. At the 
same time, He made it possible for us to share in His 
glory! 

He is not ashamed to call us His brothers and sisters. 

Are we ashamed to call Him “Lord”? 


CHAPTER THREE 
Hebrews 3:1—4:13 


GREATER THAN MOSES 


ext to Abraham, Moses was undoubtedly the man 
N most greatly revered by the Jewish people. To go 

back to the law meant to go back to Moses, and 
the recipients of this letter to the Hebrews were sorely 
tempted to do just that. It was important that the 
writer convince his readers that Jesus Christ is greater 
than Moses, for the entire system of Jewish religion 
came through Moses. In this section, we learn that 
Jesus Christ is superior to Moses in at least three 
respects. 


Christ Is Greater in His Person (3:1-2) 
The twofold description of the readers makes it clear 
that they were converted people. “Holy brethren” 
could only be applied to people in the family of God, 
set apart by the grace of God. That the writer was refer- 
ring to people in the church, the body of Christ, is clear 
from his use of the phrase “partakers of the heavenly 
calling.” No unconverted Jew or Gentile could ever 
claim that blessing! The word translated “partakers” 
here is translated “partners” in Luke 5:7, where it 
describes the relationship of four men in the fishing 
business: they were in it together. 

‘True Christians not only share in a heavenly calling, 
but they also share in Jesus Christ (Heb. 3:14). 


Hebrews 2—3 


Through the Holy Spirit, we are “members of his body, 
of his flesh, and of his bones” (Eph. 5:30). True believ- 
ers are also “partakers of the Holy Spirit” (Heb. 6:4). 
“Now if any man have not the Spirit of Christ, he is 
none of his” (Rom. 8:9). Because we are God’s chil- 
dren, we also partake in God’s loving chastening (Heb. 
12:8). Not to be chastened is evidence that a person is 
not one of God’s children. 

Because these people were holy brothers and sisters, 
and partakers of a heavenly calling, they were able to 
give a “confession” of their faith in Jesus Christ. The 
word simply means “to say the same thing.” All true 
Christians “say the same thing” when it comes to their 
experience of salvation. Twice in this epistle, the writer 
exhorted the readers to hold fast to this confession 
(Heb. 4:14; 10:23 Nass). It was this same confession 
that they were “strangers and pilgrims” on the earth 
that characterized men and women of faith in the ages 
past (Heb. 11:13). 

It was not Moses who did all of this for the people 
addressed in this epistle; it was Jesus Christ! The writer 
did not exhort them to consider Moses, but to consider 
Christ. The word means “to consider carefully, to 
understand fully.” This is no quick glance at Jesus 
Christ! It is a careful consideration of who He is and 
what He has done. 

That Christ is superior to Moses in His person is an 
obvious fact. Moses was a mere man, called to be a 
prophet and leader, while Jesus Christ is the Son of 
God sent by the Father into the world. The title apos- 
tle means “one sent with a commission.” Moses was 
called and commissioned by God, but Jesus Christ was 
sent as God's “last Word” to sinful man. You may want 
to read some of the verses in the gospel of John where 
Jesus is referred to as “sent from God” (John 3:17, 34; 
5:36, 38; 6:29, 57; 7:29; 8:42; 10:36; 11:42; 17:3; and 
note also 13:3). 

Jesus Christ is not only the Apostle, but He is also 
the High Priest. Moses was a prophet who on occasion 
served as a priest (see Ps. 99:6), but he was never a high 
priest. That title belonged to his brother Aaron. In fact, 
Jesus Christ has the title “great High Priest” (Heb. 
4:14). 

As the Apostle, Jesus Christ represented God to 
men, and as the High Priest, He now represents men to 
God in heaven. Moses, of course, fulfilled similar min- 
istries, for he taught Israel God’s truth and he prayed 
for Israel when he met God on the mount (see Ex. 
32:30-32). Moses was primarily the prophet of law, 
while Jesus Christ is the Messenger of God’s grace (see 
John 1:17). Moses helped prepare the way for the com- 
ing of the Savior to the earth. 

However, the writer of Hebrews noted that Moses 
and Jesus Christ were both faithful in the work God 
gave them to do. Moses was not sinless, as was Jesus 
Christ, but he was faithful and obeyed God’s will 
(Num. 12:7). This would be an encouragement to 
those first-century Jewish believers to remain faithful to 
Christ, even in the midst of the tough trials they were 
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experiencing. Instead of going back to Moses, they 
should imitate Moses and be faithful in their calling. 


Christ Is Greater in His Ministry (3:3-6) 

The word /ouse is used six times in these verses. It refers 
to the people of God, not to a material building. Moses 
ministered to Israel, the people of God under the old 
covenant. Today, Christ ministers to His church, the 
people of God under the new covenant (“whose house 
are we,” Heb. 3:6). You find an illustration of this dual 
use of “house” in 2 Samuel 7. David wanted to build a 
temple for God, a house in which God could dwell. 
But God told David that He would build David's 
house (household, family) and make a covenant with 
David’s descendants. 

The contrast between Moses and Christ is clear: 
Moses was a servant in the house, while Jesus Christ is a 
Son over the house. Moses was a member of the house- 
hold, but Jesus built the house! By the way, the truth in 
these verses is a powerful argument for the deity of 
Jesus Christ. If God built all things, and Jesus Christ 
built God’s house, then Jesus Christ must be God. 

There is another factor in Christ’s superiority over 
Moses: the prophet Moses spoke about things to come, 
but Jesus Christ brought the fulfillment of these things 
(Heb. 3:6). Moses ministered “in the shadows,” as it 
were (see Heb. 8:5 and 10:1), while Jesus Christ 
brought the full and final light of the gospel of the 
grace of God. 

The Greek word translated “servant” (Heb. 3:5) is 
not the usual New Testament word for servant or slave. 
This word carries the meaning of “a voluntary servant 
who acts because of affection.” In the New Testament, 
it is used only of Moses. At the beginning of his min- 
istry, Moses was a bit hesitant and resisted God’s call. 
But once he surrendered, he obeyed out of a heart of 
love and devotion. 

The “if” clause (Heb. 3:6) needs to be understood 
in the light of the total context, which is Moses leading 
Israel out of Egypt and to the Promised Land. The 
writer is not suggesting that we, as Christians, must 
keep ourselves saved. This would contradict the major 
theme of the book, which is the finished work of Christ 
and His heavenly ministry guaranteeing our eternal sal- 
vation (Heb. 7:14ff.). Rather, the writer was affirming 
that those who hold fast their confidence and hope are 
proving that they are truly born again. 

The word confidence literally means “freedom of 
speech, openness.” When you are free to speak, then 
there is no fear and you have confidence. A believer can 
come with boldness (same word as “confidence”) to the 
throne of grace (Heb. 4:16) with openness and free- 
dom and not be afraid. We have this boldness because 
of the shed blood of Jesus Christ (Heb. 10:19). 
Therefore, we should not cast away our confidence, no 
matter what the circumstances might be. We should 
not have confidence in ourselves, because we are too 
prone to fail; but we should have confidence in Jesus 
Christ who never fails. 
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Because of this confidence in Christ and this con- 
fession of Christ, we can experience joy and hope 
(Heb. 3:6). The writer exhorted these suffering saints 
to enjoy their spiritual experience and not simply 
endure it. Jesus Christ is the beloved Son over His 
house, and He will care for each member of the family. 
He is the faithful High Priest who provides all the grace 
we need for each demand of life. As the Great Shepherd 
of the sheep (Heb. 13:19-20), Jesus Christ is using the 
experiences in His people’s lives to equip them for serv- 
ice that will glorify His name. 

In other words, those who have trusted Christ prove 
this confession by their steadfastness, confidence, and 
joyful hope. They are not burdened by the past or 
threatened by the present, but are “living in the future 
tense” as they await the “blessed hope” of their Lord’s 
return. It is this “heavenly calling” that motivates the 
believers to keep on living for the Savior even when the 
going is tough. 

The wandering of Israel in the wilderness is a major 
topic in this section. Two men in that nation—Caleb 
and Joshua—illustrate the attitude described in 
Hebrews 3:6. Everybody else in Israel over the age of 
twenty was to die in the wilderness and never enter the 
Promised Land (see Num. 14:26-38). But Caleb and 
Joshua believed God and God honored their faith. For 
forty years, Caleb and Joshua watched their friends and 
relatives die, but those two men of faith had confidence 
in God’s Word that they would one day enter Canaan. 
While others were experiencing sorrow and death, 
Caleb and Joshua rejoiced in confident hope. As believ- 
ers, we know that God is taking us to heaven, and we 
should reveal the same kind of joyful confidence and 
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Christ Is Greater in the Rest He Gives (3:7—4:13) 
This long section is the second of the five exhortations 
in this epistle. In the first exhortation (Heb. 2:1—4), the 
writer pointed out the danger of drifting from the 
Word because of neglect. In this exhortation, he 
explained the danger of doubting and disbelieving the 
Word because of hardness of heart. It is important that 
we understand the background of this section, which is 
the exodus of Israel from Egypt and their experiences 
of unbelief in the wilderness. 

To begin with, we must understand that there are 
spiritual lessons in the geography of Israel’s experiences. 
The nation’s bondage in Egypt is an illustration of a 
sinners bondage in this world. Much as Israel was 
delivered from Egypt by the blood of lambs and the 
power of God, so a sinner who believes on Christ is 
delivered from the bondage of sin (Col. 1:13—14). Jesus 
Christ is “the Lamb of God” whose death and resurrec- 
tion have made our deliverance from sin a reality. 

It was not God’s will that Israel remain either in 
Egypt or in the wilderness. His desire was that the peo- 
ple enter their glorious inheritance in the land of 
Canaan. But when Israel got to the border of their 
inheritance, they delayed because they doubted the 


promise of God (Num. 13—14). “We are not able” 
wept the ten spies and the people. “We are able with 
God’s help!” said Moses, Joshua, and Caleb. Because 
the people went backward in unbelief instead of for- 
ward by faith, they missed their inheritance and died in 
the wilderness. It was the new generation that pos- 
sessed the land and entered into their rest. 

What does Canaan represent to us as Christians 
today? It represents our spiritual inheritance in Christ 
(Eph. 1:3, 11, 15-23). It is unfortunate that some of 
our hymns and gospel songs use Canaan as a picture of 
heaven, and “crossing the Jordan” as a picture of death. 
Since Canaan was a place of battles, and even of 
defeats, it is not a good illustration of heaven! Israel had 
to cross the river by faith (a picture of the believer as he 
dies to self and the world, Rom. 6) and claim the inher- 
itance by faith. They had to “step out by faith” (Josh. 
1:3) and claim the land for themselves, just as believers 
today must do. 

Now we can understand what the wilderness wan- 
derings represent: the experiences of believers who will 
not claim their spiritual inheritance in Christ, who 
doubt God’s Word and live in restless unbelief. To be 
sure, God is with them, as He was with Israel, but they 
do not enjoy the fullness of God’s blessing. They are 
“out of Egypt” but they are not yet “in Canaan.” 

With this background, we can now better under- 
stand one of the key words in this section—vest (Heb. 
3:11, 18; 4:1, 3-5, 8-11). The writer mentioned two 
different “rests” found in Old Testament history: (1) 
God’ Sabbath rest, when He ceased from His creation 
activities (Gen. 2:2; Heb. 4:4); (2) Israels rest in 
Canaan (Deut. 12:9; Josh. 21:43-45; Heb. 3:11). But 
he saw in these “rests” illustrations of the spiritual expe- 
riences of believers today. The Sabbath rest is a picture 
of our rest in Christ through salvation (Heb. 4:3; see 
Matt. 11:28). The Canaan rest is a picture of our pres- 
ent rest as we claim our inheritance in Christ (Heb. 
4:11-13; note the emphasis on the Word of God). The 
first is the rest of salvation; the second is the rest of sub- 
mission. 

But there is a third rest that enters into the discus- 
sion, that future rest that all believers will enjoy with 
God. “There remaineth, therefore, a rest to the people 
of God” (Heb. 4:9). This word for rest is the Greek 
word sabbatismos—‘a keeping of a Sabbath’—and this 
is the only place in the New Testament where this word 
is used. When the saints enter heaven, it will be like 
sharing God’s great Sabbath rest, with all labors and 
battles ended (Rev. 14:13). 


We may diagram these rests in this way: 


Past Present Future 


God’s Sabbath 
rest 

Israels Canaan Submission rest (victory in 
rest Christ) 


Salvation rest Heaven 


With this background of Israel’s history and the 
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“rests” involved, we may now examine the passage 
itself. The writer gave a threefold admonition. 

Let us take heed (3:7-19). Take heed to what? To 
the sad history of the nation of Israel and the impor- 
tant lesson it teaches. The writer quoted from Psalm 
95:7-11, which records God’s response to Israel’s tragic 
spiritual condition. God had delivered His people from 
Egypt and had cared for them, revealing His power in 
many signs and wonders. Israel saw all of this and ben- 
efited from it, but the experience did not bring them 
closer to God or make them trust Him more. All that 
God did for them did not benefit them spiritually. In 
fact, just the opposite took place: they hardened their 
hearts against God! They put God to the test and He 
did not fail them, yet they failed Him. 

The heart of every problem is a problem in the 
heart. The people of Israel (except Moses, Joshua, and 
Caleb) erred in their hearts (Heb. 3:10), which means 
that their hearts wandered from God and His Word. 
They also had evil hearts of unbelief (Heb. 3:12); they 
did not believe that God would give them victory in 
Canaan. They had seen God perform great signs in 
Egypt. Yet they doubted He was adequate for the chal- 
lenge of Canaan. 

When a person has an erring heart and a disbeliev- 
ing heart, the result will also be a hard heart. This is a 
heart that is insensitive to the Word and work of God. 
So hard was the heart of Israel that the people even 
wanted to return to Egypt! Imagine wanting to 
exchange their freedom under God for slavery in 
Egypt! Of course, all this history spoke to the hearts of 
the readers of this letter because they were in danger of 
“going back” themselves. 

God’s judgment fell on Israel in the wilderness at 
Kadesh Barnea. That entire generation was condemned 
to die, and only the new generation would enter the 
land. God said, “They shall not enter into my rest” 
(Heb. 3:11). But what message does this bring to a 
believer today? No believer today, Jew or Gentile, could 
go back into the Mosaic legal system since the temple 
is gone and there is no priesthood. But every believer is 
tempted to give up his confession of Christ and go 
back into the world system’s life of compromise and 
bondage. This is especially true during times of perse- 
cution and suffering. The fires of persecution have 
always purified the church because suffering separates 
true believers from the counterfeit. True believers are 
willing to suffer for Christ, and they hold firmly to 
their convictions and their confession of faith (see Heb. 
3:6, 14). We are not saved by holding to our confes- 
sion. The fact that we hold to our confession is proof 
that we are God’s true children. 

It is important that we take heed and recognize the 
spiritual dangers that exist. But it is also important that 
we encourage each other to be faithful to the Lord 
(Heb. 3:13). We get the impression that some of these 
believers addressed were careless about their fellowship 
in the local assembly (see Heb. 10:23-25). Christians 
belong to each other and need each other. Moses, 
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Caleb, and Joshua did try to encourage Israel when the 
nation refused to enter Canaan, but the people would 
not listen. 

It is clear from this section that God was grieved 
with Israel during the entire forty years they wandered 
in the wilderness. The Jews had not been out of Egypt 
long when they began to provoke God (Ex. 16:1ff.). 
After He supplied bread for them, they complained 
about a lack of water (Ex. 17:1-7). Moses called that 
place “Massah and Meribah,” which means “provoca- 
tion and trial.” These same words are used in Hebrews 
3:10. 

The sin of Israel is stated in Hebrews 3:12— 
“departing from the living God.” The Greek word gives 
us our English word apostasy. This is the only place this 
word is used in Hebrews. Does “apostasy” mean aban- 
doning one’s faith and therefore being condemned 
forever? That does not fit into this context. Israel 
departed from the living God by refusing God’s will for 
their lives and stubbornly wanting to go their own way 
back to Egypt. God did not permit them to return to 
Egypt. Rather, He disciplined them in the wilderness. 
God did not allow His people to return to bondage. 

The emphasis in Hebrews is that true believers have 
an eternal salvation because they trust a living Savior 
who constantly intercedes for them. But the writer was 
careful to point out that this confidence is no excuse 
for sin. God disciplines His children. Remember that 
Canaan is not a picture of heaven, but of the believer's 
present spiritual inheritance in Christ. Believers who 
doubt God’s Word and rebel against Him do not miss 
heaven, but they do miss out on the blessings of their 
inheritance today, and they must suffer the chastening 
of God. 

Let us fear (4:1-8). Believers today may enter and 
enjoy their spiritual inheritance in Christ. We must be 
careful lest we fail to believe God’s Word, for it is only 
as the Word is “mixed with faith” that it can accom- 
plish its purposes. The argument in this section is given 
in several propositions: (1) God finished His work and 
rested, so that His rest has been available since 
Creation; (2) the Jews failed to enter into their rest; (3) 
many years later (Ps. 95), God said that a rest was still 
available. That “today” is still here! This means that 
Joshua did not lead Israel into the true rest, because a 
rest still remains. (Note that the name “Jesus” in Heb. 
4:8 KJV, ought to be “Joshua.” “Jesus” is the Greek 
form of “Joshua.”) 

The Canaan rest for Israel is a picture of the spiri- 
tual rest we find in Christ when we surrender to Him. 
When we come to Christ by faith, we find salvation 
rest (Matt. 11:28). When we yield and learn of Him 
and obey Him by faith, we enjoy submission rest 
(Matt. 11:29-30). The first is “peace with God” (Rom. 
5:1); the second is the “peace of God” (Phil. 4:6-8). It 
is by believing that we enter into rest (Heb. 4:3); it is 
by obeying God by faith and surrendering to His will 
that the rest enters into us. 


Let us labor (4:9-13). “Give diligence” is a good 
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translation of this admonition. Diligence is the oppo- 
site of “drifting”? (Heb. 2:1-3). How do we give 
diligence? By paying close attention to the Word of 
God. Israel did not believe God’s Word, so the rebels 
fell in the wilderness. “So then faith cometh by hear- 
ing, and hearing by the word of God” (Rom. 10:17). 

In comparing the Word of God to a sword, the 
writer was not suggesting that God uses His Word to 
slaughter the saints! It is true that the Word cuts the 
heart of sinners with conviction (Acts 5:33; 7:54), and 
that the Word defeats Satan (Eph. 6:17). The Greek 
word translated “sword” means “a short sword or dag- 
ger.” The emphasis is on the power of the Word to 
penetrate and expose the inner heart of man. The 
Word is a “discerner” or “critic.” The Israelites criti- 
cized God’s Word instead of allowing the Word to 
judge them. Consequently, they lost their inheritance. 

Of course, God sees our hearts (Heb. 4:13), but we 
do not always know what is there (Jer. 17:9). God uses 
the Word to enable us to see the sin and unbelief in our 
own hearts. The Word exposes our hearts, and then, if 
we trust God, the Word enables our hearts to obey God 
and claim His promises. This is why each believer 
should be diligent to apply himself to hear and heed 
God’s Word. In the Word we see God, and we also see 
how God sees us. We see ourselves as we really are. This 
experience enables us to be honest with God, to trust 
His will, and to obey Him. 

All of this is possible because of the finished work 
of Jesus Christ. (The two “he’s” in Heb. 4:10 refer to 
Jesus Christ.) God rested when He finished the work of 
creation. God’s Son rested when He completed the 
work of the new creation. We may enter into His rest 
by trusting His Word and obeying His will. We can do 
this as we listen to His Word, understand it, trust it, 
and obey it. Only in this way can we claim our inheri- 
tance in Christ. 

Before Joshua conquered Jericho, he went out to 
survey the situation, and he met the Lord Jesus Christ 
(Josh. 5:13-15). Joshua discovered that he was second 
in command! The Lord had a sword in His hand, and 
Joshua fell at His feet in complete submission. It was 
this action in private that gave Joshua his public victory. 

We too claim our spiritual inheritance by surren- 
dering to Him and trusting His Word. We must 
beware of an evil heart of unbelief. 


CHAPTER FOUR 

Hebrews 4:14—5:10 

GREATER THAN AARON THE HIGH 
PRIEST 


M oses did not lead the people of Israel into the 


promised rest; in fact, he himself was forbidden 
to enter the land. Joshua led them into their 
physical rest, but not into the promised spiritual rest 


(see Heb. 4:8). But what about Aaron, the first high 
priest? Is it possible that the Aaronic priesthood, with 
all of its sacrifices and ceremonies, could bring a trou- 
bled soul into rest? 

The Hebrew Christians who received this letter were 
sorely tempted to return to the religion of their fathers. 
After all, any Jew could travel to Jerusalem and see the 
temple and the priests ministering at the altar. Here was 
something real, visible, concrete. When a person is 
going through persecution, as these Hebrew Christians 
were, it is much easier to walk by sight than by faith. 
Some of us have doubted the Lord under much less 
provocation than these people were enduring. 

The central theme of Hebrews is the priesthood of 
Jesus Christ, what He is now doing in heaven on behalf 
of His people. Is the high priestly ministry of Christ 
superior to that of Aaron and his successors? Yes, it is, 
and the writer proves his assertion by presenting four 
arguments. 


Jesus Christ Has a Superior Title (Heb. 4:14-16) 
“Seeing then that we have a GREAT High Priest” 
(Heb. 4:14, emphasis mine). Aaron was a “high priest,” 
but Jesus Christ is the GREAT High Priest. No Old 
Testament priest could assume that title. But in what 
does our Lord’s greatness consist? 

To begin with, Jesus Christ is both God and Man. 
He is “Jesus, the Son of God.” The name “Jesus” means 
“Savior” and identifies His humanity and His ministry 
on earth. “Son of God” affirms His deity and the fact 
that He is God. In His unique person, Jesus Christ 
unites Deity and humanity, so that He can bring people 
to God and bring to people all that God has for them. 

Not only in His person, but also in His position Jesus 
Christ is great. Aaron and his successors ministered in 
the tabernacle and temple precincts, once a year enter- 
ing the Holy of Holies. But Jesus Christ has “passed 
through the heavens” (Heb. 4:14, literal translation). 
When He ascended to the Father, Jesus Christ passed 
through the atmospheric heavens and the planetary 
heavens into the third heaven where God dwells (2 
Cor. 12:2). How much better is it to have a High Priest 
who ministers in a heavenly tabernacle than in an 
earthly one! 

But there is another aspect to Christ’s position: not 
only is He in heaven, but He is enthroned. His throne 
is “the throne of grace” (Heb. 4:16). The mercy seat on 
the ark of the covenant was God’s throne in Israel (Ex. 
25:17-22), but it could never be called “a throne of 
grace.” Grace does not veil itself from the people. 
Grace does not hide itself in a tent. 

Furthermore, the common people were not permit- 
ted to enter the holy precincts of the tabernacle and the 
temple, and the priests got only as far as the veil. The 
high priest alone went beyond the veil, and only on the 
day of Atonement (Lev. 16). But every believer in Christ 
is invited, and is even encouraged, to “come boldly 
unto the throne of grace”! What a great throne it is 
because our Great High Priest is ministering there. 
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Jesus Christ, our Great High Priest, is enthroned in 
heaven. Something else makes Him great: He is minis- 
tering mercy and grace to those who come for help. 
Mercy means that God does not give us what we do 
deserve; grace means that He gives us what we do not 
deserve. No Old Testament high priest could minister 
mercy and grace in quite the same way. When an 
Israelite was tempted, he could not easily run to the 
high priest for help, and he certainly could not enter 
the Holy of Holies for God’s help. But as believers in 
Jesus Christ, we can run to our High Priest at any time, 
in any circumstance, and find the help that we need. 

Now because of the superiority of Jesus Christ, the 
Great High Priest, over Aaron, two important conclu- 
sions can be drawn. First, there is no need in giving up 
our profession just because we are going through test- 
ing and trial (Heb. 4:14). The word translated 
“profession” means “confession.” These Hebrew 
Christians were tempted to give up their confession of 
faith in Christ and their confidence in Him (see Heb. 
3:6, 14). It was not a matter of giving up their salva- 
tion, since salvation through Christ is eternal (Heb. 
5:9). It was a matter of their public confession of faith. 
By returning to the Old Testament system, they would 
be telling everyone that they had no faith in Christ (see 
Gal. 2:11-21). This kind of unbelief would only bring 
reproach to Christ’s name. 

After all, the great purpose of salvation is the glory 
of God (see Eph. 1:6, 12, 14). It was the glory of God 
that so concerned Moses when Israel broke God’s law 
and made the golden calf (Ex. 32). God offered to 
destroy the nation and to begin a new one from Moses, 
but Moses refused the offer. Instead Moses interceded 
for Israel on the basis of God’s glory and God’s prom- 
ise, and God spared the people, even though He 
disciplined them for their sin (Ex. 32:11-13). 

The second conclusion is this: there is no need to 
go back because we can come boldly into the presence 
of God and get the help we need (Heb. 4:16). No trial 
is too great, no temptation is too strong, but that Jesus 
Christ can give us the mercy and grace that we need, 
when we need it. “But He is so far away!” we may 
argue. “And He is the perfect Son of God! What can 
He know about the problems of weak sinners like us?” 

But that is a part of His greatness! When He was 
ministering on earth in a human body, He experienced 
all that we experience, and even more. After all, a sinless 
person would feel temptations and trials in a much 
greater way than you and I could ever feel them. Christ 
was tempted, yet He did not sin, and He is able to help 
us when we are tempted. If we fail to hold fast our con- 
fession, we are not proving that Jesus Christ has failed. 
We are only telling the world that we failed to draw on 
His grace and mercy when it was freely available to us. 


Jesus Christ Has a Superior Ordination (5:1, 4-6) 
When I became pastor of the Calvary Baptist Church 
in Covington, Kentucky, it was necessary for me to go 


to the city hall and be bonded. Otherwise, I would not 
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have the authority to perform marriages. I had to show 
my ordination certificate and prove that I was indeed 
ministering at the church. 

One day I received a frantic phone call from one of 
our members. Some Christian friends were being mar- 
ried the next day by a relative from Michigan, and they 
discovered that he was not authorized to perform the 
ceremony! Could I help them? The visiting pastor 
could read the ceremony as well as I could, and he 
knew the couple better than I did, but he lacked the 
authority to minister. 

No man could appoint himself as a priest, let alone 
as high priest. King Saul invaded the priesthood and 
lost his kingdom (1 Sam. 13). Korah and his fellow 
rebels tried to make themselves priests, and God 
judged them (Num. 16). When King Uzziah tried to 
enter the temple and burn incense, God smote him 
with leprosy (2 Chron. 26:16-21). 

Aaron was chosen by God to be the high priest, and 
he was duly ordained and installed in office (Ex. 28). 
He was chosen from men to minister for men. His main 
task was at the altar: to offer the sacrifices God had 
appointed (see Heb. 8:3—4; 9:14). Unless the sacrifices 
were offered in the right place, by the right person, 
they were not accepted by God. 

The very existence of a priesthood and a system of 
sacrifices gave evidence that man is estranged from 
God. It was an act of grace on God’s part that He insti- 
tuted the whole Levitical system. Today, that system is 
fulfilled in the ministry of Jesus Christ. He is both the 
sacrifice and the High Priest who ministers to God’s 
people on the basis of His once-for-all offering on the 
cross. 

The subject of ordination stated in Hebrews 5:1 is 
further developed in Hebrews 5:5-6. Jesus Christ did 
not appoint Himself as High Priest. He was appointed 
by God the Father. The quotation in Hebrews 5:5 is 
from Psalm 2:7. This psalm was already quoted in 
Hebrews 1:5 to prove that Jesus Christ is the Son of 
God. But the emphasis in Hebrews 5:5 is on the priest- 
hood of Jesus Christ not on His deity. What 
significance, then, does this quotation have for the 
argument? 

The answer to that question is in Acts 13:33-34, 
where the apostle Paul quoted Psalm 2:7 and explained 
what it means. The phrase, “Today have I begotten 
thee,” does not refer to the birth of Christ at 
Bethlehem, but to His resurrection from the dead. The 
Son of God was “begotten” into a glorious new life in 
His resurrection! He ascended to heaven in a glorified 
body to become our High Priest at the throne of grace. 
When Aaron was ordained to the priesthood, he 
offered the sacrifices of animals. But Jesus Christ, to 
become our High Priest, offered the sacrifice of 
Himself—and then arose from the dead! 

But God the Father not only said, “Thou art my 
Son” in Psalm 2:7; He also said, “Thou art a priest for- 
ever after the order of Melchizedek” (Heb. 5:6, quoted 
from Ps. 110:4). This psalm was also quoted earlier in 


814 


Hebrews (1:13) to affirm Jesus Christ’s final victory 
over all His enemies. When Aaron was ordained, God 
did not speak directly to him and declare his priest- 
hood. But the Father did make this special declaration 
concerning His Son. 

Two factors make Christ’s priesthood unique and, 
therefore, His ordination greater. First, He is a High 
Priest forever. No Old Testament priest ministered for- 
ever, because each priest died and relinquished the 
office to his successor. The word forever is an important 
one in this epistle. At least six times the writer affirmed 
that Christ’s high priesthood is forever (Heb. 5:6; 6:20; 
7:17, 21, 24, 28). And, since He is a Priest forever, He 
gives His people salvation forever (Heb. 7:23-28). 

The second factor that makes Christ’s ordination 
unique is that He belongs to a different order from the 
Old Testament priests. They belonged to the order of 
Aaron; He belongs to the order of Melchizedek. This is 
a key concept in Hebrews, so we must take time to 
examine and understand it. 

Melchizedek is mentioned in only two places in the 
entire Old Testament—Genesis 14:17—24 and Psalm 
110:4. His name means “King of Righteousness,” and 
he was also “King of Salem [peace].” But the fascinat- 
ing thing about Melchizedek is that he was both a priest 
and a king! King Uzziah wanted to be both a priest and 
a king, and God judged him. Only in Jesus Christ and 
in pre-law Melchizedek were these two offices com- 
bined. Jesus Christ is a High Priest on a throne! 

The reason Jesus Christ can be “a priest forever” is 
that He belongs to the “order of Melchizedek.” As far 
as the Old Testament record is concerned, Melchizedek 
did not die (see Heb. 7:1-3). Of course, because he was 
a real man, he did die at some time, but the record is 
not given to us. So Melchizedek becomes a picture of 
our Lord Jesus Christ who is a Priest forever. 

But Melchizedek also pictures our Lord as a heav- 
enly High Priest. Jesus Christ could never have served 
as a priest when He was on earth because He did not 
belong to the tribe of Levi. Jesus was born of the seed 
of David, the tribe of Judah. He became the sacrifice 
on earth that He might become the High Priest in 
heaven. All of these truths will be developed in 
Hebrews 7—10, but they are introduced here. 


Jesus Christ Reveals a Superior Sympathy (5:2, 
7-8) 
Every Old Testament high priest had to minister to 
people who were “ignorant, and... out of the way 
[wayward]” (Heb. 5:2). God made no provision but 
judgment for high-handed sins of rebellion (see Ex. 
21:12-14; Num. 15:27-31). But He did make provi- 
sion when people sinned through ignorance or 
weakness. An Old Testament priest could identify with 
the sinners, since he himself was a sinner. In fact, on 
the day of Atonement, the high priest had to offer a 
sacrifice for himself before he could offer one for the 
nation (Lev. 16; Heb. 9:7)! 

You would think that one sinner would have 


compassion for another sinner, but this is not always 
the case. Sin makes a person selfish. Sin can blind us to 
the hurts of others. Sin can harden our hearts and make 
us judgmental instead of sympathetic. Remember how 
heartbroken Hannah, who was praying for a son, was 
accused by high priest Eli of being drunk (1 Sam. 
1:9-18)? And when King David was confronted with a 
story of a rich man’s sin, he had no sympathy for him, 
even though David himself was a worse sinner (2 Sam. 
12). 

No, it is the spiritually minded person with a clean 
heart who sympathizes with a sinner and seeks to help 
him (see Gal. 6:1). Because we are so sinful, we have a 
hard time helping other sinners, but because Jesus is 
perfect, He is able to meet our needs after we sin. 

Our Lord was prepared for His high priestly min- 
istry during His days of ministry on earth (Heb. 
5:7-8). The phrase “to the days of his flesh” means “In 
the days when He was on earth in a human body.” 
From birth to death, our Lord experienced the sinless 
infirmities of human nature. He knew what it was to 
grow and mature (Luke 2:52). He experienced hunger 
and thirst, as well as weariness (John 4:6-8, 31). He 
also faced temptations to sin (Matt. 4:1-11) and perse- 
cutions from the hands of sinful men. 

How could the Son of God “learn obedience”? In 
the same way any son must learn obedience: by the 
experiences of life. We must remember that our Lord, 
in His earthly walk, lived by faith in the Father’s will. 
As God, He needed to learn nothing. But as the Son of 
God come in human flesh He had to experience that 
which His people would experience, so that He might 
be able to minister as their High Priest. He did not 
need to learn how to obey because it would be impossi- 
ble for God to be disobedient. Rather, as the God-Man 
in human flesh, He had to learn what was involved in 
obedience. In this way, He identified with us. 

This preparation involved the experience of death. 
The writer of Hebrews (5:7) focused on our Lord’s 
experience in the garden of Gethsemane (Matt. 
26:36—46). As He faced the cross, it was not the phys- 
ical suffering that burdened Jesus, but the fact that He 
would be made sin and separated from His Father. 
Other servants of God have faced death and not 
expressed such great emotion; but no other servant ever 
bore on his body the sins of the whole world. 

In His Gethsemane prayer, our Lord did not 
oppose the Father, but prayed, “Not my will, but thine, 
be done” (Luke 22:42). He was not praying to be 
spared from death, but to be saved out of death. He was 
praying for resurrection from the dead, and God 
answered that prayer. He had prophesied His own 
death and had made it clear that He was laying down 
His life of His own free will. This ties in with the quo- 
tation from Psalm 2:7, cited in Hebrews 5:5, that 
promised. His resurrection from the dead. 

The writer of Hebrews states that Jesus’ prayer “was 
heard” (Heb. 5:7), that is, answered by the Father. 
Since He did die on the cross, this could not have been 
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what He was praying about; for if the Father had 
answered, the Son would not have been crucified. He 
did not pray to be saved from death, but out of death, 
and God answered. His prayer by raising Him from the 
dead. 

No one else ever died the kind of death that Jesus 
died. He was made sin for us (2 Cor. 5:21; 1 Peter 
2:24). Men have died because of their own sins, but 
only Jesus died for the sins of a whole world. He expe- 
rienced the ultimate in suffering and, therefore, He is 
able to sympathize with His people when they are suf- 
fering. The readers of this epistle were going through 
difficult times, but they had “not yet resisted unto 
blood” (Heb. 12:4). Their goods had been seized and 
they had been ridiculed (Heb. 10:32-34), but they had 
not been crucified and forsaken by the Father. 

No matter what trials we meet, Jesus Christ is able 
to understand our needs and help us. We need never 
doubt His ability to sympathize and strengthen. It is 
also worth noting that sometimes God puts us through 
difficulties that we might better understand the needs 
of others, and become able to encourage them (see 2 
Cor. 1:8ff.). 

When Charles Haddon Spurgeon was a young 
preacher in London, his successful ministry aroused the 
envy of some of the clergy, and they attacked him with 
various kinds of slander and gossip. His sermons were 
called “trashy,” and he was called “an actor” and “a pul- 
pit buffoon.” Even after his ministry was established, 
Spurgeon was lied about in the press (including the 
religious press), and this was bound to discourage him. 

After one particularly scurrilous report in the press, 
Spurgeon fell before the Lord and prayed, “O Lord 
Jesus, Thou didst make Thyself of no reputation for 
me. I willingly lay my reputation down for Thy sake.” 
From that time on, Spurgeon had peace in his heart. 
He knew that his Great High Priest understood his 
need and would give him the grace that he needed for 
each hour. 


Jesus Christ Offered a Superior Sacrifice (5:3, 
9-10) 

This topic has already been touched on, and the writer 
of Hebrews discussed it in detail in Hebrews 9—10. 
Two important matters are involved. 

The first is that Jesus Christ did not need to offer 
any sacrifices for Himself. On the annual day of 
Atonement, the high priest first had to sacrifice for 
himself; and then he could offer the sacrifices for his 
nation (Lev. 16). Since Jesus is the sinless Son of God, 
there was no need for Him to sacrifice for Himself. He 
was in perfect fellowship with the Father and needed 
no cleansing. 

The second matter is that our Lord’s sacrifice was 
once and for all, whereas the Old Testament sacrifices 
had to be repeated. Furthermore, those sacrifices could 
only cover sins; they could never cleanse sins. It required 
the sacrifice of the spotless Lamb of God for sin to be 
cleansed and removed. 


815 


Hebrews 5 


Because He is the sinless, eternal Son of God, and 
because He offered a perfect sacrifice, Jesus Christ is 
the “author of eternal salvation” (Heb. 5:9). No Old 
Testament priest could offer eternal salvation to any- 
one, but that is exactly what we have in Jesus Christ. 
The phrase “being made perfect” does not suggest 
that Jesus was imperfect! The word means “made 
complete”; we described it in our study of Hebrews 
2:10. By means of His earthly sufferings, Jesus Christ 
was equipped for His heavenly ministry as our High 
Priest. He is able to save, keep, and strengthen His 
people. 

Does the phrase “them that obey him” (Heb. 5:9) 
suggest that, if we do not obey Him, we may lose that 
eternal salvation? To “obey God” is the same as “to trust 
God,” as “them that obey him” is a description of those 
who have put their faith in Jesus Christ. “A great com- 
pany of the priests were obedient to the faith” (Acts 
6:7). “But they have not all obeyed the gospel” (Rom. 
10:16). “Ye have purified your souls in obeying the 
truth” (1 Peter 1:22). Once we have put our faith in 
Jesus Christ, and thus obeyed His call, we experience 
His eternal salvation. 

It is difficult to resist the four arguments presented 
in this section. We must conclude with the writer that 
Jesus Christ the great High Priest is superior to Aaron. 
It would be foolish for anyone to return to the inferior- 
ities of the old law when he could enjoy the superiorities 
of Jesus Christ. Then why were these Hebrew believers 
tempted to go back into legalism? Because they were not 
going on to maturity in Christ! For this reason the writer 
paused to exhort them to grow up in the Lord, and that 
is the theme for our next chapter. 


CHAPTER FIVE 
Hebrews 5:11—6:20 


PILGRIMS SHOULD MAKE PROGRESS 


e do not want you to become lazy, but to imitate 
W those who through faith and patience inherit 
what has been promised” (Heb. 6:12 nrv). 

This verse summarizes the main message of this dif- 
ficult (and often misunderstood) section of the epistle. 
Israel wanted to go back to Egypt, and, as a result, a 
whole generation failed to inherit what God had prom- 
ised. They were safely delivered out of Egypt, but they 
never enjoyed the promised rest in Canaan. We believ- 
ers today can make the same mistake. 

If you keep in mind that the emphasis in this sec- 
tion is on making spiritual progress, you will steer safely 
through misinterpretations that could create problems. 
In this section, the writer deals with three topics that 
relate to spiritual progress. 


The Marks of Spiritual Immaturity (5:11-14) 
The writer was about to begin his explanation of the 
heavenly priesthood of Christ, but he was not sure his 
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readers were ready for what he had to teach. The prob- 
lem was not that he is a dull teacher, but that they were 
dull hearers! The word translated “dull” in Hebrews 
5:11 is translated “slothful” in Hebrews 6:12. It refers 
to a condition of spiritual apathy and laziness that pre- 
vents spiritual development. 

What, then, are the marks of spiritual immaturity? 

Dullness toward the Word (v. 11). These believers 
started on their “backward journey” by drifting from the 
Word (Heb. 2:1-4), and then doubting the Word (Heb. 
3:7—4:13). As a result, they were now “dull of hear- 
ing”; that is, unable to listen to the Word, receive it, 
and act on it. They did not have the attitude of the 
Thessalonians: “For this cause also thank we God with- 
out ceasing, because, when ye received the word of 
God which ye heard of us, ye received it not as the 
word of men, but as it is in truth, the word of God, 
which effectually worketh also in you that believe” (1 
Thess. 2:13). 

One of the first symptoms of spiritual regression, or 
backsliding, is a dullness toward the Bible. Sunday 
school class is dull, the preaching is dull, anything spir- 
itual is dull. The problem is usually not with the 
Sunday school teacher or the pastor, but with the 
believer himself. 

Inability to share (v. 12a). The ability to share 
spiritual truth with others is a mark of maturity. Not 
all Christians have the gift of teaching, but all can 
share what they learn from the Word. One of the hard- 
est lessons children must learn is the lesson of sharing. 
The recipients of this letter had been saved long 
enough to be able to share God’s truth with others. 
But, instead of helping others to grow, these Hebrew 
Christians were in need of learning again the simple 
teachings of the Christian life. They were experiencing 
a second childhood! 

A “baby food” diet (vv. 12b—13). Milk is predi- 
gested food, and it is specially suited to babies. But 
only those who have teeth can enjoy meat. The writer 
defines the “milk” as “the first principles of the oracles 
of God” (Heb. 5:12). The “meat” of the Word is the 
teaching about our Lord’s ministry now in heaven as 
our High Priest. The writer wanted to give this “meat” 
to them, but they were not ready for it. 

The “milk” of the Word refers to what Jesus Christ 
did on earth—His birth, life, teaching, death, burial, 
and resurrection. The “meat” of the Word refers to 
what Jesus Christ is now doing in heaven. We begin the 
Christian life on the basis of His finished work on 
earth. We grow in the Christian life on the basis of His 
unfinished work in heaven. 

Of course, even the maturest adult never outgrows 
milk. As believers, we can still learn much from our 
Lord’s work on earth. But we must not stop there! We 
must make spiritual progress, and we can do this only 
if we learn about Christ’s priestly ministry for us in 
heaven. (See Heb. 13:20-21 for a summary of what the 
Lord wants to do for His people now.) 


Unskillful in using the Word (v. 14). As we grow 


in the Word, we learn to use it in daily life. As we apply 
the Word, we exercise our “spiritual senses” and 
develop spiritual discernment. It is a characteristic of 
little children that they lack discernment. A baby will 
put anything into its mouth. An immature believer will 
listen to any preacher on the radio or television and not 
be able to identify whether or not he is true to the 
Scriptures. 

Just as our physical bodies have senses without 
which we could not function, so our inner “spiritual 
man” has “spiritual senses.” For example, “O taste and 
see that the Lord is good” (Ps. 34:8); “But blessed are 
your eyes, for they see; and your ears, for they hear” 
(Matt. 13:16). As we feed on the Word of God and 
apply it in daily life, our inner “spiritual senses” get 
their exercise and become strong and keen. Paul called 
this process exercising ourselves unto godliness (1 Tim. 
4:7-8). 

The ability to discern good and evil is a vital part of 
Christian maturity. The nation of Israel in Moses’ day 
lacked this discernment and failed to claim its prom- 
ised inheritance. The readers of this letter were in 
danger of making the same mistake. It is impossible to 
stand still in the Christian life: we either go forward 
and claim God’s blessing, or we go backward and wan- 
der about aimlessly. 

I once heard a preacher say, “Most Christians are 
‘betweeners.”” 

“What do you mean by that?” I asked. 

“They are between Egypt and Canaan—out of the 
place of danger, but not yet into the place of rest and 
rich inheritance,” he replied. “They are between Good 
Friday and Easter Sunday—saved by the blood but not 
yet enjoying newness of resurrection life.” 

Are you a “betweener”? 


The Call to Spiritual Maturity (6:1-12) 

No one can escape coming into the world as a baby, 
because that is the only way to get here! But it is tragic 
when a baby fails to mature. No matter how much par- 
ents and grandparents love to hold and cuddle a baby, 
it is their great desire that the baby grow up and enjoy 
a full life as a mature adult. God has the same desire for 
His children. That is why He calls to us, “Go on to 
maturity” (Heb. 6:1 nrv)! 

It is a call to spiritual progress (vv. 1-3). If we are 
going to make progress, we have to leave the childhood 
things behind and go forward in spiritual growth. 
Hebrews 6:1 literally reads, “Therefore, having left 
[once and for all] the elementary lessons [the ABCs] of 
the teaching of Christ.” When I was in kindergarten, 
the teacher taught us our ABCs. (We didn’t have tele- 
vision to teach us in those days.) You learn your ABCs 
so that you might read words, sentences, books—in 
fact, anything in literature. But you do not keep learn- 
ing the basics. You use the basics to go on to better 
things. 

The phrase, “Let us go on,” should be translated, 
“Let us be carried forward.” It is God who enables us 
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to progress as we yield to Him, receive His Word, and 
act on it. A baby does not “grow himself.” He grows as 
he eats, sleeps, exercises, and permits his body to func- 
tion. Nature, as ordained by God, carries the baby 
along day after day, and gradually he matures into an 
adult. It is normal for Christians to grow; it is abnor- 
mal for them to have arrested growth. 

The writer lists six foundational truths of the 
Christian life, all of which, by the way, are also founda- 
tional to the Jewish faith. After all, our Christian faith 
is based on the Jewish faith and is a fulfillment of it. 
“Salvation is of the Jews” (John 4:22). If the readers of 
this epistle went back to Judaism in order to escape per- 
secution, they would only be abandoning the perfect 
for the imperfect, the mature for the immature. 

The first two items (repentance and faith) are 
Godward and mark the initiation of the spiritual life. 
To repent means to change one’s mind. It is not simply 
a “bad feeling about sin,” because that could be regret 
or remorse. It is changing one’s mind about sin to the 
point of turning from it. Once a sinner has repented 
(and this itself is a gift from God, Acts 5:31; 11:18), 
then he is able to exercise faith in God. Repentance and 
faith go together (Acts 20:21). 

The next two items (baptisms and laying on of 
hands) have to do with a person's relationship to the 
local assembly of believers. In the New Testament, a per- 
son who repented and trusted Christ was baptized and 
became a part of a local church (Acts 2:41-47). The 
word baptisms in Hebrews 6:2 is plural and can be 
translated “washings” (Heb. 9:10). While water itself 
can never cleanse sin (1 Peter 3:21), baptism is a sym- 
bol of spiritual cleansing (“Get up, be baptized, and 
wash your sins away, calling on his name’—Acts 22:16 
NIV) as well as our identification with Christ in death, 
burial, and resurrection (Rom. 6:1—4). The “laying on 
of hands” (Heb. 6:2) symbolized the sharing of some 
blessing (Luke 24:50; Acts 19:6) or the setting apart of 
a person for ministry (1 Tim. 4:14). 

The last two items, the resurrection of the dead 
(Acts 24:14-15) and the final judgment (Acts 
17:30-31), have to do with the future. Both orthodox 
Jews and Christians believe in these doctrines. The Old 
Testament teaches a general resurrection, but does not 
make the doctrine clear. The New Testament teaches a 
resurrection of the saved and also a resurrection of the 
lost (John 5:24-29; Rev. 20:4-6, 12-15). 

The lesson of the paragraph (Heb. 6:1-3) is clear: 
“You have laid the foundation. You know your ABCs. 
Now move forward! Let God carry you along to 
maturity!” 

This progress does not affect salvation (vv. 4—6). 
These verses, along with the exhortation in Hebrews 
10:26-39, have given people cause for worry and con- 
cern, mainly because these verses have been 
misunderstood and misapplied. I have received long- 
distance phone calls from upset people who have 
misread this passage and convinced themselves (or 
been convinced by Satan) that they were hopelessly lost 
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and had committed some unpardonable sin. While I 
do not want to give a false assurance to any professed 
Christian who is not truly born again, neither do I 
want to cause some true believer to stumble and miss 
God’s best. 

Bible students over the years have come up with 
several approaches to this serious passage. One view is 
that the writer is warning us against the sin of apostasy, 
willfully turning one’s back on Jesus Christ and return- 
ing to the old life. According to them, such a person 
would be lost forever. I have several problems with this 
interpretation. To begin with, the Greek word apostosia 
is not used in this passage. The verb for “fall away” 
(Heb. 6:6) is parapipto, which literally means “to fall 
alongside.” Second, we always interpret the obscure by 
the obvious. There are many verses in Scripture that 
assure the true believer that he can never be lost. In 
fact, one of the greatest arguments for security is the 
last section of this chapter (Heb. 6:13-20; see also John 
5:24; 10:26-30; Rom. 8:28-39)! 

Those who teach that we can lose our salvation also 
teach that such a person can be restored. But this pas- 
sage (Heb. 6:4—6) teaches just the opposite! If you omit 
the intervening clauses, the statement reads: “For it is 
impossible ... to renew them again to repentance.” In 
other words, if this refers to apostasy, once a saved per- 
son turns his back on Christ, he cannot be restored to 
salvation. He is lost forever. 

Others claim that the people addressed were not 
true believers. They had cooperated with the Holy 
Spirit up to a point, but were not actually born again. 
Well, let’s examine the description of these people and 
see if they possessed true salvation. 

They were “enlightened” (Heb. 6:4). The “once” 
means “enlightened once and for all.” The way this 
same verb is used in Hebrews 10:32 indicates an expe- 
rience of true salvation (see 2 Cor. 4:4—6). 

They “tasted of the heavenly gift” (Heb. 6:4b), and 
“tasted the good word of God, and the powers of the 
world [age] to come” (Heb. 6:5). To claim that these 
people “tasted but did not eat” is to base interpretation 
on one meaning of an English word. God permitted 
His Son to “taste death for every man” (Heb. 2:9). 
Surely Jesus Christ did not simply sample death on the 
cross! “Taste” carries the idea of “experience.” These 
Hebrew believers had experienced the gift of salvation, 
the Word of God, and the power of God. Doesn't this 
describe authentic salvation? 

They “were made partakers of the Holy Spirit” 
(Heb. 6:4c). To suggest that they only went along with 
the Holy Spirit to a certain extent is to ignore the sim- 
ple meaning of the verb. It means “to become sharers.” 
These same people were not only “sharers of the Holy 
Spirit,” but also “sharers of the heavenly calling” (Heb. 
3:1) and “sharers of Christ” (Heb. 3:14). 

In view of these facts, I have concluded that the 
people addressed were true believers, not mere profes- 
sors. Furthermore, how could unsaved people ever 
disgrace Jesus Christ and put Him to open shame? 
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A third view is that this sin (whatever it is) could 
be committed only by Hebrew Christians in the first 
century, while the temple services were still going on. 
If so, then why did the writer connect this exhortation 
with the heavenly priesthood of our Lord and the 
importance of spiritual maturity? If what he wrote 
about cannot happen today, what is the motivation 
behind the exhortation? It all seems futile to me if we 
limit these verses to first-century Jewish believers. 

Then what is the writer trying to say to us? It is 
probable that he was describing a hypothetical case to 
prove his point that a true believer cannot lose his sal- 
vation. His statement in Hebrews 6:9 seems to 
support this interpretation: “Even though we speak 
like this, dear friends, we are confident of better 
things in your case” (Niv). His argument runs like 
this: “Let’s suppose that you do not go on to maturity. 
Does this mean that you will go back to condemna- 
tion, that you will lose your salvation? Impossible! If 
you could lose your salvation, it would be impossible 
to get it back again, and this would disgrace Jesus 
Christ. He would have to be crucified again for you, 
and this could never happen.” 

In Hebrews 6:4, the writer changed the pronouns 
from “we” and “us” to “those.” This change also sug- 
gests that he had a hypothetical case in mind. 

However, there is another possible interpretation 
that does not require a hypothetical case. You should 
note that the words crucify and put in Hebrews 6:6 
are, in the Greek, present participles: “while they are 
crucifying ... and while they are putting him to an 
open shame.” The writer did not say that these peo- 
ple could never be brought to repentance. He said that 
they could not be brought to repentance while they 
were treating Jesus Christ in such a shameful way. Once 
they stop disgracing Jesus Christ in this way, they can 
be brought to repentance and renew their fellowship 
with God. 

Whatever approach you take, please keep in mind 
that the writer’s purpose was not to frighten the read- 
ers but to assure them. If he had wanted to frighten 
them, he would have named whatever sin (or sins) 
would have caused them to disgrace Jesus Christ; but 
he did not do so. In fact, he avoided the word apostasy 
and used instead “to fall by the wayside” (see Gal. 6:1 
for a similar word). 

Christians can “sin unto death” (1 Cor. 11:30-32; 
1 John 5:16-17). This is God’s chastening, a theme the 
writer of Hebrews will take up in Hebrews 12. 

This progress results in fruitfulness (vv. 7-10). 
This illustration of a field reminds us of our Lord’s 
parable of the sower (Matt. 13:1-9, 18-23), as well as 
Paul’s teaching about the fire testing our works (1 
Cor. 3:6-23). A field proves its worth by bearing 
fruit, and a true believer, as he makes spiritual 
progress, bears fruit for God’s glory. Note that the 
“thorns and briars” are burned, not the field. God 
never curses His own! 


The crop of God’s blessing pictured in Hebrews 6:7 


is called “things that accompany salvation” in Hebrews 
6:9. Not every believer bears the same amount of fruit 
(“some an hundredfold, some sixty, some thirty,” Matt. 
13:23); but every believer bears the same kind of fruit 
as proof that he is a child of God (Matt. 7:15—20). This 
is the fruit of Christian character and conduct (Gal. 
5:22-26) produced by the Spirit as we mature in 
Christ. 

The writer listed some of the fruit that he knew had 
been produced in their lives (Heb. 6:10): because of 
their love, they had worked and labored for the Lord; 
they had ministered to other saints; and they were still 
ministering (see 1 Thess. 1:3-10; Rev. 2:2). These are 
some of the “things that accompany salvation.” 

But he was concerned lest they rest on their 
achievements and not press on to full maturity and the 
enjoyment of God’s rich inheritance. 

This progress demands diligent effort (vv. 
11-12). While it is true that it is God who “carries us 
along” to maturity (Heb. 6:1, 3), it is also true that the 
believer must do his part. We must not be lazy (“sloth- 
ful,” the same word as “dull” in Heb. 5:11) but apply 
ourselves to the spiritual resources God has given us. 
We have the promises from God. We should exercise 
faith and patience and claim these promises for our- 
selves! Like Caleb and Joshua, we must believe God’s 
promise and want to go in and claim the land! The 
illustration of the farm (Heb. 6:7-8) and the admoni- 
tion to be diligent always remind me of Solomon's 
warning (Prov. 24:30-34). Read it—and heed it! 


The Basis for Spiritual Security (6:13-20) 

Lest anyone should misinterpret his exhortation to 
spiritual maturity, the writer ended this section with a 
tremendous argument for the assurance of salvation. 
All of us Christians are not making the spiritual 
progress we should, but we need never fear that God 
will condemn us. The writer gave three arguments for 
the certain salvation of true believers. 

God’s promise (vv. 13-15). God’s main promise to 
Abraham is recorded in Genesis 22:16-17. In spite of 
Abraham’s failures and sins, God kept His promise and 
Isaac was born. Many of God’s promises do not depend 
on our character but on His faithfulness. The phrase 
“patiently endured” (Heb. 6:15) is the exact opposite of 
“slothful” (Heb. 6:12). The readers of this letter were 
about to give up; their endurance was running out (see 
Heb. 12:1-2). “You will obtain and enjoy what God has 
promised if you diligently apply yourself to the develop- 
ment of your spiritual life,” is what the writer stated. 

We Christians today have more of God’s promises 
than did Abraham! What is keeping us from making 
spiritual progress? We do not apply ourselves by faith. To 
return to the illustration of the farm, the farmer does 
not reap a harvest by sitting on the porch looking at the 
seed. He must get busy and plow, plant, weed, culti- 
vate, and perhaps water the soil. The believer who 
neglects church fellowship, ignores his Bible, and for- 
gets to pray is not going to reap much of a harvest. 
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God’s oath (vv. 16-18). God not only gave 
Abraham a promise, but He also confirmed that prom- 
ise with an oath. When a witness takes an oath in 
court, he is confronted with the words “so help me 
God.” We call on the greater to witness for the lesser. 
None is greater than God, so He swore by Himself! 

But God did not do this only for Abraham. He has 
also given His promise and oath to “the heirs of prom- 
ise” (Heb. 6:17). Abraham and his descendants are the 
first of these heirs (see Heb. 11:9), but all believers are 
included as “Abraham’s [spiritual] seed” (Gal. 3:29). So 
our assurance of salvation is guaranteed by God’s 
promise and God’s oath, “two immutable [unchange- 
able] things’ (Heb. 6:18). We have “strong 
consolation” (or “great encouragement”) concerning 
the hope set before us! Hebrews is a book of encourage- 
ment, not discouragement! 

The phrase “fled for refuge” (Heb. 6:18) suggests 
the Old Testament “cities of refuge” described in 
Numbers 35:9ff. and Joshua 20. God appointed six 
cities, three on each side of the Jordan, into which a 
man could flee if he had accidentally killed someone. 
The elders of the city would investigate the case. If they 
determined that it was indeed manslaughter and not 
murder, they would permit the man to live in the city 
until the death of the high priest. Then he could return 
to his home. The members of the slain man’s family 
could not avenge themselves so long as the man 
remained in the city. 

We have fled to Jesus Christ, and He is our eternal 
refuge. As our High Priest, He will never die (Heb. 
7:23-25), and we have eternal salvation. No avenger 
can touch us, because He has already died and arisen 
from the dead. 

God’s Son (vv. 19-20). Our hope in Christ is like 
an anchor for the soul. The anchor was a popular sym- 
bol in the early church. At least sixty-six pictures of 
anchors have been found in the catacombs. The Greek 
stoic philosopher Epictetus wrote, “One must not tie a 
ship to a single anchor, nor life to a single hope.” 
Christians have but one anchor—Jesus Christ our hope 
(Col. 1:5, 1 Tim. 1:1). 

However, this spiritual anchor is different from 
material anchors on ships. For one thing, we are 
anchored upward—to heaven—not downward. We 
are anchored, not to stand still, but to move ahead! Our 
anchor is “sure”—it cannot break—and “steadfast”—it 
cannot slip. No earthly anchor can give that kind of 
security! 

The writer then clinched the argument: this Savior 
is our “forerunner” who has gone ahead to heaven so 
that we may one day follow (Heb. 6:20)! The Old 
Testament high priest was not a “forerunner” because 
nobody could follow him into the Holy of Holies. But 
Jesus Christ has gone to heaven so that one day we may 
follow. 

Dr. H. A. Ironside has suggested that the two 
phrases “within the veil” (Heb. 6:19) and “without the 
camp” (Heb. 13:13) summarize the epistle to the 
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Hebrews. Jesus Christ is “within the veil” as our High 
Priest. We can therefore come boldly to His throne and 
receive all the help that we need. But we must not be 
“secret saints.” We must be willing to identify with 
Christ in His rejection and go “without the camp, bear- 
ing his reproach” (Heb. 13:13). The Hebrew believers 
who received this letter were tempted to compromise 
to avoid that reproach. However, if we live “within the 
veil,” we shall have no trouble going “without the 
camp.” 

Regardless of what approach you take to the exhor- 
tation in this section, be sure to lay hold of the main 
lesson: believers must go on to maturity, and God has 
made it possible for us to do so. If we start to drift from 
the Word (Heb. 2:14), then we will also start to doubt 
the Word (Heb. 3:7—4:13). Before long, we will get 
dull toward the Word (Heb. 5:11—6:20) and become 
lazy believers. The best way to keep from drifting is— 
to lay hold of the anchor! 

Anchored heavenward! How much more secure can 
you be? 


CHAPTER SIX 


Hebrews 7 


MYSTERIOUS MELCHIZEDEK 


Es: since a city librarian introduced me to the 


Sherlock Holmes stories many years ago, I have 

been a reader of good detective fiction. Of course, 
I always try to solve the mystery before I get to the 
final chapter, and sometimes I succeed. This much I 
have learned: never overlook any character in the 
story, even the most incidental. He or she may be the 
criminal. 

If you were asked to name the most important 
people in the Old Testament, I doubt that 
Melchizedek’s name would be on your list. He 
appeared once, in Genesis 14:17-24, and he was 
referred to once more, in Psalm 110:4. You could 
hardly call this “top billing.” But the Holy Spirit 
reached back into the Old Testament and used those 
two passages to present a most important truth: the 
priesthood of Jesus Christ is superior to that of Aaron 
because “the order of Melchizedek” is superior to “the 
order of Levi.” 

Chapter 7 of Hebrews introduces the second main 
section, as we have outlined it: A superior Priesthood 
(Heb. 7—10). In Hebrews 7, the writer argued that 
Christ’s priesthood, like Melchizedek’s, is superior in 
its order. In Hebrews 8, the emphasis is on Christ's 
better covenant; in Hebrews 9, it is His better sanctu- 
ary; and Hebrews 10 concludes the section by arguing 
for Christ’s better sacrifice. 

The Jewish nation was accustomed to the priest- 
hood of the tribe of Levi. This tribe was chosen by God 
to serve in the tabernacle (Ex. 29; Num. 18). Aaron 


was the first high priest, appointed by God. In spite of 
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their many failures, the priests had served God for cen- 
turies, but now the writer has affirmed that their 
priesthood has ended! To defend this statement, and to 
prove that the order of Melchizedek is superior to that 
of Aaron, he presented three arguments. 


The Historical Argument: Melchizedek and 
Abraham (7:1-10) 

The record of the event discussed is in Genesis 
14:17-24, so take time to read it. The writer of our 
epistle wanted us to note several facts about this mys- 
terious man, Melchizedek. 

He was both king and priest (v. 1). We have noted 
already that, in the Old Testament economy, the throne 
and the altar were separated. Those persons who 
attempted to invade the priests’ office were judged by 
God. But here is a man who had both offices—king and 
priest! Aaron never had that privilege. And it is impor- 
tant to note that Melchizedek was not a “counterfeit” 
priest: he was the “priest of the Most High God” (see 
Gen. 14:18, 22). His ministry was legitimate. 

His name is significant (v. 2b). In the Bible, 
names and their meanings are often important. We 
name our children today without much consideration 
for what their names mean, but this was not the case in 
Bible days. Sometimes a great spiritual crisis was the 
occasion for changing a persons name (see Gen. 
32:24-32; John 1:35-42). The name “Melchizedek” 
means “king of righteousness” in the Hebrew language. 
The word Salem means “peace” (the Hebrew word 
shalom), so that Melchizedek is “king of peace” as well 
as “king of righteousness.” 

“Righteousness” and “peace” are often found 
together in Scripture. “And the work of righteousness 
shall be peace; and the effect of righteousness quietness 
and assurance forever” (Isa. 32:17); “Mercy and truth 
are met together; righteousness and peace have kissed 
each other” (Ps. 85:10); “In his days shall the righteous 
flourish; and abundance of peace so long as the moon 
endureth” (Ps. 72:7); “But the wisdom that is from 
above is first pure, then peaceable.... And the fruit of 
righteousness is sown in peace of them that make 
peace” (James 3:17—18). Of course, God’s purpose for 
His people is that they bear “the peaceable fruit of righ- 
teousness” (Heb. 12:10-11). 

True peace can be experienced only on the basis of 
righteousness. If we want to enjoy “peace with God” we 
must be “justified [declared righteous] by faith” (Rom. 
5:1). Man cannot produce righteousness by keeping 
the Old Testament law (Gal. 2:21). It is only through 
the work of Jesus Christ on the cross that righteousness 
and peace could have “kissed each other.” 

He received tithes from Abraham (v. 2a). This 
important fact is explained in Hebrews 7:4-10. The 
word tithe means “one tenth.” Under the Jewish law, 
the Jews were commanded to give God one tenth of 
their crops, herds, and flocks (Lev. 27:30-32). These 
tithes were brought to the Levites (Num. 18:21ff) at 
the tabernacle and later at the temple (Deut. 12:5ff). If 


the trip was too long for transporting grain, fruit, or 
animals, the tithe could be converted into money 
(Deut. 14:22-27). 

Tithing, however, did not originate with Moses. 
Abraham practiced tithing long before the law was 
given. In fact, archeologists have discovered that other 
nations also tithed in that day; so the practice is an 
ancient one. 

His family history is different (v. 3). Melchizedek 
was a man (see Heb. 7:4), so he had to have had a 
mother and a father. But there is no record of his 
genealogy (“descent”) in the Old Testament, and this is 
significant because most great persons in the Old 
Testament have their ancestry identified. It was espe- 
cially important that the priests be able to prove their 
ancestry (see Ezra 2:61-63; Neh. 7:63-65). Here the 
writer of Hebrews used an argument from silence, but 
it is a valid one. 

Melchizedek was not an angel or some superhuman 
creature; nor was he an Old Testament appearance of 
Jesus Christ. He was a real man, a real king, and a real 
priest in a real city. But as far as the record is concerned, 
he was not born, nor did he die. In this way, he is a pic- 
ture of the Lord Jesus Christ, the eternal Son of God. 
Though Jesus Christ did die, Calvary was not the end, 
for He arose from the dead and today lives in “the 
power of an endless life” (Heb. 7:16). Since there is no 
account of Melchizedek’s death, as far as the record is 
concerned, it seems that Melchizedek is still serving as 
a priest and king. This is another way in which he is 
like the eternal Son of God. 

The application is clear: neither Aaron nor any of 
his descendants could claim to be “without genealogy” 
(Heb. 7:3 nass). They could not claim to have an end- 
less ministry. Nor could they claim to be both kings 
and priests, like Jesus Christ. 

He had authority to receive tithes and to bless 
Abraham (vv. 4-10). The greatness of Melchizedek is 
seen in the fact that Abraham gave him tithes from the 
loot of a miniwar. Abraham acknowledged the author- 
ity of Melchizedek. Furthermore, Melchizedek blessed 
Abraham in a special way, and “the less is blessed of the 
better” (Heb. 7:7). In giving Melchizedek tithes and in 
receiving his blessing, Abraham affirmed the greatness 
of this king-priest. 

But how does this relate to Aaron? In an interesting 
way: Aaron and the tribe of Levi were “in the loins” of 
Abraham, yet unborn! So, when their father, Abraham, 
acknowledged the greatness of Melchizedek, the tribe of 
Levi was also involved. The Jewish people believe 
strongly in “racial solidarity,” and this is one example of 
it. The paying of the tithes involved not just the patri- 
arch Abraham, but also the unborn generations in his 
loins. 

Since Jesus Christ came “of the seed of Abraham” 
(Heb. 2:16), does this mean that He too was a part of 
this experience? No, because Jesus Christ is the eternal 
Son of God. His identification with Abraham was for 
“the days of his flesh” (Heb. 5:7). Since Christ existed 
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before Abraham (John 8:58), He could not have been 
“in Abraham” as were Aaron and his family. 


The Doctrinal Argument: Christ and Aaron (7:11-25) 
In this section, the writer took his argument one step 
further. Not only is Melchizedek greater than Aaron, 
but Melchizedek has replaced Aaron! It is no longer “the 
order of Aaron” or “the order of Levi.” It is forever “the 
order of Melchizedek.” Why would God effect such a 
radical change? 

Because both the priesthood and the law were 
imperfect (vv. 11-14). The words translated “perfect” 
and “perfection” are key words in this epistle (Heb. 
2:10; 5:9; 6:1; 7:11, 19; 9:9; 10:1, 14). They essentially 
mean “completed, fulfilled.” The Old Testament 
priests could not by their ministry complete the work 
of God in the heart of a worshipper. “For the law made 
nothing perfect” (Heb. 7:19). The animal sacrifices 
could not give any worshipper a perfect standing before 
God (Heb. 10:1-3). The Mosaic system of divine law 
was not a permanent system. It was “added” to serve as 
a “schoolmaster” to prepare the way for the coming of 
Christ (Gal. 3:19—4:7). 

Since the priests received their authority from the 
Old Testament law (Heb. 7:28), and since the priest- 
hood has been changed, there has also been a change in 
that law. The president of the United States cannot 
proclaim himself king of the United States because 
U.S. law makes no provision for a king. First, the law 
would have to be changed. 

The law of Moses made no provision for a priest- 
hood from the tribe of Judah (Heb. 7:14). Since our 
High Priest és from the tribe of Judah, according to His 
human ancestry, then there must have been a change in 
Moses’ law. There has been! The entire system of Old 
Testament law has been fulfilled in Jesus Christ and has 
been taken out of the way (Col. 2:13—-14). The believer 
has been set free from the law (Gal. 5:1—6) and is dead 
to the law (Rom. 7:1-4). 

This new arrangement does not suggest that a 
Christian has the right to be lawless. “Free from the 
law” does not mean “free to sin.” Rather, it means that 
we are free to do the will of God. We obey, not because 
of outward compulsion, but because of inward con- 
straint (2 Cor. 5:14; Eph. 6:6). The indwelling Holy 
Spirit enables us to fulfill the “righteousness of the law” 
as we yield to Him (Rom. 8:1-4). 

Because, being imperfect, the priesthood and 
the law could not continue forever (vv. 15-19). 
The word another in Hebrews 7:15 means “another 
of a different kind.” The Levitical priests were made 
priests by the authority of a temporary and imperfect 
law. Jesus Christ was made Priest by a declaration of 
God. Because the law was “weak and useless” (Heb. 
7:18 ntv), it could not continue forever. But because 
Jesus Christ is the eternal Son of God, He lives by 
“the power of an endless life” (Heb. 7:16). What a 
contrast between the profitless law and an endless 


life! 
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Since Jesus Christ is Priest forever, and since He has 
a nature to match that eternal priesthood, He can never 
be replaced. The annulling (Heb. 7:18, “disannulling”) 
of the law meant the abolishing of the priesthood. But 
nobody can annul “the power of an endless life”! The 
logic holds: Jesus Christ is a Priest forever. 

The writer kept in mind the temptation his readers 
were facing to go back into the old temple system. This 
is why he reminded them (Heb. 7:19) that Jesus Christ 
has accomplished what the law could never accom- 
plish: He brought in a better hope, and He enables us 
to draw near to God. To go back to Judaism would 
mean losing the enjoyment of their fellowship with 
God through Christ. The only hope Judaism had was 
the coming of Christ, and that blessing these believers 
already had. 

Because God’s oath cannot be broken (vv. 
20-22). No priest in the order of Aaron was ever 
ordained and established on the basis of God’s personal 
oath. The Aaronic priests ministered “after the law of a 
carnal [physical] commandment” (Heb. 7:16). Their 
moral or spiritual fitness was not examined. The 
important thing was that a priest belonged to the right 
tribe and met the right physical and ceremonial 
requirements (Lev. 21:16—24). 

Jesus Christ’s heavenly priesthood was established 
on the basis of His work on the cross, His character 
(Heb. 2:10; 5:5-10), and the oath of God. “Thou art 
a priest forever after the order of Melchizedek” (Heb. 
7:21; Ps. 110:4). Note the introduction to the state- 
ment: “The Lord swore and will not repent [change 
His mind].” The matter is finally settled and it cannot 
be changed. 

The presence of this oath gives to the priesthood of 
our Lord a greater degree of permanence and assurance. 
Jesus Christ is the “surety of a better testament 
[covenant]” (Heb. 7:22). The word surety means “one 
who guarantees that the terms of an agreement will be 
carried out.” Judah was willing to be the surety for 
Benjamin, to guarantee to their father that the boy 
would return home safely (Gen. 43:1-14). Paul was 
willing to be the surety for the slave Onesimus (Philem. 
18-19). Perhaps the nearest equivalent we have today 
is a bondsman who posts bail for someone under 
indictment and guarantees that the indicted person 
will appear in court and stand trial. 

As the Mediator between God and man (1 Tim. 
2:5), Jesus Christ is God’s great Surety. Our risen and 
ever-living Savior guarantees that the terms of God’s 
covenant will be fulfilled completely. God will not 
abandon His people. But our Lord not only guarantees 
to us that God will fulfill the promises. As our 
Representative to God, He perfectly meets the terms of 
the agreement on our behalf. We of ourselves could 
never meet the terms, but because we have trusted 
Him, He has saved us and He has guaranteed that He 
will keep us. 

In Hebrews 7:22, we have the first occurrence of a 
very important word in Hebrews—+estament. This 
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word, which is usually translated “covenant,” is used 
twenty-one times in the letter, and it is the equivalent 
of “last will and testament.” We will examine the word 
more closely in our study of Hebrews 8. 

The writer has given three reasons why God 
changed the order of the priesthood from that of Aaron 
to that of Melchizedek: (1) the priesthood and the law 
were imperfect; (2) being imperfect, they could not 
continue forever; (3) God had sworn by His oath that 
the new order would be established. Then the writer of 
this letter to the Hebrews closed this section with a 
fourth reason. 

Because, being men, the priests died (vv. 23-25). 
Not only was the priesthood imperfect, but it was also 
interrupted by death. There were many high priests 
because no one priest could live forever. In contrast, the 
church has one High Priest, Jesus the Son of God, who 
lives forever! An unchanging priest means an 
unchangeable priesthood, and this means security and 
confidence for God’s people. “Jesus Christ, the same 
yesterday, and today, and forever” (Heb. 13:8). “Thou 
art a priest for ever” (Ps. 110:4). 

Occasionally we read a story in the newspaper 
about the illegal handling of a will. Perhaps some 
unscrupulous relative or business partner managed to 
get his hands on a will and use it for his own selfish 
purposes. But this could never happen to our Lord’s 
“last will and testament” in His blood. He wrote the 
will and then died to make it take effect. But He arose 
from the dead and ascended to heaven, and there He is 
“probating” His own will! 

The fact that the unchanging Christ continues as 
High Priest means, logically, that there is an 
“unchangeable priesthood” (Heb. 7:24). The Greek 
word translated “unchangeable” carries the idea of 
“valid and unalterable.” The word was used at the end 
of legal contracts. Our Lord’s priesthood in heaven is 
“valid and unalterable.” Because it is, we can have 
confidence in the midst of this shaking, changing 
world. 

What is the conclusion of the matter? It is stated in 
Hebrews 7:25: “Wherefore [because He is the ever-liv- 
ing, unchanging High Priest], he is able also to save 
them to the uttermost [completely, forever] that come 
unto God by him, seeing he ever liveth to make inter- 
cession for them.” It is unfortunate that this verse is 
often read, “He is able to save from the uttermost” 
instead of “to the uttermost.” To be sure, it is true that 
Christ can save any sinner from any condition; but that 
is not the import of the verse. The emphasis is on the 
fact that He saves completely, forever, all who put their 
faith in Him. Because He is our High Priest forever, He 
can save forever. 

The basis for this completed salvation is the heav- 
enly intercession of the Savior. The word translated 
“make intercession” simply means “to meet, to 
approach, to appeal, to make petition.” We must not 
imagine that God the Father is angry with us so that 
God the Son must constantly appeal to Him not to 


judge us! The Father and the Son are in total agreement 
in the plan of salvation (Heb. 13:20-21). Neither 
should we imagine our Lord Jesus uttering prayers on 
our behalf in heaven, or repeatedly “offering His 
blood” as a sacrifice. That work was completed on the 
cross once and for all. 

Intercession involves our Lord’s representation of 
His people at the throne of God. Through Christ, 
believers are able to draw near to God in prayer and 
also to offer spiritual sacrifices to God (Heb. 4:14-16; 
1 Peter 2:5). It has well been said that Christ’s life in 
heaven is His prayer for us. It is what He 7s that deter- 
mines what He does. 

In reviewing the reasoning found in this long sec- 
tion (Heb. 7:11-25), we are impressed with the logic of 
the writer. Jesus Christ’s priesthood after the order of 
Melchizedek is superior to that of Aaron and has 
replaced it. Both the historical argument and the doc- 
trinal argument are sound. But the writer adds a third 
argument. 


The Practical Argument: Christ and the Believer 
(7:26-28) 

No matter how devoted and obedient the Aaronic 
priests were, they could not always meet the needs of 
all the people. But Jesus Christ perfectly meets all of 
our needs. “For such an high priest became us” means 
“He was suited to us; He meets our needs completely.” 
The emphasis here is on His sinlessness. Being perfect, 
He is able to exercise a perfect ministry for His people. 
Because of their sins, some of the Old Testament priests 
not only were unable to serve the people, but actually 
abused them. This could never happen with Jesus 
Christ and His people. 

The Old Testament priests were “set apart” for 
their ministry, so in that sense they were “holy.” But 
they were not always holy in character. They were sin- 
ners like the people to whom they ministered. 
“Harmless” (Heb. 7:26) means “blameless.” No Jewish 
priest could claim this distinction. “Undefiled” means 
“unstained.” Again, only Jesus Christ can claim these 
characteristics. When He was ministering on earth, 
our Lord was a friend of publicans and sinners (Matt. 
9:10; 11:19), but His contact with them did not defile 
His character or His conduct. There was contact with- 
out contamination. He was not isolated; He was 
separated. Today, He is “separate from sinners” 
because of His position (“made higher than the heav- 
ens’), but He is not separated from the people to 
whom He ministers. He is always available to us at His 
throne of grace. 

Another proof of His sinlessness is the fact that our 
Lord never had to offer sacrifices for His own cleans- 
ing, as did the priests. On the annual day of 
Atonement, the high priest first had to sacrifice for 
himself before he could sacrifice for the people (Lev. 
16). There were also daily sacrifices offered as a part of 
the temple ritual, and, if a priest had sinned, he had to 
bring a sacrifice for his own cleansing (Ex. 29:38—46; 
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Lev. 4:3ff.). But Jesus Christ offered just one sacrifice 
for our sins and settled the matter forever (see Heb. 
9:23-28). 

This is the kind of High Priest we need! We are 
prone to sin daily, even hourly, and we need to be able 
to turn to Him for spiritual help. As our High Priest, 
Jesus Christ gives us the grace and mercy that we need 
not to sin. But if we do sin, He is our Advocate at God’s 
throne (1 John 2:1-2). If we confess our sins to Him, 
He forgives us and restores us (1 John 1:9). 

The application is obvious: why turn away from 
such an adequate High Priest? What more can you find 
in any other person? The men who served under the 
law of Moses had human infirmities and weaknesses, 
and they often failed. Our heavenly High Priest has 
been “consecrated [perfected] forevermore” (Heb. 
7:28) and there is no spot or blemish in Him. Such a 
High Priest “suits us perfectly”! 

Are you availing yourself of His gracious ministry? 


CHAPTER SEVEN 
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THE BETTER COVENANT 


| once spoke at a meeting of religious broadcasters at 
which a friend of mine was to provide the ministry 
of music. He is a superb pianist with a gift for 
interpreting Christian music, and I have always 
enjoyed listening to him. But that day my heart went 
out to him in sympathy, because the motel had given 
the most deteriorated and derelict piano I have ever 
seen. It must have been donated by a local wrecking 
company. My friend did his best, but it would have 
been much better had he been playing a decent 
instrument. 

Jesus Christ is God’s superior Priest, but is there 
anything that can minimize this superiority? 
Nothing! For He ministers on the basis of a better 
covenant (Heb. 8), in a better sanctuary (Heb. 9), 
and because of a better sacrifice (Heb. 10). It is the 
better covenant that is the theme of this chapter. The 
writer presented three evidences for the superiority of 
this covenant. 


It Is Ministered by a Superior High Priest (8:1-2) 
Was the writer arguing in circles? First he showed the 
superiority of Christ, and then said, “Since He is supe- 
rior, the covenant He ministers must be a superior 
covenant.” No, this is not reasoning in a circle, for the 
conclusion is logical. A superior priest could never 
minister on the basis of an inferior covenant. To change 
the illustration, the most gifted lawyer can do very lit- 
tle if the will he is probating is inadequate. It is 
unthinkable that our Lord would minister on the basis 
of an inferior “last will and testament.” 

“This is the sum” simply means “This is the main 
point and the climax of my discussion.” He then 
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presented several “summary arguments” to prove 
that our Lord is indeed a superior High Priest. 

His moral adequacy (v. 1). “We have such an High 
Priest” [italics mine]. This statement refers us back to 
Hebrews 7:22-28. “For such an high priest became us 
[was suited to us]” (Heb. 7:26). The fact that Jesus 
Christ is morally perfect and yet identified with us in 
our needs and temptations makes Him superior to any 
other priest, past or present. Those readers who wanted 
to go back into the Old Testament priesthood would 
have to leave this suitable High Priest. 

His finished work (v. 1). Today our Lord is 
seated because His work is completed. There were no 
chairs in the Old Testament tabernacle because the 
work of the priests was never finished. Each repeated. 
sacrifice was only a reminder that none of the sacri- 
fices ever provided a finished salvation. The blood of 
animals did not wash away sin or cleanse the guilty 
conscience; it only covered sin until that day when 
Jesus Christ died to take away the sin of the world 
(John 1:29). 

His enthronement (v. 1). Jesus Christ is not just 
“seated.” It is where He is seated that adds glory to His 
person and His work. He is seated on the throne in 
heaven at the right hand of the Father. This great truth 
was introduced early in this epistle (Heb. 1:3), and it 
will be mentioned again (Heb. 10:12; 12:2). This 
enthronement was the fulfillment of the Father's 
promise to the Son: “Sit thou at my right hand, until 
I make thine enemies thy footstool” (Ps. 110:1). Not 
only did the high priest of Israel never sit down in the 
tabernacle, but he never sat down on a throne. Only a 
priest “after the order of Melchizedek” could be 
enthroned, for Melchizedek was both king and priest 
(Heb. 7:1). 

His supreme exaltation (vv. 1-2). He is “in the 
heavens.” Jesus Christ, in His ascension and exaltation, 
“passed through the heavens” (Heb. 4:14 Nass). He is 
now exalted as high as anyone could be (Eph. 1:20-23; 
Phil. 2:5-11). The fact that He ministers in a heavenly 
sanctuary is important to the argument presented in 
this chapter. 

As we review these four “summary arguments,” we 
can see how logical it is that our Lord ministers on the 
basis of a superior covenant. Can you conceive of a 
high priest who is perfect morally, ministering on the 
basis of a covenant that could not change human 
hearts? Could a priest who has finished his work minis- 
ter from a covenant that could finish nothing? Can we 
conceive of a king-priest in the highest heaven being 
limited by an old covenant that made nothing perfect 
(Heb. 7:19)? The conclusion seems reasonable: the 
presence of a superior High Priest in heaven demands 
a superior covenant if He is to minister effectively to 


God’s people. 


It Is Ministered in a Better Place (8:3-5) 
In this paragraph, the writer expanded on the mar- 
velous truth that Jesus Christ today ministers in the 
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heavenly sanctuary. The reason for this discussion is 
not difficult to determine. His readers knew that there 
was a real temple in Jerusalem, and that in the temple 
there were priests offering gifts and sacrifices. How easy 
it would be to go back into the traditional Mosaic sys- 
tem! After all, how do we know that the Lord Jesus is 
ministering in a sanctuary? Has anyone actually seen 
Him in His high priestly work? 

Good questions—and there are good answers! 

The logical answer (v. 3). It has already been 
determined that Jesus Christ is a High Priest. But all 
high priests serve others; the title is not honorary. 
Each Old Testament high priest was appointed “to 
offer gifts and sacrifices”; therefore, Jesus Christ 
must offer gifts and sacrifices (see Heb. 5:1; 7:27). 
But these sacrifices must not be offered just any- 
where; they must be offered in God’s appointed 
place (Deut. 12:13-14). That appointed place is the 
sanctuary. The conclusion is logical: if Jesus Christ is 
a High Priest who offers gifts and sacrifices, then He 
must have a sanctuary in which He ministers. Since 
He is in heaven, that sanctuary must be in heaven. 

We must not, however, get the impression that our 
Lord is offering sacrifices in heaven that correspond to 
the Old Testament sacrifices. The word somewhat in 
Hebrews 8:3 is in the singular, and the phrase “to 
offer” is in a Greek tense that implies “offer once and 
for all.” On the cross, He offered Himself as the one 
sacrifice for sin forever (Heb. 9:24-28). In other 
words, our Lord is “a living sacrifice” in heaven. He is 
not offering Himself over and over because that is 
unnecessary. 

The genealogical answer (v. 4). We have met this 
truth before in Hebrews 7:11-14. As far as His 
human ancestry is concerned, our Lord came from 
the tribe of Judah. God had promised that the 
Messiah would come from the kingly tribe of Judah 
(Gen. 49:8-10). But the priests had to come from the 
tribe of Levi. Therefore, if Jesus Christ were still on 
earth, He could not function as a priest. But He can 
serve as High Priest in heaven because there the order 
of Melchizedek governs the ministry, not the order of 
Aaron. 

Again, the argument is sound. David predicted that 
Jesus Christ would be a Priest (Ps. 110:4). Jesus’ earthly 
birth into the tribe of Judah would not permit Him to 
be an earthly priest; therefore, He must be a Priest in 
heaven. He would not be accepted in the earthly sanc- 
tuary, so He must be serving in the heavenly sanctuary. 

The typological answer (v. 5). A “type” is an Old 
Testament picture of a New Testament truth. Each type 
is identified as such in the New Testament, so we must 
not try to make every Old Testament person or event 
into a type. The word pattern in this verse is the Greek 
word tupos, from which we get our English word 
“type.” 

The priests then serving in the temple were actually 
serving in a sanctuary that was a copy (“example”) of 
the heavenly sanctuary. The quotation is from Exodus 


25:40, where it refers obliquely to a heavenly sanctuary. 
Moses saw this pattern on the mount and duplicated its 
essentials in the earthly tabernacle. This does not mean 
that the heavenly tabernacle is made up of skins and 
fabrics. It is the basic pattern and meaning of the sanc- 
tuary that is emphasized here. The true sanctuary is in 
heaven; the tabernacle and temple were but imitations 
or copies of the true. 

This is a telling argument for remaining faithful to 
Jesus Christ and not going back into Judaism. The 
earthly priesthood and sanctuary seemed quite real and 
stable, and yet they were but copies of the true! The Old 
Testament system was but shadows (see Col. 2:17). 
The law was but a “shadow of good things to come” 
(Heb. 10:1); the true and full light came in Jesus 
Christ. So why go back into the shadows? 

In the book of Revelation, where the heavenly 
scene is described, we can find parallels to the Old 
Testament tabernacle. John stated that there is a tem- 
ple of God in heaven (Rev. 11:19). Of course, there 
will be no temple in the eternal state, because the 
entire city of God will be a temple (Rev. 21:22). For 
example, there is a brazen altar (Rev. 6:9-11) as well as 
an altar of incense (Rev. 8:3-5). The “sea of glass” 
(Rev. 4:6) reminds us of the laver, and the seven lamps 
of fire (Rev. 4:5) suggest the seven-branched lamp- 
stand in the tabernacle. 

Since Jesus Christ is ministering in the original 
sanctuary, and not the copy, He is ministering in a bet- 
ter place. Why fellowship with priests who are serving 
in a copied sanctuary when you can fellowship with 
Christ in the original heavenly sanctuary? It would be 
like trying to live on the blueprint instead of in the 
building itself! 

The writer has now given us two evidences of the 
superiority of the new covenant: it is ministered by 
a superior Priest, Jesus Christ; and it is ministered in a 
superior place, heaven itself. He devoted the remainder 
of this section to the third evidence. 


It Is Founded on Better Promises (8:6-13) 

Moses was the mediator (go-between) of the old 
covenant in the giving of the law (Gal. 3:19-20). The 
people of Israel were so frightened at Mount Sinai that 
they begged Moses to speak to them so that they 
would not have to hear God speak (Ex. 20:18-21). 
Sad to say, this fear of God did not last long, for the 
people soon disobeyed the very law they promised to 
keep. The Mediator of the new covenant is Jesus 
Christ, and He is the only Mediator (1 Tim. 2:5). 
Christ’s ministry as Mediator is more excellent than 
that of the Old Testament priests because it is based on 
a better covenant; and His covenant is founded on bet- 
ter promises. 

The “better covenant” that is referred to in this 
paragraph was announced by the prophet Jeremiah 
(Jer. 31:31-34). The promise was given in a prophecy 
that assured the Jews of future restoration. Jeremiah 
ministered during the closing years of the nation’s his- 
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tory, before Judah went into Babylonian captivity. At a 
time when the nation’s future seemed completely 
destroyed, God gave the promise of restoration and 
blessing. 

Before our Lord went to Calvary, He celebrated 
the Passover with His disciples in the Upper Room. 
At that supper, He instituted what we call “the Lord’s 
Supper.” He said, taking the cup, “This cup is the 
new testament [covenant] in my blood, which is shed 
for you” (Mark 14:22-24; Luke 22:20). The apostle 
Paul quoted these words and applied them to the 
church (1 Cor. 11:23-27). The writer of Hebrews 
stated clearly that Jesus Christ now “is the mediator of 
the new covenant” (Heb. 9:15) and repeated it (Heb. 
12:24). 

What, then, is the relationship between this new 
covenant promised to Israel, but today experienced by 
the church? Or, to state it another way, how can God 
promise these blessings to the Jews and then turn 
around and give them to the church? 

Some Bible students solve the problem by conclud- 
ing that the church is “spiritual Israel” and that the 
new covenant promises therefore belong to “Abraham's 
spiritual seed” today. That believers today are the 
“spiritual seed” of Abraham is clear from Galatians 
3:13-29; but this is not the same as saying that the 
church is “spiritual Israel.” The promise quoted in 
Hebrews 8:8 specifically names “the house of Israel 
and ... the house of Judah.” Once we are permitted to 
make such plain words as “Israel” and “Judah” mean 
something else, there is no end to how we might inter- 
pret the Bible! 

Other students believe that this “new covenant” 
has no present fulfillment in the church, but that it 
will be fulfilled only when the Jews are regathered and 
the kingdom is established at our Lord’s return to 
earth in glory. But then we have the problem of 
explaining Hebrews 9:15 and 12:24, verses that state 
that Jesus Christ is today the Mediator of the new 
covenant. To affirm that there are two “new 
covenants,” one for Israel and one for the church, is to 
create more questions! 

Perhaps the solution is found in God’s principle of 
“to the Jew first” (Rom. 1:16). God did promise a 
new covenant for His people, but the blessings of this 
covenant are wrapped up in God’s Son, Jesus Christ. 
He is the Mediator of the new covenant. When Jesus 
began His ministry on earth, He went to His own 
people first (Matt. 15:24). When He sent out His dis- 
ciples, He sent them only to Israel (Matt. 10:5-6). 
When He commissioned the church to witness, He 
instructed them to begin in Jerusalem (Luke 
24:46-48; Acts 1:8). Peter’s message at Pentecost was 
addressed only to Jews and to Gentiles who were 
Jewish proselytes (see Acts 2:14, 22, 36). In his sec- 
ond recorded sermon, Peter clearly stated that the 
good news of the gospel would go to the Jews first 
(Acts 3:25-26). 


But the nation rejected the message and the 
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messengers. While it is true that thousands of indi- 
viduals trusted Christ and were saved, it is also true 
that most of the nation rejected the Word, and that 
the religious leaders opposed the ministry of the 
church. One result was the stoning of Stephen (Acts 
7). But what was God’s response? The gospel moved 
from Jerusalem and Judea into Samaria (Acts 8), and 
then to the Gentiles (Acts 10). 

The church today is made up of regenerated Jews 
and Gentiles who are one body in Christ (Eph. 
2:11-22; Gal. 3:27-29). All who are “in Christ” share 
in the new covenant, which was purchased on the 
cross. Today the blessings of the new covenant are 
applied to individuals. When Jesus comes in glory to 
redeem Israel, then the blessings of the new covenant 
will be applied to that beleaguered nation. Read all of 
Jeremiah 31 to see what God has planned for Israel, 
His people. 

Before we examine the “better promises” of the 
new covenant, we must settle another matter. We must 
not conclude that the existence of the new covenant 
means that the old covenant was wrong or that the law 
has no ministry today. Both covenants were given by 
God. Both covenants were given for peoples good. 
Both covenants had blessings attached to them. If 
Israel had obeyed the terms of the old covenant, God 
would have blessed them and they would have been 
ready for the coming of their Messiah. Paul pointed 
out that the old covenant had its share of glory (2 Cor. 
3:7-11). We must not criticize the old covenant or 
minimize it. 

Even though the new covenant of grace brings with 
it freedom from the law of Moses (Gal. 5:1), it does not 
bring freedom to disobey God and sin. God still desires 
that the “righteousness of the law” should be fulfilled in 
us through the ministry of the Holy Spirit (Rom. 
8:1-4). There is a lawful use of the law (1 Tim. 
1:8-11). 

Now we are ready to consider the “better promises” 
that belong to the new covenant. 

The promise of God’s grace (vv. 7-9). The 
emphasis in the new covenant is on God’s “I will.” The 
nation of Israel at Sinai said, “All the words which the 
Lord hath said will we do” (Ex. 24:3). But they did not 
obey God’s words. It is one thing to say, “We will!” and 
quite another thing to do it. But the new covenant does 
not depend on man’s faithfulness to God but on God’s 
faithful promise to man. The writer of Hebrews 
affirmed God’s “I will” on behalf of those who trust 
Jesus Christ (Heb. 8:10). In fact, God’s “I will” is stated 
three times in that one verse and six times in Hebrews 
8:8-12. 

God led Israel out of Egypt the way a father would 
take a child by the hand and lead him. God gave Israel 
His holy law for their own good, to separate them 
from the other nations and to protect them from the 
sinful practices of the heathen. But the nation failed; 
“they continued not in my covenant” (Heb. 8:9). 
God’s responses to Israel’s disobedience were to disci- 
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pline them repeatedly and finally to send them into 
captivity. 

God did not find fault with His covenant but with 
His people. “Wherefore, the law is holy, and the com- 
mandment holy, and just, and good” (Rom. 7:12). The 
problem is not with the law, but with our sinful 
natures, for by ourselves we cannot keep God’s law. 
The law “made nothing perfect” (Heb. 7:19) because it 
could not change any human heart. Only God’s grace 
can do that. 

The new covenant is wholly of God’s grace; no sin- 
ner can become a part of this new covenant without 
faith in Jesus Christ. Grace and faith go together just as 
the law and works go together (Rom. 11:6). The law 
says, “The man that doeth them [the things written in 
the law] shall live in them” (Gal. 3:12). But grace says, 
“The work is done—believe and live!” 

The promise of internal change (v. 10). The law 
of Moses could declare God’s holy standard, but it 
could never provide the power needed for obedience. 
Sinful people need a new heart and a new disposition 
within; and this is just what the new covenant provides. 
(For a parallel passage, see Ezek. 36:26-27.) When a 
sinner trusts Christ, he receives a divine nature within 
(2 Peter 1:1-4). This divine nature creates a desire to 
love and obey God. By nature, sinful people are hateful 
and disobedient (Titus 3:3-7), but the new nature 
gives each believer both the desire and the dynamic for 
a godly life. 

The law was external; God’s demands were written 
on tablets of stone. But the new covenant makes it 
possible for God’s Word to be written on human 
minds and hearts (2 Cor. 3:1-3). God’s grace makes 
possible an internal transformation that makes a sur- 
rendered believer more and more like Jesus Christ (2 
Cor. 3:18). 

It is unfortunate that many Christians think they 
are saved by grace but must then fulfill their Christian 
life according to the Old Testament law. They want the 
new covenant for salvation but the old covenant for 
sanctification. The apostle Paul had a phrase to 
describe this condition: “fallen from grace” (Gal. 5:4). 
Not “fallen from salvation,” but fallen from the sphere 
of God’s blessing through grace. We do not become 
holy people by trying to obey God’s law in our own 
power. It is by yielding to the Holy Spirit within that 
we fulfill the righteousness of the law (Rom. 8:1-4); 
and this is wholly of grace. 

The promise of forgiveness for all (vv. 11-12). 
There is no forgiveness under the law because the law 
was not given for that purpose. “Therefore by the 
deeds of the law there shall no flesh be justified in his 
sight; for by the law is knowledge of sin” (Rom. 3:20). 
The law could not promise forgiveness to Israel, let 
alone to all mankind. It is only through the sacrifice of 
Jesus Christ that forgiveness is possible to all who will 
call on Him. The Old Testament sacrifices brought a 
remembrance of sins, not a remission of sins (Heb. 
10:1-3, 18). 


Hebrews 8:11 quotes Jeremiah 31:34. It refers to 
that day when Israel shall be reunited with Judah (Heb. 
8:8) and shall rejoice in the promised kingdom (Jer. 
31:1-14). In that day, there will be no need to share the 
gospel with others because everyone will know the 
Lord personally. However, until that day, it is both our 
privilege and our responsibility to share the gospel mes- 
sage with a lost world. 

What does it mean that God remembers our sins 
and iniquities no more (Heb. 8:12)? This important 
statement is quoted again in Hebrews 10:16-17. 
Does it mean that our all-knowing God can actually 
forget what we have done? If God forgot anything, He 
would cease to be God! The phrase “remember no 
more” means “hold against us no more.” God recalls 
what we have done, but He does not hold it against 
us. He deals with us on the basis of grace and mercy, 
not law and merit. Once sin has been forgiven, it is 
never brought before us again. The matter is settled 
eternally. 

As a pastor in counseling ministry I have often 
heard people say, “Well, I can forgive—but I cannot 
forget!” 

“Of course you cant forget,” I usually reply. 
“The more you try to put this thing out of your 
mind, the more you will remember it. But that isn’t 
what it means to forget.” Then I go on to explain 
that “to forget” means “not to hold it against the 
person who has wronged us.” We may remember 
what others have done, but we treat them as though 
they never did it. 

How is this possible? It is possible because of the 
cross, for there God treated His Son as though He had 
done it! Our experience of forgiveness from God makes 
it possible for us to forgive others. 

The promise of eternal blessing (v. 13). The old 
covenant was still governing the nation of Israel at the 
time this epistle was written. The temple was standing 
and the priests were offering their appointed sacrifices. 
Devout Jews probably thought that their Christian 
friends were foolish to abandon such a “solid religion” 
for a faith that was seemingly intangible. What the 
unbelieving Jews did not realize was that their “solid 
religion” had grown old and was about to vanish away. 
In AD 70 the city of Jerusalem and the temple were 
destroyed by the Romans, and the Jews have not had a 
temple or a priesthood to serve them ever since (see 
Hos. 3:4). 

However, the new covenant brings eternal blessing. 
Jesus Christ is the Author of “eternal salvation” (Heb. 
5:9) and “eternal redemption” (Heb. 9:12). The new 
covenant can never get old and disappear. The Greek 
word translated “new” means “new in quality,” not 
“new in time.” This new covenant is of such quality 
that it will never need to be replaced! 

Yes, our Lord is ministering on the basis of a better 
covenant, a new covenant that makes us partakers of 
the new nature and the wonderful new life that only 
Christ can give. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
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THE SUPERIOR SANCTUARY 


he Christian is a citizen of two worlds, the earthly 
T the heavenly. He must render to Caesar the 

things that are Caesar’s and to God the things that 
are God’s (Matt. 22:21). Because he is a citizen of two 
worlds, he must learn how to walk by faith in a world 
that is governed by sight. Like Moses, a believer must 
see the invisible if he is to overcome the pull of the 
world (Heb. 11:24-27). Practical man says, “Seeing is 
believing!” But the man of faith replies, “Believing is 
seeing!” 

This principle of faith must apply to our relation- 
ship to the heavenly sanctuary. We have never seen 
this sanctuary. Yet we believe what the Bible tells us 
about it. We realize that God is not worshipped 
today in temples made with hands (Acts 7:46-50). 
There is no special place on earth where God dwells 
(see Isa. 57:15; 66:1-2; John 4:19-24). We may call 
a local church building a “house of God,” but we 
know that God does not live there. The building is 
dedicated to God and His service, but it is not His 
dwelling place. 

Hebrews 9 presents a detailed contrast between the 
old covenant sanctuary (the tabernacle) and the new 
covenant heavenly sanctuary where Jesus Christ now 
ministers. This contrast makes it clear that the new 
covenant sanctuary is superior. 


The Inferior Old Covenant Sanctuary (9:1-10) 
Hebrews reminds readers that the regulations and prac- 
tices in the tabernacle were ordained of God. If there 
was any inferiority in the tabernacle service, it was not 
because God had not established the ritual. While the 
old covenant was in force, the ministry of the priests 
was ordained of God and perfectly proper. 

What was it, then, that made the tabernacle infe- 
rior? There are five answers to that question. 

It was an earthly sanctuary (v. 1). This means it 
was made by man (Heb. 9:11) and pitched by man 
(Heb. 8:2). The Jewish people generously brought 
their gifts to Moses, and from these materials the tab- 
ernacle was constructed. Then God gave spiritual 
wisdom and skill to Bezalel and Oholiab to do the 
intricate work of making the various parts of the tab- 
ernacle and its furnishings (see Ex. 35—36). After the 
construction was completed, the sanctuary was put in 
place and dedicated to God (Ex. 40). Even though the 
glory of God moved into the sanctuary, it was still an 
earthly building, constructed by humans out of 
earthly materials. 

Being an earthly building, it had several weaknesses. 
For one thing, it would need a certain amount of 
repair. Also, it was limited geographically: if it was 
pitched in one place, it could not be in another place. 
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It had to be dismantled and the various parts carried 
from place to place. Furthermore, it belonged to the 
nation of Israel and not to the whole world. 

It was a type of something greater (vv. 2-5). The 
writer listed the various parts and furnishings of the 
tabernacle because each of these carried a spiritual 
meaning. They were “patterns of things in the heavens” 
(Heb. 9:23). The diagram gives a general picture of the 
tabernacle. 


Holy of Holies 


Ark of the Covenant 


Veil 


Incense Alter 


Table of 
showbread 
Candlestick 
Holy Place 
Veil 


The phrases “the first” (Heb. 9:2) and “the second” 
(Heb. 9:7) refer to the first and second divisions of the 
tabernacle. The first was called the holy place and the 
second the Holy of Holies. Each of these divisions had 
its own furnishings, and each piece of furniture had its 
own special meaning. 

In the holy place stood the seven-branched golden 
candlestick (Ex. 25:31-40; 27:20-21; 37:17-24). 
“Lampstand” would be a better term to use, because 
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the light was produced by the burning of wicks in oil, 
not by the use of candles. Since there were no windows 
in the tabernacle, this lampstand provided the neces- 
sary light for the priests’ ministry in the holy place. The 
nation of Israel was supposed to be a light to the 
nations (Isa. 42:6; 49:6). Jesus Christ is the “light of 
the world” (John 8:12), and believers are to shine as 
lights in the world (Phil. 2:14-15). 

There was also a table in the holy place with twelve 
loaves of bread on it. It was called the table of show- 
bread (Ex. 25:23-30; 37:10-16; Lev. 24:5-9). Each 
Sabbath, the priests would remove the old loaves and 
put fresh loaves on the table, and the old loaves would 
be eaten. These loaves were called “the bread of pres- 
ence” and the table was called “the table of presence.” 
Only the priests could eat this bread, and they were 
required to eat it in the sanctuary. It reminded the 
twelve tribes of God’s presence that sustained them. It 
also speaks to us today of Jesus Christ, the “bread of 
life” given to the whole world (John 6). 

The golden altar stood in the holy place just in 
front of the veil that divided the two parts of the taber- 
nacle. The word translated “censer” (a device for 
burning incense) (Heb. 9:4) should be “altar.” The 
golden altar did not stand in the Holy of Holies, but its 
ministry pertained to the Holy of Holies. In what way? 
On the annual day of Atonement, the high priest used 
coals from this altar to burn incense before the mercy 
seat within the veil (Lev. 16:12-14). Moses (Ex. 40:5) 
related the golden altar to the ark of the covenant, and 
so did the author of 1 Kings (1 Kings 6:22). Each 
morning and evening, a priest burned incense on this 
altar. David suggested that it is a picture of prayer 
ascending to God (Ps. 141:2). It can be a reminder that 
Jesus Christ intercedes for us (Rom. 8:33-34). For 
details about this incense altar, see Exodus 30:1—10; 
37:25-29. The incense itself is described in Exodus 
30:34-35. 

The Holy of Holies contained only the ark of the 
covenant, a wooden chest three feet, nine inches long; 
two feet, three inches wide; and two feet, three inches 
high. On the top of this chest was a beautiful “mercy 
seat” made of gold, with a cherub at each end. This was 
the throne of God in the tabernacle (Ex. 25:10-22; Ps. 
80:1; 99:1). On the day of Atonement, the blood was 
sprinkled on this mercy seat to cover the tables of law 
within the ark. God did not look at the broken law; He 
saw the blood. Christ is our “mercy seat” (“propitia- 
tion” in 1 John 2:2; Rom. 3:25). But His blood does 
not just cover sin; it takes away sin. 

No doubt many spiritual truths are wrapped up in 
these pieces of furniture, and all of them are of value. 
But the most important truth is this: all of this was 
symbolism and not the spiritual reality. It was this fact 
that made the tabernacle of the old covenant inferior. 

It was inaccessible to the people (vv. 6-7). We 
must not get the idea that the Jews assembled in the 
tabernacle for worship. The priests and Levites were 
permitted into the tabernacle precincts, but not the 


people from the other tribes. Furthermore, though the 
priests ministered in the holy place day after day, only 
the high priest entered the Holy of Holies, and that 
only once a year. When he did, he had to offer a sacri- 
fice for his own sins as well as for the sins of the people. 
In contrast, the heavenly tabernacle is open to all of the 
people of God, and at all times! (Heb. 10:19-25) 

It was temporary (v. 8). The fact that the outer 
court (“first tabernacle,” Heb. 9:6) was standing was 
proof that God’s work of salvation for man had not yet 
been completed. The outer court stood between the 
people and the Holy of Holies! As long as the priests 
were ministering in the holy place, the way had not yet 
been opened into the presence of God. But when Jesus 
died on the cross, the veil of the temple was torn from 
top to bottom (Matt. 27:50-51) and the way was 
opened into the Holy of Holies. There was no longer 
any more need for either the holy place or the Holy of 
Holies, for now believing sinners could come into the 
presence of God. 

Its ministry was external, not internal (vv. 9-10). 
The sacrifices offered and the blood applied to the 
mercy seat could never change the heart or the con- 
science of a worshipper. All of the ceremonies 
associated with the tabernacle had to do with ceremo- 
nial purity, not moral purity. They were “carnal 
ordinances” that pertained to the outer man but that 
could not change the inner man. 


The Superior Heavenly Sanctuary (9:11-28) 

The five deficiencies of the old covenant sanctuary are 
matched with the five superiorities of the new covenant 
sanctuary. In every way, the present sanctuary is superior. 

It is heavenly (v. 11). The writer has emphasized 
this fact before, because he has wanted his readers to 
focus their attention on the things of heaven and not 
on the things of earth. Some things on earth (including 
the beautiful Jewish temple) would soon be destroyed; 
but the heavenly realities would endure forever. 

The old covenant tabernacle was made by the 
hands of men (Ex. 35:30-35). The new covenant sanc- 
tuary was not made with hands. “Not of this building” 
(Heb. 9:11) means “not of this creation.” The taberna- 
cle of Moses was made with materials that belong to 
this creation. The heavenly tabernacle needed no such 
materials (Heb. 9:24). Since the heavenly tabernacle 
does not belong to this creation, it is free from the rav- 
ages of time. 

The “good things to come” had already arrived! All 
that was foreshadowed by type in the tabernacle was 
now reality because of Christ’s priestly ministry in 
heaven. The tabernacle was patterned after the sanctu- 
ary in heaven, but today we no longer need the pattern. 
We have the eternal reality! 

Its ministry is effective to deal with sin (vv. 
12-15). We have here a series of contrasts that show 
again the superiority of the heavenly ministry. 

Animal sacrifices and Christs sacrifice (v. 12). The 
writer will discuss the inferiority of animal sacrifices in 
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Hebrews 10, but here he began to lay the foundation. 
We need no proof that the blood of Jesus Christ is far 
superior to that of animal sacrifices. How can the blood 
of animals ever solve the problem of humans sins? Jesus 
Christ became a Man that He might be able to die for 
people’s sins. His death was voluntary; it is doubtful 
that any Old Testament sacrifice volunteered for the 
job! An animal’s blood was carried by the high priest 
into the Holy of Holies, but Jesus Christ presented 
Himself in the presence of God as the final and com- 
plete sacrifice for sins. Of course, the animal sacrifices 
were repeated, while Jesus Christ offered Himself but 
once. Finally, no animal sacrifices ever purchased “eter- 
nal redemption.” Their blood could only “cover” sin 
until the time when Christ’s blood would “take away 
sin” (John 1:29). We have “eternal redemption.” It is 
not conditioned on our merit or good works; it is 
secured once and for all by the finished work of Jesus 
Christ. 

Ceremonial cleansing and conscience cleansing (vv. 
13-14). The old covenant rituals could not change a 
person’s heart. This is not to say that a worshipper did 
not have a spiritual experience if his heart trusted God, 
but it does mean that the emphasis was on the external 
ceremonial cleansing. So long as the worshipper 
obeyed the prescribed regulations, he was declared 
clean. It was “the purifying of the flesh” but not the 
cleansing of the conscience. (For “the ashes of an 
heifer,” see Num. 19.) 

We learned from Hebrews 8 that the ministry of the 
new covenant is internal. “I will put my laws into their 
mind, and write them in their hearts” (Heb. 8:10). 
This work is done by the Holy Spirit of God (2 Cor. 
3:1-3). But the Spirit could not dwell within us if Jesus 
Christ had not paid for our sins. Cleansing our con- 
sciences cannot be done by some external ceremony; it 
demands an internal power. Because Jesus Christ is 
“without spot [blemish]” He was able to offer the per- 
fect sacrifice. 

Temporary blessings and eternal blessings (v. 15). The 
blessings under the old covenant depended on the obe- 
dience of God’s people. If they obeyed God, He blessed 
them, but if they disobeyed, He withheld His blessings. 
Not only were the blessings temporary, but they were 
primarily temporal—rain, bumper crops, protection 
from enemies and sickness, and so forth. Israel’s 
Canaan inheritance involved material blessings. Our 
eternal inheritance is primarily spiritual in nature (Eph. 
1:3). Note that the emphasis is on eterna/—‘eternal 
redemption” (Heb. 9:12) and “eternal inheritance” 
(Heb. 9:15). A believer can have confidence because all 
that he has in Christ is eternal. 

This verse (Heb. 9:15) makes it clear that there was 
no final and complete redemption under the old 
covenant. Those transgressions were covered by the 
blood of the many sacrifices, but not cleansed until the 
sacrifice of Jesus Christ on the cross (Rom. 3:24-26). 
Since Christ has accomplished an eternal redemption, 
we are able to share in an eternal inheritance. 
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As we review these three contrasts, we can easily 
see that the ministry of Christ is effective to deal with 
our sins. His finished work on earth, and His unfin- 
ished work of intercession in heaven are sufficient and 
efficient. 

Its ministry is based on a costly sacrifice (vv. 
16-23). The word covenant not only means “an 
agreement,” but it also carries the idea of “a last will 
and testament.” If a man writes his will, that will is 
not in force until he dies. It was necessary for Jesus 
Christ to die so that the terms of the new covenant 
might be enforced. “This cup is the new testament 
[covenant, will] in my blood, which is shed for you” 
(Luke 22:20). 

Even the old covenant was established on the basis 
of blood. Hebrews 9:19-21 is taken from Exodus 
24:3-8, the account of the ratifying of the old covenant 
by Moses and the people of Israel. The book of the law 
was sprinkled with blood, and so were the people and 
the tabernacle and its furnishings. It must have been a 
solemn occasion. 

Not only was blood used at the beginning of the 
ministry of the old covenant, but it was used in the reg- 
ular administration of the tabernacle service. Under the 
old covenant, people and objects were purified by 
blood, water, or fire (Num. 31:21—24). This was, of 
course, ceremonial purification; it meant that the per- 
sons and objects were now acceptable to God. The 
purification did not alter the nature of the person or 
object. God’s principle is that blood must be shed 
before sin can be forgiven (Lev. 17:11). 

Since God has ordained that remission of sins is 
through the shedding of blood, and since purification 
comes through the sprinkling of blood, it is necessary 
that blood be shed and applied if the new covenant is 
to be in force. The “patterns” (the old covenant taber- 
nacle) were purified by the sprinkling of the blood. But 
the “originals” were also purified! The blood of Jesus 
Christ not only purifies the conscience of the believer 
(Heb. 9:14), but also purified the “heavenly things” 
(Heb. 9:23 Nass). 

How could the heavenly sanctuary ever become 
defiled? We can understand how the earthly sanctuary 
could be defiled since it was used by sinful men. Each 
year, on the great day of Atonement, the tabernacle was 
purified through the sprinkling of blood (Lev. 
16:12-19). But how could a heavenly sanctuary ever 
become defiled? Certainly nothing in heaven is defiled 
in a literal sense, for sin cannot pollute the sanctuary of 
God. But, for that matter, nothing in the earthly taber- 
nacle was Jiterally defiled by sin. It all had to do with 
people’s relationships to God. The blood sprinkled on 
a piece of furniture did not change the nature of that 
piece, but it changed Gods relationship to it. God could 
enter into communion with people because of the 
sprinkled blood. 

Through Jesus Christ, we who are sinners can enter 
into the Holy of Holies in the heavenly sanctuary 
(Heb. 10:19-22). Physically, of course, we are on earth, 
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but spiritually, we are communing with God in the 
heavenly Holy of Holies. In order for God to receive us 
into this heavenly fellowship, the blood of Jesus Christ 
had to be applied. We enter into God’s presence “by the 
blood of Jesus” (Heb. 10:19). 

Now we can summarize the writer’s discussion. The 
old covenant was established by blood, and so was the 
new covenant. But the new covenant was established 
on the basis of a better sacrifice, applied in a better 
place! The patterns (types) were purified by the blood 
of animals, but the original sanctuary was purified by 
the blood of the Son of God. This was a far more costly 
sacrifice. 

Its ministry represents fulfillment (v. 24). The 
new covenant Christian has reality! We are not depend- 
ing on a high priest on earth who annually visits the 
Holy of Holies in a temporary sanctuary. We depend 
on the heavenly High Priest who has entered once and 
for all into the eternal sanctuary. There He represents 
us before God, and He always will. 

Beware of trusting anything for your spiritual life 
that is “made with hands” (Heb. 9:24). It will not last. 
The tabernacle was replaced by Solomon's temple, and 
that temple was destroyed by the Babylonians. When 
the Jews returned to their land after the captivity, they 
rebuilt their temple, and King Herod, in later years, 
expanded and embellished it. But the Romans 
destroyed that temple, and it has never been rebuilt. 
Furthermore, since the genealogical records have been 
lost or destroyed, the Jews are not certain who can min- 
ister as priests. These things that are “made with hands” 
are perishable, but the things “not made with hands” 
are eternal. 

Its ministry is final and complete (vv. 25-28). 
There can be nothing incomplete or temporary about 
our Lord’s ministry in heaven. The writer pointed out 
again the obvious contrasts between the old covenant 
ministry and the new covenant ministry. 


Old covenant New covenant 


Repeated sacrifices One sacrifice 


The blood of others 
Covering sin 

For Israel only 

Left the Holy of Holies 


His own blood 

Putting away sin 

For all sinners 

Entered heaven and 
remains there 

Will come to take His 
people to heaven 


Came out to bless the 


people 


In short, the work of Christ is a completed work, 
final and eternal. On the basis of His completed work, 
He is ministering now in heaven on our behalf. 

Did you notice that the word appear is used three 
times in Hebrews 9:24-28? These three uses give us a 
summary of our Lord’s work. He has appeared to put 
away sin by dying on the cross (Heb. 9:26). He is 
appearing now in heaven for us (Heb. 9:24). One day, 
He shall appear to take Christians home (Heb. 9:28). 


These “three tenses of salvation” are all based on His 
finished work. 

After reading this chapter, the Hebrew Christians 
who received this letter had to realize that there is no 
middle ground. They had to make a choice between 
the earthly or the heavenly, the temporary or the eter- 
nal, the incomplete or the complete. Why not return to 
the temple but also practice the Christian faith? Why not 
“the best of both worlds”? Because that would be com- 
promising and refusing to go “without the camp, 
bearing his reproach” (Heb. 13:13). So there is no mid- 
dle way. 

The believer’s sanctuary is in heaven. His Father is 
in heaven and his Savior is in heaven. His citizenship is 
in heaven (Phil. 3:20) and his treasures should be in 
heaven (Matt. 6:19ff.). And his hope is in heaven. The 
true believer walks by faith, not by sight. No matter 
what may happen on earth, a believer can be confident 
because everything is settled in heaven. 


CHAPTER NINE 
Hebrews 10 


THE SUPERIOR SACRIFICE 


teenage boy, whose mother was away on a visit, 
found himself with time on his hands. He decided 


to read a book from the family library. His mother 
was a devout Christian, so the boy knew there would 
be a sermon at the beginning and an application at the 
end of the book, but there would also be some interest- 
ing stories in between. 

While reading the book, he came across the phrase 
“the finished work of Christ.” It struck him with 
unusual power. “The finished work of Christ.” 

“Why does the author use this expression?” he 
asked himself. “Why not say the atoning or the pro- 
pitiatory work of Christ?” (You see, he knew all the 
biblical terms. He just did not know the Savior!) 
Then the words “It is finished” flashed into his mind, 
and he realized afresh that the work of salvation was 
accomplished. 

“If the whole work was finished and the whole debt 
paid, what is there left for me to do?” He knew the 
answer and fell to his knees to receive the Savior and 
full forgiveness of sins. That is how J. Hudson Taylor, 
founder of the China Inland Mission (now OMF 
[Overseas Missionary Fellowship] International), was 
saved. 

The tenth chapter of Hebrews emphasizes the per- 
fect sacrifice of Jesus Christ, in contrast with the 
imperfect sacrifices that were offered under the old 
covenant. Our Lord’s superior priesthood belongs to a 
better order—Melchizedek’s and not Aaron’s. It func- 
tions on the basis of a better covenant—the new 
covenant—and in a better sanctuary, in heaven. But all 
of this depends on the better sacrifice, which is the 
theme of this chapter. 


Hebrews 9—10 


The writer presented three benefits that explain 
why the sacrifice of Jesus Christ is superior to the old 
covenant sacrifices. 


Christ’s Sacrifice Takes Away Sin (10:1-10) 

Sin, of course, is man’s greatest problem. No matter 
what kind of religion a man has, if it cannot deal with 
sin, it is of no value. By nature, man is a sinner, and by 
choice, he proves that his nature is sinful. It has well 
been said, “We are not sinners because we sin. We sin 
because we are sinners.” 

The need for a better sacrifice (vv. 1-4). Why 
were the old covenant sacrifices inferior? After all, they 
were ordained by the Lord, and they were in force for 
hundreds of years. While it is true that at times the 
Jewish people permitted these sacrifices to become 
empty rituals (Isa. 1:11-15), it is also true that many 
sincere people brought their offerings to God and were 
blessed. 

The very nature of the old covenant sacrifices made 
them inferior. The law was only “a shadow of good 
things to come” and not the reality itself. The sacrificial 
system was a type or picture of the work our Lord 
would accomplish on the cross. This meant that the 
system was temporary, and therefore could accomplish 
nothing permanent. The very repetition of the sacri- 
fices day after day, and the day of Atonement year after 
year, pointed out the entire system’s weakness. 

Animal sacrifices could never completely deal with 
human guilt. God did promise forgiveness to believing 
worshippers (Lev. 4:20, 26, 31, 35), but this was a judi- 
cial forgiveness and not the removal of guilt from 
people’s hearts. People lacked that inward witness of 
full and final forgiveness. They could not claim, “I have 
no more consciousness of sins.” If those worshippers 
had been “once purged [from guilt of sin]” they would 
never again have had to offer another sacrifice. 

So the annual day of Atonement did not accom- 
plish “remission of sin” but only “reminder of sin.” The 
annual repetition of the ceremony was evidence that 
the previous year’s sacrifices had not done the job. True, 
the nation’s sins were covered, but they were not 
cleansed. Nor did the people have God’s inward witness 
of forgiveness and acceptance. 

Yes, there was a desperate need for a better sacrifice 
because the blood of bulls and of goats could not take 
away sins. It could cover sin and postpone judgment, 
but it could never effect a once-and-for-all redemption. 
Only the better sacrifice of the Son of God could do 
that. 

The provision of the better sacrifice (vv. 5-9). 
It was God who provided the sacrifice and not man. 
The quotation is from Psalm 40:6-8, and it is 
applied to Jesus Christ in His incarnation (“when he 
cometh into the world”). The quotation makes it 
clear that Jesus Christ is the fulfillment of the old 
covenant sacrifices. 

The word sacrifice refers to any of the animal sac- 
rifices. Offering covers the meal offerings and the 
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drink offerings. The burnt offering and sin offering 
are mentioned (Heb. 10:5, 8). The trespass offering 
would be covered in the word sacrifice (Heb. 10:5). 
Each of these offerings typified the sacrifice of Christ 
and revealed some aspect of His work on the cross 
(see Lev. 1—7). 

The phrase, “a body hast thou prepared me” (Heb. 
10:5), is not found in the original quotation. Psalm 
40:6 reads, “mine ears hast thou opened.” The writer of 
Hebrews was quoting from the Septuagint, the Greek 
translation of the Old Testament. How do we explain 
this variation? Some connect “mine ears hast thou 
opened” with Exodus 21:1-6, a passage that describes 
the actions of a master whose servant did not want to 
be set free. The master bored a hole through the ear- 
lobe of the servant, which was a sign that the servant 
preferred to remain with his master. The idea is that 
our Lord was like a willing servant who had His ears 
bored. 

The problem with that explanation is that only one 
ear was bored, while the verse (Ps. 40:6) speaks of both 
ears. Furthermore, the verb used in Exodus 21 means 
“to pierce,” while the verb in Psalm 40:6 means “to 
dig.” Our Lord was a servant, but it is not likely that 
the writer had this in mind. Probably “opened ears” sig- 
nified a readiness to hear and obey the will of God (see 
Isa. 50:4-6). God gave His Son a prepared body that 
the Son might serve God and fulfill His will on earth. 
Our Lord often referred to this truth (John 4:34; 5:30; 
6:38; 17:4). 

Of course, the same Holy Spirit who inspired Psalm 
40 has the right to amplify and interpret His Word in 
Hebrews 10. “Opened ears” indicates a body ready for 
service. 

Twice in this paragraph, the writer stated that God 
“had no pleasure” in the old covenant sacrifices (see 
Heb. 10:6, 8). This does not suggest that the old sacri- 
fices were wrong, or that sincere worshippers received 
no benefit from obeying God’s law. It only means that 
God had no delight in sacrifices as such, apart from the 
obedient hearts of the worshippers. No amount of sac- 
rifices could substitute for obedience (1 Sam. 15:22, 
Ps. 51:16-17; Isa. 1:11, 19; Jer. 6:19-20; Hos. 6:6; 
Amos 5:20-21). 

Jesus came to do the Father’s will. This will is the 
new covenant that has replaced the old covenant. 
Through His death and resurrection, Jesus Christ has 
taken away the first covenant and established the sec- 
ond. The readers of this epistle called Hebrews would 
get the message: why go back to a covenant that has 
been taken away? Why go back to sacrifices that are 
inferior? 

The effectiveness of the better sacrifice (v. 10). 
Believers have been set apart (“sanctified”) by the offer- 
ing of Christ’s body once for all. No old covenant 
sacrifice could do that. An old covenant worshipper 
had to be purified from ceremonial defilement repeat- 
edly. But a new covenant saint is set apart finally and 
completely. 
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Christ’s Sacrifice Need Not Be Repeated (10:11-18) 
Again the writer contrasted the old covenant high 
priest with Jesus Christ, our Great High Priest. The 
fact that Jesus sat down after He ascended to the Father 
is proof that His work was completed (Heb. 1:3, 13; 
8:1). The ministry of the priests in the tabernacle and 
temple was never done and never different: they offered 
the same sacrifices day after day. This constant repeti- 
tion was proof that their sacrifices did not take away 
sins. What tens of thousands of animal sacrifices could 
not accomplish, Jesus accomplished with one sacrifice 
forever! 

The phrase “sat down” refers us again to Psalm 
110:1: “Sit thou at my right hand, until I make thine 
enemies thy footstool.” Christ is in the place of exalta- 
tion and victory. When He returns, He shall overcome 
every enemy and establish His righteous kingdom. 
Those who have trusted Him need not fear, for they 
have been “perfected forever” (Heb. 10:14). Believers 
are “complete in him” (Col. 2:10). We have a perfect 
standing before God because of the finished work of 
Jesus Christ. 

How do we know personally that we have this per- 
fect standing before God? Because of the witness of the 
Holy Spirit through the Word (Heb. 10:15-18). The 
witness of the Spirit is based on the work of the Son 
and is given through the words of Scripture. The writer 
(Heb. 10:16-17) quoted Jeremiah 31:33-34, part of a 
passage hed also quoted in Hebrews 8:7-12. The old 
covenant worshipper could not say that he had “no 
more consciousness of sins” (Heb. 10:2). But the new 
covenant believer can say that his sins and iniquities are 
remembered no more. There is “no more offering for 
sin” (Heb. 10:18) and no more remembrance of sin! 

I once shared a conference with a fine Christian 
psychiatrist whose lectures were very true to the Word. 
“The trouble with psychiatry,” he told me, “is that it 
can only deal with symptoms. A psychiatrist can 
remove a patients feelings of guilt, but he cannot 
remove the guilt. Irs like a trucker loosening a fender 
on his truck so he won't hear the motor knock. A 
patient can end up feeling better, but have two prob- 
lems instead of one!” 

When a sinner trusts Christ, his sins are all for- 
given, the guilt is gone, and the matter is completely 
settled forever. 


Christ’s Sacrifice Opens the Way to God (10:19-39) 
No old covenant worshipper would have been bold 
enough to try to enter the Holy of Holies in the taber- 
nacle. Even the high priest entered the Holy of Holies 
only once a year. The thick veil that separated the holy 
place from the Holy of Holies was a barrier between 
people and God. Only the death of Christ could tear 
that veil (Mark 15:38) and open the way into the heav- 
enly sanctuary where God dwells. 

A gracious invitation (vv. 19-25). “Let us draw 
near.... Let us hold fast.... Let us consider one 
another.” This threefold invitation hinges on our 


boldness to enter into the holiest. And this boldness 
(“freedom of speech”) rests on the finished work of 
the Savior. On the day of Atonement, the high priest 
could not enter the Holy of Holies unless he had the 
blood of the sacrifice (Heb. 9:7). But our entrance 
into God’s presence is not because of an animal’s 
blood, but because of Christ’s shed blood. 

This open way into God’s presence is “new” (recent, 
fresh) and not a part of the old covenant that “waxeth 
[grows] old [and] is ready to vanish away” (Heb. 8:13). 
It is “living” because Christ “ever liveth to make inter- 
cession” for us (Heb. 7:25). Christ is the new and living 
way! We come to God through Him, our High Priest 
over the house of God (the church, see Heb. 3:6). 
When His flesh was torn on the cross, and His life sac- 
rificed, God tore the veil in the temple. This 
symbolized the new and living way now opened for all 
who believe. 

On the basis of these assurances—that we have 
boldness to enter because we have a living High 
Priest—we have an “open invitation” to enter the pres- 
ence of God. The old covenant high priest visited the 
Holy of Holies once a year, but we are invited to dwell 
in the presence of God every moment of each day. What 
a tremendous privilege! Consider what is involved in 
this threefold invitation. 

Let us draw near (v. 22). Of course, we must prepare 
ourselves spiritually to fellowship with God. The Old 
Testament priest had to go through various washings 
and the applying of blood on the day of Atonement 
(Lev. 16). Also, during the regular daily ministry, the 
priests had to wash at the laver before they entered the 
holy place (Ex. 30:18-21). The New Testament 
Christian must come to God with a pure heart and a 
clean conscience. Fellowship with God demands purity 
(1 John 1:5—2:2). 

Let us hold fast (v. 23). The readers of this epistle 
were being tempted to forsake their confession of Jesus 
Christ by going back to the old covenant worship. The 
writer did not exhort them to hold on to their salva- 
tion, because their security was in Christ and not in 
themselves (Heb. 7:25). Rather, he invited them to 
hold fast “the profession [confession] of ... hope.” 
(There is no manuscript evidence for the word faith. 
The Greek word is hope.) 

We have noted in our study of Hebrews that there 
is an emphasis on the glorious hope of the believer. 
God is “bringing many sons unto glory” (Heb. 2:10). 
Believers are “partakers of the heavenly calling” (Heb. 
3:1) and therefore can rejoice in hope (Heb. 3:6). Hope 
is one of the main themes of Hebrews 6 (w. 11-12, 
18-20). We are looking for Christ to return (Heb. 
9:28), and we are seeking that city that is yet to come 
(Heb. 13:14). 

When a believer has his hope fixed on Christ and 
relies on the faithfulness of God, then he will not 
waver. Instead of looking back (as the Jews so often 
did), we should look ahead to the coming of the Lord. 

Let us consider one another (vv. 24-25). Fellowship 


Hebrews 10 


with God must never become selfish. We must also fel- 
lowship with other Christians in the local assembly. 
Apparently, some of the wavering believers had been 
absenting themselves from the church fellowship. It is 
interesting to note that the emphasis here is not on 
what a believer gets from the assembly, but rather on 
what he can contribute to the assembly. Faithfulness in 
church attendance encourages others and provokes 
them to love and good works. One of the strong 
motives for faithfulness is the soon coming of Jesus 
Christ. In fact, the only other place the word translated 
“assembling” (Heb. 10:25) is used in the New 
Testament is in 2 Thessalonians 2:1, where it’s trans- 
lated “gathering” and deals with the coming of Christ. 

The three great Christian virtues are evidenced 
here: faith (Heb. 10:22), hope (Heb. 10:23), and love 
(Heb. 10:24). They are the fruit of our fellowship with 
God in His heavenly sanctuary. 

A solemn exhortation (vv. 26-31). This is the 
fourth of the five exhortations found in Hebrews. It is 
written to believers and follows in sequence with the 
other exhortations. The believer who begins to drift 
from the Word (Heb. 2:1—4) will soon start to doubt 
the Word (Heb. 3:7—4:13). Soon, he will become dull 
toward the Word (Heb. 5:11—6:20) and become 
“lazy” in his spiritual life. This will result in despising 
the Word, which is the theme of this exhortation. 

The evidence of this “despising” is willful sin. The 
tense of the verb indicates that Hebrews 10:26 should 
read, “For if we willfully go on sinning.” This exhorta- 
tion is not dealing with one particular act of sin, but 
with an attitude that leads to repeated disobedience. 
Under the old covenant, there were no sacrifices for 
deliberate and willful sins (Ex. 21:12-14; Num. 
15:27-31). Presumptuous sinners who despised Moses’ 
law and broke it were executed (Deut. 17:1-7). This 
explains why David prayed as he did in Psalm 51. 
Because he deliberately sinned “with a high hand,” he 
should have been slain, but he cried out for God’s 
mercy. David knew that even a multitude of sacrifices 
could not save him. All he could offer was the sacrifice 
of a broken heart (Ps. 51:16-17). 

How does an arrogant attitude affect a believer's 
relationship with God? It is as though he trods Jesus 
Christ underfoot, cheapens the precious blood that 
saved him (“an unholy thing” [Heb. 10:29] = “a com- 
mon thing”), and insults the Holy Spirit. This is just 
the opposite of the exhortation given in Hebrews 
10:19-25! Instead of having a bold profession of faith, 
hope, and love, a backslidden believer so lives that his 
actions and attitudes bring disgrace to the name of 
Christ and the church. 

What can this kind of a Christian expect from 
God? He can expect severe discipline. (Chastening is 
the theme of Heb. 12.) There is no need to “water 
down” words such as “judgment and fiery indignation” 
(Heb. 10:27), or “sorer punishment” (Heb. 10:29). We 
have already seen from the history of Israel that hardly 
anybody who was saved out of Egypt by the blood of 
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the lamb entered into the promised inheritance. Nearly 
all of them died in the wilderness. “There is a sin unto 
death” (1 John 5:16). Some of the Corinthian believers 
were disciplined and their lives taken because of their 
presumptuous sins (1 Cor. 11:30, where “sleep” means 
“died”). 

God does not always take the life of a rebellious 
believer, but He always deals with him. “Vengeance 
belongeth unto me” was spoken to Israel, God’s people. 
“The Lord shall judge his people” (Heb. 10:30, quoted 
from Deut. 32:35)! “It is a fearful thing to fall into the 
hands of the living God” (Heb. 10:31). 

The major theme of Hebrews is “God has spo- 
ken—how are you responding to His Word?” When 
the nation of Israel refused to believe and obey His 
Word, God chastened them. Paul used this fact to warn 
the Corinthians against presumptuous sins (1 Cor. 
10:1-12). Note that the examples given in this passage 
involve people who died because of their willful sins. 
When we study the subject of “chastening” in Hebrews 
12, we will get greater insight into this awesome aspect 
of God’s dealings with His children. 

In stating that this exhortation applies to believers 
today, but that it does not involve loss of salvation, I 
am not suggesting that chastening is unimportant. On 
the contrary, it is important that every Christian obey 
God and please the Father in all things. Dr. William 
Culbertson, late president of the Moody Bible 
Institute, used to warn us about “the sad consequences 
of forgiven sins.” God forgave David’s sins, but David 
suffered the sad consequences for years afterward (2 
Sam. 12:7-15). David had “despised the command- 
ment of the Lord” (2 Sam. 12:9), and God dealt with 
him. 

What should a believer do who has drifted away 
into spiritual doubt and dullness and is deliberately 
despising God’s Word? He should turn to God for 
mercy and forgiveness. There is no other sacrifice for 
sin, but the sacrifice Christ made is sufficient for all our 
sins. It is a fearful thing to fall into the Lord’s hands for 
chastening, but it is a wonderful thing to fall into His 
hands for cleansing and restoration. David said, “Let 
me fall now into the hand of the Lord; for very great 
are his mercies” (1 Chron. 21:13). 

An encouraging confirmation (vv. 32-39). Lest 
any of his readers should misinterpret his exhortation, 
the writer followed it with words of encouragement 
and confirmation. His readers had given every evidence 
that they were true Christians. He did not expect them 
to despise God’s Word and experience the chastening 
of God! In fact, as in Hebrews 6, the writer shifted the 
pronouns from “we” in Hebrews 10:26 to “he” in 
Hebrews 10:29 and “them” in Hebrews 10:39. 

The readers had been willing to suffer reproach and 
persecution, even to the spoiling of their goods. When 
they were not being persecuted themselves, they coura- 
geously identified with the other Christians who were 
in danger, even to the point of sharing their bonds 
(imprisonment). At that time, they had great confi- 
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dence and hope, but now they were in danger of cast- 
ing away that confidence and going back into their old 
religion. 

The secret of victory was in their faith and patience 
(“courageous endurance”). We have met this combina- 
tion of graces in Hebrews 6:12, 15. It is here that the 
writer introduced the “text” around which Hebrews is 
written: “The just shall live by faith” (Heb. 10:38). The 
quotation is from Habakkuk 2:4, and it is also used in 
Romans 1:17 and Galatians 3:11. Romans emphasizes 
“the just,” Galatians deals with “shall live,” and 
Hebrews centers on “by faith.” We are not just saved 
from our sin by faith; we also must /ive by faith. This is 
the theme of Hebrews 11—13. 

The believer who lives by faith will “go on to per- 
fection” (Heb. 6:1). But the believer who lives by sight 
will “draw back unto perdition” (Heb. 10:39). What is 
“perdition” in this context? The Greek word translated 
“perdition” is used about twenty times in the New 
Testament and is translated by different words: “perish” 
(Acts 8:20), “die” (Acts 25:16), “destruction” (Rom. 
9:22), and “waste” (Matt. 26:8). The word can mean 
eternal judgment, but it need not in every instance. I 
personally believe that “waste” is the best translation 
for this word in Hebrews 10:39. A believer who does 
not walk by faith goes back into the old ways and 
wastes his life. 

“The saving of the soul” is the opposite of “waste.” 
To walk by faith means to obey God’s Word and live 
for Jesus Christ. We lose our lives for His sake—but we 
save them (see Matt. 16:25-27)! In my own pastoral 
ministry, I have met people who turned their backs on 
God’s will and (like Israel) spent years “wandering in 
the wilderness” of waste. 

But we can be confident! As we walk by faith, our 
Great High Priest will guide us and perfect us! 


CHAPTER TEN 


Hebrews 11 


FAITH—THE GREATEST POWER IN 
THE WORLD 


his chapter introduces the final section of the epis- 
T tle (Heb. 11—13), which I have called “A Superior 
Principle—Faith.” The fact that Christ is a superior 
Person (Heb. 1—6) and that He exercises a superior 
Priesthood (Heb. 7—10) ought to encourage us to put 
our trust in Him. The readers of this epistle were being 
tempted to go back into Judaism and put their faith in 
Moses. Their confidence was in the visible things of this 
world, not the invisible realities of God. Instead of 
going on to perfection (maturity), they were going 
“back to perdition [waste]” (Heb. 6:1; 10:39). 
In Hebrews 11 all Christians are called to live by 
faith. In it, the writer discussed two important topics 
relating to faith. 


The Description of Faith (11:1-3) 

This is not a definition of faith but a description of 
what faith does and how it works. True Bible faith is 
not blind optimism or a manufactured “hope-so” feel- 
ing. Neither is it an intellectual assent to a doctrine. It 
is certainly not believing in spite of evidence! That 
would be superstition. 

True Bible faith is confident obedience to God’s 
Word in spite of circumstances and consequences. 
Read that last sentence again and let it soak into your 
mind and heart. 

This faith operates quite simply. God speaks and we 
hear His Word. We trust His Word and act on it no 
matter what the circumstances are or what the conse- 
quences may be. The circumstances may be impossible, 
and the consequences frightening and unknown; but 
we obey God’s Word just the same and believe Him to 
do what is right and what is best. 

The unsaved world does not understand true Bible 
faith, probably because it sees so little faith in action in 
the church today. The cynical editor H. L. Mencken 
defined faith as “illogical belief in the occurrence of the 
impossible.” The world fails to realize that faith is only 
as good as its object, and the object of our faith is God. 
Faith is not some “feeling” that we manufacture. It is 
our total response to what God has revealed in His 
Word. 

Three words in Hebrews 11:1—3 summarize what 
true Bible faith is: substance, evidence, and witness. The 
word translated “substance” means literally “to stand 
under, to support.” Faith is to a Christian what a foun- 
dation is to a house: it gives confidence and assurance 
that he will stand. So you might say, “Faith is the con- 
fidence of things hoped for.” When a believer has faith, 
it is God’s way of giving him confidence and assurance 
that what is promised will be experienced. 

The word evidence simply means “conviction.” This 
is the inward conviction from God that what He has 
promised, He will perform. The presence of God-given 
faith in one’s heart is conviction enough that He will 
keep His Word. 

Witness (KJV, “obtained a good report”) is an impor- 
tant word in Hebrews 11. It occurs not only in verse 2, 
but twice in verse 4, once in verse 5, and once in verse 
39. The summary in Hebrews 12:1 calls this list of men 
and women “so great a cloud of witnesses.” They are 
witnesses to us because God witnessed to them. In each 
example cited, God gave witness to that person's faith. 
This witness was His divine approval on their lives and 
ministries. 

The writer of Hebrews made it clear that faith is a 
very practical thing (Heb. 11:3), in spite of what unbe- 
lievers say. Faith enables us to understand what God 
does. Faith enables us to see what others cannot see 
(note Heb. 11:7, 13, 27). As a result, faith enables us 
to do what others cannot do! People laughed at these 
great men and women when they stepped out by faith, 
but God was with them and enabled them to succeed 
to His glory. Dr. J. Oswald Sanders put it perfectly: 
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“Faith enables the believing soul to treat the future as 
present and the invisible as seen.” 

The best way to grow in faith is to walk with the 
faithful The remainder of this chapter is devoted to a 
summary of the lives and labors of great men and 
women of faith found in the Old Testament. In each 
instance, you will find the same elements of faith: (1) 
God spoke to them through His Word; (2) their inner 
selves were stirred in different ways; (3) they obeyed 
God; (4) He bore witness about them. 


The Demonstration of Faith (11:4-40) 

Abel—faith worshipping (v. 4). The background 
story is in Genesis 4:1-10. Abel was a righteous man 
because of faith (Matt. 23:35). God had revealed to 
Adam and his descendants the true way of worship, 
and Abel obeyed God by faith. In fact, his obedience 
cost him his life. Cain was not a child of God (1 John 
3:12) because he did not have faith. He was religious 
but not righteous. Abel speaks to us today as the first 
martyr of the faith. 

Enoch—faith walking (vv. 5-6). Our faith in 
God grows as we fellowship with God. We must have 
both the desire to please Him and the diligence to seek 
Him. Prayer, meditating on the Word, worship, disci- 
pline—all of these help us in our walk with God. 
Enoch walked with God in the wicked world, before 
the flood came; he was able to keep his life pure. Enoch 
was taken to heaven one day (“translated” = “carried 
across”) and seen no more. Abel died a violent death, 
but Enoch never died. God has a different plan for 
each one who trusts Him. Some see in the translation 
of Enoch a picture of the rapture of the church when 
Jesus Christ returns (1 Thess. 4:13—-18). 

Noah—faith working (v. 7). Noahs faith involved 
the whole person: his mind was warned of God; his 
heart was moved with fear; and his will acted on what 
God told him. Since nobody at that time had ever seen 
a flood (or perhaps even a rainstorm), Noah’s actions 
must have generated a great deal of interest and proba- 
bly ridicule as well. Noah’s faith influenced his whole 
family and they were saved. It also condemned the 
whole world, for his faith revealed their unbelief. 
Events proved that Noah was right! Jesus used this 
experience to warn people to be ready for His return 
(Matt. 24:36-42). In Noah’s day, the people were 
involved in innocent everyday activities and completely 
ignored Noah’s witness (2 Peter 2:5). 

The patriarchs—faith waiting (vv. 8-22). The 
emphasis in this section is on the promise of God and 
His plans for the nation of Israel (Heb. 11:9, 11, 13, 
17). The nation began with the call of Abraham. God 
promised Abraham and Sarah a son, but they had to 
wait twenty-five years for the fulfillment of the prom- 
ise. Their son Isaac became the father of Jacob and 
Esau, and it was Jacob who really built the nation 
through the birth of his twelve sons. Joseph saved the 
nation im the land of Egypt, and Moses would later 
deliver them from Egypt. 
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Waiting is, for me, one of the most difficult disci- 
plines of life. Yet true faith is able to wait for the 
fulfillment of God’s purposes in God's time. But, while 
we are waiting, we must also be obeying. “By faith 
Abraham ... obeyed” (Heb. 11:8). He obeyed when he 
did not know where he was going (Heb. 11:8-10). He 
lived in tents because he was a stranger and pilgrim in 
the world and had to be ready to move whenever God 
spoke. Christians today are also strangers and pilgrims 
(1 Peter 1:1; 2:11). Abraham had his eyes on the heav- 
enly city and lived “in the future tense.” 

He also obeyed when he did not know how Gods 
will would be accomplished (Heb. 11:11-12). Both 
Abraham and Sarah were too old to have children. Yet 
they both believed that God would do the miracle 
(Rom. 4:13-25). Unbelief asks, “How can this be?” 
(Luke 1:18—20). Faith asks, “How shall this be?” (Luke 
1:34-37). 

Abraham believed and obeyed God when he did not 
know when God would fulfill His promises (Heb. 
11:13-16). None of the patriarchs saw the complete 
fulfillment of God’s promises, but they saw from “afar 
off” what God was doing. Dr. George Morrison, a 
great Scottish preacher, once said, “The important 
thing is not what we live in, but what we look for.” 
These men and women of faith lived in tents, but they 
knew a heavenly city awaited them. God always fulfills 
His promises to His believing people, either immedi- 
ately or ultimately. 

Finally, Abraham obeyed God by faith when he did 
not know why God was so working (Heb. 11:17-19). 
Why would God want Abraham to sacrifice his son 
when it was the Lord who gave him that son? All of a 
future nation’s promises were wrapped up in Isaac. The 
tests of faith become more difficult as we walk with 
God, yet the rewards are more wonderful! And we 
must not ignore the obedient faith of Isaac. 

In Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph, we have four 
generations of faith. These men sometimes failed, but 
basically they were men of faith. They were not perfect, 
but they were devoted to God and trusted His Word. 
Isaac passed the promises and the blessings along to 
Jacob (Gen. 27), and Jacob shared them with his twelve 
sons (Gen. 48—49). Jacob was a pilgrim, for even as he 
was dying he leaned on his pilgrim staff. 

The faith of Joseph was certainly remarkable. After 
the way his family treated him, you would think he 
would have abandoned his faith, but instead, it grew 
stronger. Even the ungodly influence of Egypt did not 
weaken his trust in God. Joseph did not use his family, 
his job, or his circumstances as an excuse for unbelief. 
Joseph knew what he believed—that God would one day 
deliver his people from Egypt (Gen. 50:24-26). Joseph 
also knew where he belonged—in Canaan, not in Egypt, so 
he made them promise to carry his remains out of Egypt 
at the exodus. They did (see Ex. 13:19 and Josh. 24:32)! 

We have to admire the faith of the patriarchs. They 
did not have a complete Bible, and yet their faith was 
strong. They handed God’s promises down from one 
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generation to another. In spite of their failures and test- 
ings, these men and women believed God and He bore 
witness to their faith. How much more faith you and I 
should have! 

Moses—faith warring (vv. 23-29). Moses was for- 
tunate to have believing parents. For them to hide their 
baby son from the authorities was certainly an act of 
faith. The account is given in Exodus 2:1-10. Moses’ 
parents were named Amram and Jochebed (Ex. 6:20). 
Though godly parents cannot pass on their faith as they 
do family traits, they can certainly create an atmosphere 
of faith at home and be examples to their children. A 
home should be the first school of faith for a child. 

Three great themes relating to faith are seen in the 
life of Moses. First, the refusal of faith (Heb. 11:24-25). 
As the adopted son of the Egyptian princess, Moses 
could have led an easy life in the palace. But his faith 
moved him to refuse that kind of life. He chose to iden- 
tify with God’s suffering people. True faith causes a 
believer to hold the right values and make the right deci- 
sions. The phrase “pleasures of sin” does not refer only to 
lust and other gross sins. The phrase describes a way of 
life that we today would call “successful”—position, 
prestige, power, wealth, and freedom from problems. 

Moses’ refusal of faith led to the reproach of faith 
(Heb. 11:26a). The mayor of a large American city 
moved into a dangerous and decayed housing project 
to demonstrate the problems and needs of the minori- 
ties. But she also kept her fashionable apartment and 
eventually moved out of the slum. We commend her 
for her courage, but we have to admire Moses even 
more. He left the palace and never went back to the old 
life! He identified with the Jewish slaves! Men and 
women of faith often have to bear reproach and suffer- 
ing. The apostles suffered for their faith. 
Contemporary believers behind the Iron Curtain knew 
what it was to bear reproach. If reproach is an evidence 
of true faith, we wonder how much true faith there is 
in our own country today! 

Finally, there is the reward of faith (Heb. 
11:26b-29). God always rewards true faith—if not 
immediately, at least ultimately. Over against “the treas- 
ures in Egypt” Moses saw the “recompense of the 
reward.” As Dr. Vance Havner said, “Moses chose 
the imperishable, saw the invisible, and did the impos- 
sible.” Moses’ faith enabled him to face Pharaoh 
unafraid, and to trust God to deal with the enemy. The 
endurance of Moses was not a natural gift, for by nature 
Moses was hesitant and retiring. This endurance and 
courage came as the reward of his faith. 

The faith of Moses was rewarded with deliverance 
for him and his people. (See Ex. 11—13 for the excit- 
ing Passover account.) Faith brings us out (Heb. 
11:28), takes us through (Heb. 11:29), and brings us in 
(Heb. 11:30). When we trust God, we get what God 
can do, but when we trust ourselves, we get only what 
weak people can do. The experience of Moses is proof 
that true biblical faith means obeying God in spite of 
circumstances and in spite of consequences. 


If you and I had been writing this chapter, the next 
section would be Faith Wandering—but there is no 
mention of Israel’s failure and forty years of wasted 
time. Why? Because that was an experience of unbelief, 
not faith! The writer did use this experience in 
Hebrews 3 and 4 as an illustration of doubting the 
Word. But nowhere in Hebrews 11 will you find a 
record of any failure because of unbelief. Faith records 
only the victories. 

Joshua and Rahab—faith winning (vv. 30-31). 
The account of the conquest of Jericho is found in 
Joshua 2—6. Joshua was Moses’ successor as leader of 
Israel, and he succeeded because he trusted the same 
God that Moses had trusted. God changes His work- 
men, but He does not change His principles of 
operation. He blesses faith and He judges unbelief. 

From a human point of view, Jericho was an impos- 
sible city to conquer. However, Joshua’s first act of faith 
was not the defeat of the city, but the crossing of the 
Jordan River. By faith, the nation crossed the river just 
as the previous generation had crossed the Red. Sea. 
This was a witness and a warning to the Canaanite 
nations that Israel was marching forward by the power 
of God. 

Rahab was a harlot, an unlikely person to put faith 
in the true God of Israel! She was saved by grace, because 
the other inhabitants of the city were marked out for 
death. God in His mercy and grace permitted Rahab to 
live. But she was saved by faith. What she knew about 
God is recorded in Joshua 2:8-14. She knew that 
Jehovah had delivered Israel from Egypt and that He 
had opened the Red Sea. But that was forty years 
before! She also knew God had defeated the other 
nations during Israel’s wilderness wanderings. “For the 
Lord your God, he is God in heaven above, and in 
earth beneath” (Josh. 2:11). That was her testimony of 
faith, and God honored it. 

She was saved unto good works. True faith must 
always show itself in good works (James 2:20-26). She 
protected the spies, put the cord in the window as 
directed (Josh. 2:15-21), apparently won her family to 
the true faith (Josh. 2:13; 6:25), and in every way 
obeyed the Lord. Not only was Rahab delivered from 
judgment, but she became a part of the nation of Israel. 
She married Salmon and gave birth to Boaz who was 
an ancestor of King David (Matt. 1:4-6). Imagine a 
pagan harlot becoming a part of the ancestry of Jesus 
Christ! That is what faith can do! 

Rahab is certainly a rebuke to unsaved people who 
give excuses for not trusting Christ. “I don’t know very 
much about the Bible” is an excuse I often hear. Rahab 
knew very little spiritual truth, but she acted on what 
she did know. “I am too bad to be saved!” is another 
excuse. But Rahab was a condemned heathen harlot! 
Another excuse is “What will my family think?” 
Rahab’s first concern was saving her family, not oppos- 
ing them. She stands as one of the great women of faith 
in the Bible. 

Various heroes of faith (vv. 32—40). Faith can 
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operate in the life of any person who will dare to listen 
to God’s Word and surrender to God’s will. What a 
variety of personalities we have here! Gideon was a 
frightened farmer whose faith did not grow strong 
right away (Judg. 6:11—7:25). Barak won a resound- 
ing victory over Sisera, but he needed Deborah the 
prophetess as his helper to assure him (see Judg. 4:1— 
5:31). Both Gideon and Barak are encouragements to 
us who falter in our faith. 

The story of Samson is familiar (Judg. 13—16). We 
would not call Samson a godly man, for he yielded to 
his fleshly appetites. He was a Nazarite, which meant 
he was dedicated to God and was never to cut his hair 
or partake of the fruit of the vine. (A Nazarite should 
not be confused with a Nazarene, a resident of 
Nazareth.) Samson did trust God to help and deliver 
him and, in the end, Samson was willing to give his life 
to defeat the enemy. However, we must not conclude 
that believers today can expect to lead double lives and 
still enjoy God’s blessing. 

Jephthah’s story is fascinating (Judg. 11:1—12:7). 
It is unlikely that he sacrificed his only daughter as a 
burnt offering, for this was forbidden in Israel. 
Probably he dedicated her to the Lord on the basis of 
the “law of vows” (Lev. 27), dedicating her to perpetual 
virginity (Judg. 11:34-40). 

It is not possible for us to examine each example of 
faith, and even the writer of Hebrews stopped citing 
names after he mentioned David and Samuel, who 
were certainly great men of faith. There are examples in 
the Old Testament of men and women who won the 
victories referred to in Hebrews 11:33-35. David cer- 
tainly subdued kingdoms and wrought righteousness. 
Daniel’s faith “stopped the mouths of lions” (Dan. 6), 
and the three Hebrew children overcame the power of 
the fiery furnace (Dan. 3:23-28). The women of faith 
mentioned in Hebrews 11:35 have their stories given in 
1 Kings 17:17-24 and 2 Kings 4:18-37. 

The transition in Hebrews 11:35 is important: not 
all men and women of faith experienced miraculous 
deliverance. Some were tortured and died! The word 
translated “others” in Hebrews 11:36 means “others of 
a different land.” These “others” had faith, but God did 
not see fit to deal with them in the same way he dealt 
with Moses, Gideon, and David. 

While making a hospital visit, I found a patient 
lying in bed weeping. “What’s the matter?” I asked. 
Her reply was to hand me a book that she had that day 
received in the mail. It was on “divine healing” and “the 
power of faith.” Some anonymous person had written 
on the flyleaf, “Read this book—it will give you faith 
to be healed.” The patient happened to be a dedicated 
Christian who trusted God even in the midst of suffer- 
ing. But her anonymous correspondent thought that 
all people with faith should be delivered miraculously. 

I have personally experienced God’s miracle touch 
on my body when others were sure I would die. I know 
that God can heal. But I also know that God does not 
have to heal in order to prove that I have faith. The 
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writer of Hebrews (11:36-38) recorded the fact that 
many unknown men and women of faith were not 
delivered from difficult circumstances, yet God hon- 
ored their faith. In fact, it takes more faith to endure 
than it does to escape. Like the three Hebrew children, 
we should trust God and obey Him even if He does not 
deliver us (Dan. 3:16-18). 

Man’s estimate of these heroes of faith was a low 
one, so men persecuted them, arrested them, tortured 
them, and in some cases, killed them. But God’s esti- 
mate is entirely different. He said that the world was 
not worthy of these people! The apostle Paul is a good 
illustration of this truth. Festus said that Paul was out 
of his mind (Acts 26:24). The Jews said Paul was not fit 
to live (Acts 22:22). Paul himself said he was treated 
like “the filth of the world ... the offscouring of all 
things” (1 Cor. 4:13). Yet Paul was God’s chosen vessel, 
probably the greatest Christian who ever lived! 

Faith enables us to turn from the approval of the 
world and seek only the approval of God. If God is glo- 
rified by delivering His people, He will do it. If He sees 
fit to be glorified by not delivering His people, then He 
will do that. But we must never conclude that the 
absence of deliverance means a lack of faith on the part 
of God’s children. 

Faith looks to the future, for that is where the great- 
est rewards are found. The people named in this 
chapter (and those unnamed) did not receive “the 
promises” (what was promised, Heb. 11:13) but they 
had God’s witness to their faith that one day they 
would be rewarded. God’s purpose involves Old 
Testament saints as well as New Testament saints! One 
day all of us shall share that heavenly city that true 
saints look for by faith. 

We today should give thanks for these saints of old, 
for they were faithful during difficult times, and yet we 
are the ones who have received the “better blessing.” 
They saw some of these blessings afar off (see John 
8:56), but we enjoy them today through Jesus Christ. 
If the saints of old had not trusted God and obeyed His 
will, Israel would have perished and the Messiah would 
not have been born. 

“Without faith it is impossible to please God” 
(Heb. 11:6). But this kind of faith grows as we listen to 
His Word (Rom. 10:17) and fellowship in worship and 
prayer. Faith is possible to all kinds of believers in all 
kinds of situations. It is not a luxury for a few “elite 
saints.” It is a necessity for all of God’s people. 

Lord, increase our faith! 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 
Hebrews 12 


STAY IN THE RUNNING! 


f the apostle Paul were alive today, he would proba- 
bly read the sports pages of the newspaper and follow 
the progress of various teams and athletes. Why? 


838 


Because several athletic references in his letters indicate 
his interest in sports. Of course, both the Greeks and 
the Romans were keenly interested in athletic contests, 
not only for their physical well-being, but also for the 
honor of their towns and countries. It was a patriotic 
thing to be a good athlete and to bring glory to your 
country. 

The writer of Hebrews combined these two themes 
of athletics and citizenship in this important twelfth 
chapter. The atmosphere is that of the footraces in the 
arena. We can see the runners laying aside their train- 
ing weights and striving to run their races successfully. 
Some get weary and faint, while others endure to the 
end and win the prize. First the writer pictures the race 
(Heb. 12:1-13), and then emphasizes citizenship in 
the heavenly city (Heb. 12:14-29). In the minds of his 
readers, these two themes would go together, for no 
one could take part in the official games unless he was 
a citizen of the nation. 

The one theme that runs through this chapter is 
endurance (Heb. 12:1 [“patience”], 2-3, 7; also see 
10:32, 36 [“patience”]). The Jewish believers who 
received this letter were getting weary and wanted to 
give up; but the writer encouraged them to keep mov- 
ing forward in their Christian lives, like runners on a 
track (see Phil. 3:12-14). He pointed out three divine 
resources that encourage a Christian to keep going 
when the situation is difficult. 


The Example of the Son of God (12:1-4) 

When I was in junior high school, I had a coach who 
felt it his duty to make an athlete out of me. Everybody 
in my class could have told him he was wasting his 
time, because I was the worst athlete in the class—per- 
haps in the school! I entered a city-wide school 
competition, running the low hurdles. I knocked down 
six hurdles, fractured my left ankle, and immediately 
abandoned my sports career. (Shortly after, the coach 
enlisted in the army. I may have driven him to it.) 

Coach Walker used several techniques to get me to 
do my best. “Other students have done it, and so can 
you!” was one of his encouragements. “Just think of 
what it will do for you physically!” was another. “Now, 
watch the other kids—see how they do it!” was a third. 
As I reflect on this experience, I am amazed to discover 
that these same three approaches are used in this para- 
graph, to encourage us in the Christian race. 

Look around at the winners (v. 1a)! The “great ... 
cloud [assembly, mass] of witnesses” was introduced to 
us in Hebrews 11. They are the heroes of the faith. It is 
not suggested here that these men and women now in 
heaven are watching us as we run the race, like people 
seated in a stadium. The word “witnesses” does not 
mean “spectators.” Our English word martyr comes 
directly from the Greek word translated “witness.” 
These people are not witnessing what we are doing; 
rather, they are bearing witness to us that God can see 
us through. God bore witness to them (Heb. 11:2, 
4-5, 39) and they are bearing witness now to us. 


“I rarely read the Old Testament, except for Psalms 
and Proverbs,” a believer once told me. 

“Then you are missing a great deal of spiritual 
help,” I replied. I asked him to open to Romans 15:4 
and read the verse aloud. 

“For whatsoever things were written aforetime were 
written for our learning, that we through patience and 
comfort of the scriptures might have hope.” 

I then explained that “patience” means “endurance,” 
and that “comfort” means “encouragement.” One of the 
best ways to develop endurance and encouragement is 
to get to know the godly men and women of the Old 
Testament who ran the race and won. If you are having 
problems with your family, read about Joseph. If you 
think your job is too big for you, study the life of 
Moses. If you are tempted to retaliate, see how David 
handled this problem. 

Look at yourself (v. 1b)! Athletes used to wear 
training weights to help them prepare for the events. 
No athlete would actually participate wearing the 
weights because they would slow him down. (The 
modern analogy is a baseball player who swings a bat 
with a heavy metal collar on it before he steps to the 
plate.) Too much weight would tax one’s endurance. 

What are the “weights” that we should remove so 
that we might win the race? Everything that hinders 
our progress. They might even be “good things” in the 
eyes of others. A winning athlete does not choose 
between the good and the bad; he chooses between the 
better and the best. 

We should also get rid of “the sin that so easily 
entangles” (Heb. 12:1 nrv). While he does not name 
any specific sin, the writer was probably referring to the 
sin of unbelief. It was unbelief that kept Israel out of 
the Promised Land, and it is unbelief that hinders us 
from entering into our spiritual inheritance in Christ. 
The phrase “by faith” (or “through faith’) is used 
twenty-one times in Hebrews 11, indicating that it is 
faith in Christ that enables us to endure. 

Look at Jesus Christ (vv. 2—4)! He is “the author 
[originator] and finisher of our faith.” It was in “look- 
ing to him” that we were saved, for to look means “to 
trust.” When the dying Jews looked to the uplifted ser- 
pent, they were healed, and this is an illustration of our 
salvation through faith in Christ (Num. 21:4-9; John 
3:14-16). “Looking unto Jesus” describes an attitude of 
faith and not just a single act. 

When our Lord was here on earth, He lived by 
faith. The mystery of His divine and human natures is 
too profound for us to understand fully, but we do 
know that He had to trust His Father in heaven as He 
lived day by day. The writer of Hebrews quoted our 
Lord saying, “I will put my trust in him” (Heb. 2:13). 
(The quotation is from Isa. 8:17.) The fact that Jesus 
prayed is evidence that He lived by faith. 

Our Lord endured far more than did any of the 
heroes of faith named in Hebrews 11, and therefore He 
is a perfect example for us to follow. He endured the 
cross! This involved shame, suffering, the “contradiction 
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[opposition]” of sinners, and even temporary rejection 
by the Father. On the cross He suffered for a// the sins 
of all the world! Yet He endured and finished the work 
the Father gave Him to do (John 17:4). Though the 
readers of Hebrews had suffered persecution, they had 
not yet “resisted unto blood” (Heb. 12:4). None of 
them was yet a martyr. But in Jesus’ battle against sin, 
He shed His own blood. 

What was it that enabled our Lord to endure the 
cross? Please keep in mind that during His ministry on 
earth, our Lord did not use His divine powers for His 
own personal needs. Satan tempted Him to do this 
(Matt. 4:1—4), but Jesus refused. It was our Lord’s faith 
that enabled Him to endure. He kept the eye of faith 
on “the joy that was set before him.” From Psalm 
16:8-10, He knew that He would come out of the 
tomb alive. (Peter referred to this messianic psalm in 
his sermon at Pentecost, Acts 2:24-33.) In that psalm 
(16:11) David spoke about “fullness of joy” in the pres- 
ence of the Father. Also, from Psalm 110:1, 4, Jesus 
knew that He would be exalted to heaven in glory. 
(Peter also quoted this psalm, Acts 2:34-36.) So “the 
joy that was set before him” would include Jesus’ com- 
pleting the Father’s will, His resurrection and 
exaltation, and His joy in presenting believers to the 
Father in glory (Jude 24). 

Throughout this epistle, the writer emphasized the 
importance of the future hope. His readers were prone 
to look back and want to go back, but he encouraged 
them to follow Christs example and look ahead by 
faith. The heroes of faith named in the previous chap- 
ter lived for the future, and this enabled them to 
endure (Heb. 11:10, 14-16, 24-27). Like Peter, when 
we get our eyes of faith off the Savior, we start to sink 
(Matt. 14:22-33). 

Since Christ is the “author and finisher of our 
faith,” trusting Him releases His power in our lives. I 
could try to follow the example of some great athlete 
for years and still be a failure. But if, in my younger 
days, that athlete could have entered into my life and 
shared his know-how and ability with me, that would 
have made me a winner. Christ is both the exemplar 
and the enabler! As we see Him in the Word and yield 
to His Spirit, He increases our faith and enables us to 
run the race. 


The Assurance of the Love of God (12:5-13) 
The key word in this section is chastening. It is a Greek 
word that means “child training, instruction, disci- 
pline.” A Greek boy was expected to “work out” in the 
gymnasium until he reached his maturity. It was a part 
of his preparation for adult life. The writer viewed the 
trials of the Christian life as spiritual discipline that 
could help a believer mature. Instead of trying to 
escape the difficulties of life, we should rather be “exer- 
cised” by them so that we might grow (Heb. 12:11). 
When we are suffering, it is easy to think that God 
does not love us. So the writer gave three proofs that 
chastening comes from the Father’s heart of love. 
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The Scriptures (vv. 5-6). The quotation is from 
Proverbs 3:11-12, a statement that his readers had 
known but had forgotten. (This is one of the sad con- 
sequences of getting “dull” toward the Word; see Heb. 
5:11-12.) This quotation (Heb. 12:5-6) is an “exhor- 
tation,” which literally means “encouragement.” 
Because they forgot the Word, they lost their encour- 
agement and were ready to give up! 

The key words in this quotation are “son,” “chil- 
dren,” and “sons.” These words are used six times in 
Hebrews 12:5-8. They refer to adult sons and not little 
children. (The word “children” in Heb. 12:5 should be 
“sons.”) A parent who would repeatedly chasten an 
infant child would be considered a monster. God deals 
with us as adult sons because we have been adopted 
and given an adult standing in His family (see Rom. 
8:14-18; Gal. 4:1-7). The fact that the Father chastens 
us is proof that we are maturing, and it is the means by 
which we can mature even more. 

Chastening is the evidence of the Fathers love. 
Satan wants us to believe that the difficulties of life are 
proof that God does not love us, but just the opposite 
is true. Sometimes God’s chastening is seen in His 
rebukes from the Word or from circumstances. At other 
times He shows His love by punishing (“the Lord ... 
scourgeth”) us with some physical suffering. Whatever 
the experience, we can be sure that His chastening 
hand is controlled by His loving heart. The Father does 
not want us to be pampered babies; He wants us to 
become mature adult sons and daughters who can be 
trusted with the responsibilities of life. 

Personal experience (vv. 7-11). All of us had a 
father and, if this father was faithful, he had to disci- 
pline us. If a child is left to himself, he grows up to 
become a selfish tyrant. The point the writer made 
(Heb. 12:7-8) is that a father chastens only his own 
sons, and this is proof that they are his children. We 
may feel like spanking the neighbors’ children (and our 
neighbors may feel like spanking ours), but we cannot 
do it. God’s chastening is proof that we are indeed His 
children! 

I have met in my ministry people who professed to 
be saved, but for some reason they never experienced 
any chastening. If they disobeyed, they seemed to get 
away with it. If I resisted God’s will and did not expe- 
rience His loving chastening, I would be afraid that I 
was not saved! All true children of God receive His 
chastening. All others who claim to be saved, but who 
escape chastening, are nothing but counterfeits—ille- 
gitimate children. 

Why do good earthly fathers correct their kids? So 
that their offspring might show them reverence 
(respect) and obey what they command. This is why 
the heavenly Father corrects us: He wants us to rever- 
ence Him and obey His will. A child who does not 
learn subjection to authority will never become a use- 
ful, mature adult. Any of God’s children who rebel 
against His authority are in danger of death! “Shall we 
not much rather be in subjection unto the Father of 
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spirits, and live?” (Heb. 12:9). The suggestion is that, if 
we do not submit, we might not live. “There is a sin 
unto death” (1 John 5:16). 

We can see now how this twelfth chapter relates to 
the five exhortations in Hebrews. As a Christian drifts 
from the Word and backslides, the Father chastens him 
to bring him back to the place of submission and obe- 
dience. (If God does not chasten, that person is not 
truly born again.) If a believer persists in resisting God’s 
will, God may permit his life to be taken. Rather than 
allow His child to ruin his life further and disgrace the 
Father’s name, God might permit him to die. God 
killed thousands of rebellious Jews in the wilderness (1 
Cor. 10:1-12). Why should He spare us? Certainly this 
kind of chastening is not His usual approach, but it is 
possible, and we had better show Him reverence and 
fear. He chastens us for our profit so that we might 
share His holy character. 

The blessed results (vv. 11-13). No chastening at 
the time is pleasant either to the father or to his son, 
but the benefits are profitable. I am sure that few chil- 
dren believe it when their parents say, “This hurts me 
more than it hurts you.” But it is true just the same. 
The Father does not enjoy having to discipline His 
children, but the benefits afterward make the chasten- 
ing an evidence of His love. 

What are some of the benefits? For one thing, there 
is “the peaceable fruit of righteousness.” Instead of con- 
tinuing to sin, the child strives to do what is right. 
There is also peace instead of war—‘the peaceable fruit 
of righteousness.” The rebellion has ceased and the 
child is in a loving fellowship with the Father. 
Chastening also encourages a child to exercise in spiri- 
tual matters—the Word of God, prayer, meditation, 
witnessing, and so forth. All of this leads to a new joy, 
Paul described it: “righteousness and peace and joy in 
the Holy Spirit” (Rom. 14:17). 

Of course, the important thing is how God’s child 
responds to chastening. He can despise it or faint under 
it (Heb. 12:5), both of which are wrong. He should 
show reverence to the Father by submitting to His will 
(Heb. 12:9), using the experience to exercise himself 
spiritually (Heb. 12:11; 1 Tim. 4:7-8). Hebrews 
12:12-13 sound like a coach’s orders to his team! Lift 
up your hands! Strengthen those knees (Isa. 35:3)! Get 
those lazy feet on the track (Prov. 4:26)! On your mark, 
get set, GO! 

The example of God’s Son, and the assurance of 
God’s love, certainly should encourage us to endure in 
the difficult Christian race. But there is a third 
resource. 


The Enablement of God’s Grace (12:14-29) 

As we run the Christian race, what is our goal? The 
writer explained the goal in Hebrews 12:14: Peace with 
all men, and holiness before the Lord. (Remember “the 
peaceable fruit of righteousness,” Heb. 12:11.) These two 
goals remind us of our Lord’s high priestly ministry— 
King of peace and King of righteousness (Heb. 7:1-2). It 


requires diligence to run the race successfully lest we 
“fail of the grace of God” (Heb. 12:15). God’s grace 
does not fail, but we can fail to take advantage of His 
grace. At the end of the chapter, there is another 
emphasis on grace (Heb. 12:28). 

In this section, the writer encouraged his readers to 
depend on the grace of God by urging them to look by 
faith in three directions. 

Look back—the bad example of Esau (vv. 
15-17). Esau certainly failed to act on God’s grace. 
The account is given in Genesis 25:27—34; 27:30-45. 
Esau was “a profane person,” which means “a common 
person, one who lives for the world and not God.” 
(Our English word literally means “outside the tem- 
ple,” or not belonging to God.) Esau despised his 
birthright and sold it to Jacob, and he missed the bless- 
ing because it was given to Jacob. (It was supposed to 
go to Jacob anyway, but it was wrong for Jacob to use 
trickery to get it. See Gen. 25:19-26.) Afterward, Esau 
tried to get Isaac to change his mind, but it was too 
late. Even Esau’s tears availed nothing. 

What sins will rob us of the enabling of God’s 
grace? These verses tell us: lack of spiritual diligence, 
bitterness against others (see Deut. 29:18), sexual 
immorality, and living for the world and the flesh. 
Some people have the idea that a “profane person” is 
blasphemous and filthy, but Esau was a congenial fel- 
low, a good hunter, and a man who loved his father. He 
would have made a fine neighbor—but he was not 
interested in the things of God. 

God’s grace does not fail, but we can fail to depend 
on God’s grace. Esau is a warning to us not to live for 
lesser things. 

Look up—the glory of the heavenly city (vv. 
18-24). The writer of Hebrews contrasted Mount Sinai 
and the giving of the law with the heavenly Mount Zion 
and the blessings of grace in the church (see Ex. 
19:10-25; 20:18-21; Deut. 4:10-24). He described the 
solemnity and even the terror that were involved in the 
giving of the law (Heb. 12:18-21). The people were 
afraid to hear God’s voice, and even Moses feared and 
trembled! God set boundaries around the mount, and 
even if an animal trespassed, it was slain with a spear 
(“dart”). Of course, God had to impress on His people 
the seriousness of His law, just as we must with our own 
children. This was the infancy of the nation, and chil- 
dren can understand reward and punishment. 

What a relief it is to move from Mount Sinai to 
Mount Zion! Mount Sinai represents the old covenant 
of law, and Mount Zion represents the new covenant of 
grace in Jesus Christ (see Gal. 4:19-31). The heavenly 
city is God’s Mount Zion (see Ps. 2; 110:1-2, 4). This 
is the city that the patriarchs were looking for by faith 
(Heb. 11:10, 14-17). The earthly Jerusalem was about 
to be destroyed by the Romans, but the heavenly 
Jerusalem would endure forever. 

He described the “citizens” that make up the popu- 
lation of this city. Innumerable angels are there. The 
church is there, for believers have their citizenship in 
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heaven (Phil. 3:20), and their names are written in 
heaven (Luke 10:20). “Firstborn” is a title of dignity 
and rank. Esau was actually Isaac’s firstborn, but he 
rejected his privileges and lost his blessing and 
birthright. 

God is there, of course, and so are the Old 
Testament saints (“spirits of just men made perfect”). 
Jesus Christ the Mediator is there, the One who shed 
His blood for us. We learned that Abel is still speaking 
(Heb. 11:4), and here we discover that Christ’s blood 
speaks “better things than that of Abel” (Heb. 12:24). 
Abel’s blood spoke from the earth and cried for justice 
(Gen. 4:10), while Christ’s blood speaks from heaven 
and announces mercy for sinners. Abel’s blood made 
Cain feel guilty (and rightly so) and drove him away in 
despair (Gen. 4:13-15), but Christs blood frees us 
from guilt and has opened the way into the presence of 
God. Were it not for the blood of the new covenant, we 
could not enter this heavenly city! 

“Why is there so little preaching and teaching 
about heaven?” a friend asked me. And then he gave his 
own answer, which is probably correct. “I guess we 
have it so good on earth, we just don’t think about 
heaven.” 

When the days are difficult and we are having a 
hard time enduring, that is when we should look up 
and contemplate the glories of heaven. Moses 
“endured, as seeing him who is invisible” (Heb. 11:27). 
The patriarchs endured as they looked ahead to the city 
God was preparing for them. One way to lay hold of 
God’s grace is to look ahead by faith to the wonderful 
future He has prepared for us. 

Look ahead—the unshakable kingdom (vv. 
25-29). God is speaking to us today through His 
Word and His providential workings in the world. We 
had better listen! If God shook things at Sinai and 
those who refused to hear were judged, how much 
more responsible are we today who have experienced 
the blessings of the new covenant! God today is shak- 
ing things. (Have you read the newspapers lately?) He 
wants to tear down the “scaffolding” and reveal the 
unshakable realities that are eternal. Alas, too many 
people (including Christians) are building their lives 
on things that can shake. 

The “shaking” quotation is from Haggai 2:6 and 
refers to that time when the Lord shall return and fill 
His house with glory. As events draw nearer to that 
time, we shall see more shaking in this world. But a 
Christian can be confident, for he shall receive an 
unshakable kingdom. In fact, he is a part of God’s 
kingdom today. 

What shall we do as we live in a shaking world? 
Listen to God speak and obey Him. Receive grace day 
by day to serve Him “with reverence and godly fear.” 
Do not be distracted or frightened by the tremendous 
changes going on around you. Keep running the race 
with endurance. Keep looking to Jesus Christ. 
Remember that your Father loves you. And draw on 
God’s enabling grace. 
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While others are being frightened, you can be 
confident! 


CHAPTER TWELVE 
Hebrews 13 


PARDON ME, YOUR FAITH IS 
SHOWING 


A: you read this last chapter in Hebrews, you get 


the impression that the writer had a great deal of 

miscellaneous matter to discuss and saved it till 
the end. In Hebrews 12, we were rejoicing on Mount 
Zion, and now we are discussing such everyday topics 
as hospitality, marriage, church officers, and who was 
the last one to be released from jail. 

But in the Bible, there is no division between doc- 
trine and duty, revelation and responsibility. The two 
always go together. The emphasis in this last section of 
the book is on /iving by faith. The writer presented the 
great examples of faith in Hebrews 11, and the encour- 
agements to faith in Hebrews 12. In Hebrews 13, he 
presented the evidences of faith that should appear in 
our lives if we are really walking by faith and not by 
sight. There are four such evidences. 


Enjoying Spiritual Fellowship (13:1-6) 

The basis for this fellowship is brotherly love. As 
Christians, these Hebrew people no doubt had been 
rejected by their friends and families. But the deepest 
kind of fellowship is not based on race or family rela- 
tionship; it is based on the spiritual life we have in 
Christ. A church fellowship based on anything other 
than love for Christ and for one another simply will 
not last. For other references to “brotherly love” see 
Romans 12:10; 1 Thessalonians 4:9-10; 1 Peter 1:22; 
and 2 Peter 1:7. 

Where there is true Christian love, there will also be 
hospitality (Heb. 13:2). This was an important ministry 
in the early church because persecution drove many 
believers away from their homes. Also, there were trav- 
eling ministers who needed places to stay (3 John 5-8). 
Many poor saints could not afford to stay in an inn, and 
since the churches met in homes (Rom. 16:5), it was 
natural for a visitor to just stay with his host. Pastors are 
supposed to be lovers of hospitality (Titus 1:8), but all 
saints should be “given to hospitality” (Rom. 12:13). 

Moses (Gen. 18) gave the story of Abraham show- 
ing generous hospitality to Jesus Christ and two of His 
angels. Abraham did not know who they were when he 
welcomed them; it was only later that he discovered the 
identities of his illustrious guests. You and I may not 
entertain angels in a literal sense (though it is possible), 
but any stranger could turn out to be a messenger of 
blessing to us. (The word angel simply means “messen- 
ger. “) Often we have had guests in our home who have 
turned out to be messengers of God’s blessings. 


842 


Love also expresses itself in concern (Heb. 13:3). It 
was not unusual for Christians to be arrested and 
imprisoned for their faith. To identify with these pris- 
oners might be dangerous, yet Christ’s love demanded 
a ministry to them. To minister to a Christian prisoner 
in the name of Christ is to minister to Christ Himself 
(Matt. 25:36, 40). In our free country we are not 
arrested for our religious beliefs, but in other parts of 
the world, believers suffer for their faith. How we need 
to pray for them and share with them as the Lord 
enables us! 

The home is the first place where Christian love 
should be practiced (Heb. 13:4). A Christian home 
begins with a Christian marriage in the will of God. 
This means loyalty and purity. Sex outside of marriage 
is sinful and destructive. Sex within the protective 
bonds of marriage can be enriching and glorifying to 
God. Fornication is committed by unmarried persons 
and adultery by married persons. (However, in the 
New Testament, the term “fornication” can refer to 
many kinds of sexual sins. See Acts 15:20 and 1 Cor. 
6:18.) 

How does God judge fornicators and adulterers? 
Sometimes they are judged in their own bodies (Rom. 
1:24-27). Certainly they will be judged at the final 
judgment (Rev. 21:8; 22:15). Believers who commit 
these sins certainly may be forgiven, but they will lose 
rewards in heaven (Eph. 5:5ff.). David was forgiven, 
but he suffered the consequences of his adultery for 
years to come, and he suffered in the hardest way: 
through his own children. 

In these days, when sexual sins are paraded as enter- 
tainment in movies and on television, the church needs 
to take a stand for the purity of the marriage bond. A 
dedicated Christian home is the nearest thing to 
heaven on earth, and it starts with a Christian mar- 
riage. 

If we love God and others as we should, then we 
will have a right relationship to material things (Heb. 
13:5-6). Times of suffering can either be times of self- 
ishness or times of service. It is not easy to take 
“joyfully the spoiling of your goods” (Heb. 10:34). But 
with the economic and ecological problems in our 
world today, comfortable Christians may soon find 
themselves doing without some luxuries that they now 
consider necessities. 

A Christian couple was ministering to believers in 
Eastern Europe, behind the former Iron Curtain. The 
couple had brought in Christian literature, blankets, 
and other necessary items. At the church gathering, the 
couple assured the believers that Christians in America 
were praying for believers in Eastern Europe. 

“We are happy for that,” one believer replied, “but 
we feel that Christians in America need more prayer 
than we do. We here in Eastern Europe are suffering, 
but you in America are very comfortable; and it is 
always harder to be a good Christian when you are 
comfortable.” 

The word covetousness literally means “love of 


money’; but it can be applied to a love for more of any- 
thing. Someone asked millionaire Bernard Baruch, 
“How much money does it take for a rich man to be 
satisfied?” Baruch replied, “Just a million more than he 
has.” Covetousness is the desire for more, whether we 
need it or not. 

Contentment cannot come from material things, 
for they can never satisfy the heart. Only God can do 
that. “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of 
greed; a man’s life does not consist in the abundance of 
his possessions” (Luke 12:15 Nrv). When we have God, 
we have all that we need. The material things of life can 
decay or be stolen, but God will never leave us or for- 
sake us. This promise was made to Joshua when he 
succeeded Moses (Deut. 31:7—8; Josh. 1:5, 9), and it is 
fulfilled to us in Jesus Christ (Matt. 28:20; Acts 
18:9-10). 

The affirmation of faith in Hebrews 13:6 comes 
from Psalm 118:6. This is a messianic psalm and is ful- 
filled in Jesus Christ, so we may claim this promise for 
ourselves. It was a source of great peace to the early 
Christians to know that they were safe from the fear of 
man, for no man could do anything to them apart 
from God’s will. Men might take their goods, but God 
would meet their needs. 

A woman said to evangelist D. L. Moody, “I have 
found a promise that helps me when I am afraid. It is 
Psalm 56:3—‘What time I am afraid, I will trust in 
thee.” 

Mr. Moody replied, “I have a better promise than 
that! Isaiah 12:2—‘T will trust and not be afraid.” 

Both promises are true and each has its own appli- 
cation. The important thing is that we know Jesus 
Christ as our Lord and Helper, and that we not put our 
trust in material things. Contented Christians are peo- 
ple with priorities, and material things are not high on 
their priority lists. 


Submitting to Spiritual Leadership (13:7-9, 17, 24) 
Three times the writer used the designation “Them 
that have the rule over you.” The phrase refers to the 
spiritual leaders of the local assemblies. The church is 
an organism, but it is also an organization. If an organ- 
ism is not organized, it will die! Wherever Paul went, 
he founded local churches and ordained qualified 
believers to lead them (Acts 14:23; Titus 1:5). “Saints 
... bishops [elders], and deacons” (Phil. 1:1) summa- 
rize the membership and leadership of the New 
Testament churches. 

Each Christian has three responsibilities toward the 
spiritual leaders in his local church. 

Remember them (vv. 7-9). The word remember 
may suggest that these leaders were dead, perhaps mar- 
tyred, and should not be forgotten. How easy it is to 
forget the courageous Christians of the past whose 
labors and sacrifices make it possible for us to minister 
today. But while we do not worship people or give 
them the glory, it is certainly right to honor them for 
their faithful work (1 Thess. 5:12—13). 
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These leaders probably had led the readers to Christ 
because the leaders had spoken the Word to them. 
When you recall that few Christians then had copies of 
the Scriptures, you can see the importance of this per- 
sonal ministry of the Word. Today, we can read the 
Bible for ourselves, listen to radio or television ser- 
mons, and even listen to our computers. We are in 
danger of taking the Word for granted. 

The believers could no longer hear their departed 
leaders speak, but they could imitate their faith and 
consider its outcome, or “end.” This could refer to their 
deaths, suggesting that some of them were martyred. 
However, I believe that “the outcome of their way of 
life’ (Heb. 13:7 Nass) is given in Hebrews 13:8— 
“Jesus Christ, the same yesterday, and today, and 
forever.” Their lives pointed to Christ! Church leaders 
may come and go, but Jesus Christ remains the same, 
and it is Christ who is the center of our faith. 

After I had announced my resignation from a 
church I had been pastoring for several years, one of 
the members said to me, “I don’t see how I’m going to 
make it without you! I depend so much on you for my 
spiritual help!” 

My reply shocked him. “Then the sooner I leave, 
the sooner you can start depending on the Lord. Never 
build your life on any servant of God. Build your life 
on Jesus Christ. He never changes.” 

Of course, there is always the danger of being “car- 
ried about with divers [various] and strange doctrines” 
(Heb. 13:9). The purpose of spiritual ministry is to 
establish God’s people in grace, so they will not be 
blown around by dangerous doctrines (Eph. 4:11-14). 
Some recipients of the letter to the Hebrews were con- 
sidering going back to Jewish laws that governed foods. 
The writer warned them that these dietary regulations 
would not profit them spiritually because they never 
profited the Jews spiritually! The dietary laws 
impressed people as being spiritual, but they were only 
shadows of the reality that we have in Christ (read Col. 
2:16-23 carefully). 

When local churches change pastors, there is a ten- 
dency also to change doctrines or doctrinal emphases. 
We must be careful not to go beyond the Word of God. 
We must also be careful not to change the spiritual 
foundation of the church. It is unfortunate that there is 
not more doctrinal preaching today, because Bible doc- 
trine is the source of strength and growth in the church. 

Obey them (v. 17). When a servant of God is in 
the will of God, teaching the Word of God, the people 
of God should submit and obey. This does not mean 
that pastors should be dictators. “Neither [be] lords 
over God’s heritage” (1 Peter 5:3). Some church mem- 
bers have a flippant attitude toward pastoral authority, 
and this is dangerous. One day every pastor will have 
to give an account of his ministry to the Lord, and he 
wants to be able to do it with joy. A disobedient 
Christian will find on that day that the results of dis- 
obedience are unprofitable, not for the pastor, but for 


himself. 
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Quite frankly, it is much easier to “win souls” than 
it is to “watch for souls” (see Ezek. 3:16-21). The larger 
a church grows, the more difficult it becomes to care 
for the sheep. Sad to say, there are some ministers 
whose only work is to preach and “run the program’; 
they have no desire to minister to the souls placed in 
their care. Some are even “hirelings” who work only for 
money, and who run away when danger is near (John 
10:11-14). However, when a shepherd is faithful to 
watch for souls, it is important that the sheep obey 
him. 

Greet them (v. 24). The Jews used to greet each 
other with “Shalom—peace!” The Greeks often greeted 
one another with “Grace!” Paul combined these two 
and greeted the saints with, “Grace and peace be unto 
you!” (See 1 Cor. 1:3; 2 Cor. 1:2; and all his epistles 
except 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus. When Paul wrote to 
pastors, he greeted them with, “Grace, mercy, and 
peace.” I wonder why?) 

Of course, the writer of the Hebrews epistle was 
sending his personal greetings to the leaders of the 
church, but this is a good example for all of us to fol- 
low. Every Christian should be on speaking terms with his 
pastor. Never allow any “root of bitterness” to grow up 
in your heart (Heb. 12:15) because it will only poison 
you and hurt the whole church. 

While it is true that each member of a local body 
has an important ministry to perform, it is also true 
that God has ordained spiritual leaders in the church. I 
have been privileged to preach in many churches in 
America, and I have noticed that where the people per- 
mit the pastors (elders) to lead, there is usually blessing 
and growth. I am not talking about highhanded, ego- 
tistical dictatorship, but true spiritual leadership. This 
is God’s pattern for the church. 


Sharing in Spiritual Worship (13:10-16, 18-19) 
While it is true that a new covenant Christian is not 
involved in the ceremonies and furnishings of an 
earthly tabernacle or temple, it is not true that he is 
deprived of the blessings that they typify. A Jew under 
the old covenant could point to the temple, but a 
Christian has a heavenly sanctuary that can never be 
destroyed. The Jews were proud of the city of 
Jerusalem, but a Christian has an eternal city, the New 
Jerusalem. For each of an Old Testament believer’s tem- 
porary earthly items, a new covenant believer has a 
heavenly and eternal counterpart. 

“We have an altar” (Heb. 13:10) does not suggest a 
material altar on earth, for that would contradict the 
whole message of the epistle. In the Old Testament 
sanctuary, the brazen altar was the place for offering 
blood sacrifices, and the golden altar before the veil was 
the place for burning incense, a picture of prayer 
ascending to God (Ps. 141:2). A new covenant 
Christian’s altar is Jesus Christ, for it is through Him 
that we offer our “spiritual sacrifices” to God (Heb. 
13:15; 1 Peter 2:5). We may set aside places in our 
church buildings and call them altars, but they are 
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really not altars in the biblical sense. Why? Because 
Christ’s sacrifice has already been made, once and for 
all, and the gifts that we bring to God are acceptable, 
not because of any earthly altar, but because of a heav- 
enly altar, Jesus Christ. 

The emphasis in this section is on separation from 
dead religion and identification with the Lord Jesus 
Christ in His reproach. The image comes from the day 
of Atonement. The sin offering was taken outside the 
camp and burned completely (Lev. 16:27). Jesus 
Christ, our perfect sin offering, suffered and died “out- 
side the gate” of Jerusalem. All true Christians must go 
out to Him, spiritually speaking, to the place of 
reproach and rejection. “Why stay in Jerusalem when it 
is not your city?” asked the writer. “Why identify with 
the old covenant law when it has been done away with 
in Christ?” 

The readers of this epistle were looking for a way to 
continue as Christians while escaping the persecution 
that would come from unbelieving Jews. “It cannot be 
done,” the writer stated in so many words. “Jerusalem 
is doomed. Get out of the Jewish religious system and 
identify with the Savior who died for you.” There can 
be no room for compromise. 

The writer named two of the “spiritual sacrifices” 
that we offer as Christians (Heb. 13:15-16). Note that 
the word spiritual is not in contrast to material, because 
material gifts can be accepted as spiritual sacrifices (see 
Phil. 4:10-20). The word spiritual means “spiritual in 
character, to be used by the Spirit for spiritual pur- 
poses.” A believers body, presented to God, is a 
spiritual sacrifice (Rom. 12:1-2). 

The first spiritual sacrifice is continual praise to God 
(Heb. 13:15). The words of praise from our lips, com- 
ing from our hearts, are like beautiful fruit laid on the 
altar. How easy it is for suffering saints to complain, 
but how important it is for them to give thanks to 
God. 

The second spiritual sacrifice is good works of shar- 
ing (Heb. 13:16). This would certainly include the 
hospitality mentioned in Hebrews 13:2, as well as the 
ministry to prisoners in Hebrews 13:3. “Doing good” 
can cover a multitude of ministries: sharing food with 
the needy; transporting people to and from church or 
other places; sharing money; perhaps just being a help- 
ful neighbor. I once had the privilege of seeing a man 
come to Christ because I helped him mow his lawn 
after his own mower broke. 

Next the writer emphasized the importance of 
prayer (Heb. 13:18-19). He was unable to visit the 
readers personally, but he did want their prayer help. It 
is possible that some of his enemies had lied about him, 
so he affirms his honesty and integrity. We do not 
know for certain who the writer was. Many think it was 
Paul. The reference to Timothy in Hebrews 13:23 
would suggest Paul, as would also the “benediction of 
grace” in Hebrews 13:25 (see 2 Thess. 3:17—18). Some 
scholars have suggested that Peter referred to Paul’s 
authorship of Hebrews (2 Peter 3:15-16), but that 


statement could also be applied to things Paul wrote in 
Romans. We do not know the name of the human 
writer of this book, nor is it important that we do. 


Experiencing Spiritual Lordship (13:20-21) 

This benediction seems to gather together the major 
themes of Hebrews: peace, the resurrected Christ, the 
blood, the covenant, spiritual perfection (maturity), 
God’s work in the believer. As the Good Shepherd, 
Jesus Christ died for the sheep (John 10:11). As the 
Great Shepherd, He Zives for the sheep in heaven today, 
working on their behalf. As the Chief Shepherd, He 
will come for the sheep at His return (1 Peter 5:4). Our 
Shepherd cares for His own in the past, present, and 
future. He is the same yesterday, today, and forever! 

Our Great High Priest is also our Great Shepherd. 
When He was on earth, He worked for us when He 
completed the great work of redemption (John 17:4). 
Now that He is in heaven, He is working im us to 
mature us in His will and bring us to a place of spiri- 
tual perfection. We will never reach that place until He 
returns (1 John 2:28—3:3), but while we are waiting, 
we are told to continue to grow. 

The phrase “make you perfect” (Heb. 13:21) is the 
translation of one Greek word, katartidzo. This is an 
unfamilar word to us, but it was familiar to the people 
who received this letter. The doctors knew it because it 
meant “to set a broken bone.” To fishermen it meant 
“to mend a broken net” (see Matt. 4:21). To sailors it 
meant “to outfit a ship for a voyage.” To soldiers it 
meant “to equip an army for battle.” 

Our Savior in heaven wants to equip us for life on 
earth. Tenderly, He wants to set the “broken bones” in 
our lives so that we might walk straight and run our 
life-races successfully. He wants to repair the breaks in 
the nets so that we might catch fish and win souls. He 
wants to equip us for battle and outfit us so that we 
will not be battered in the storms of life. In brief, He 
wants to mature us so that He can work in us and 
through us that which pleases Him and accomplishes 
His will. 

How does He equip us? By tracing this word katar- 
tidzo in the New Testament, we can discover the tools 
that God uses to mature and equip His children. He 
uses the Word of God (2 Tim. 3:16-17) and prayer (1 
Thess. 3:10) in the fellowship of the local church 
(Eph. 4:11-12). He also uses individual believers to 
equip us and mend us (Gal. 6:1). Finally, He uses suf- 
fering to perfect His children (1 Peter 5:10), and this 
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relates to what we learned from Hebrews 12 about 
chastening. 

What a difference it would make in our lives if we 
would turn Hebrews 13:20-21 into a personal prayer 
each day. “Lord, make me perfect in every good work 
to do thy will. Work in me that which is well-pleasing 
in thy sight. Do it through Jesus Christ and may he 
receive the glory.” 

The basis for this marvelous work is “the blood of 
the everlasting covenant” (Heb. 13:20). This is the new 
covenant that was discussed in Hebrews 8, a covenant 
based on the sacrifice discussed in Hebrews 10. 
Because this new covenant was a part of God’s eternal 
plan of salvation, and because it guarantees everlasting 
life, it is called “the everlasting covenant.” But apart 
from the death of Jesus Christ, we can share in none of 
the blessings named in this profound benediction. 

The “Amen” at the end of the benediction closed 
the body of the epistle. All that remained was for the 
writer to add a few words of greeting and personal 
information. 

He had written a long letter, and in it he had dealt 
with some profound and difficult doctrines; so he 
encouraged his readers to “bear with [suffer]” this let- 
ter of encouragement. This seems like a long letter to 
us, but he felt it was just a “few words.” No doubt some 
members of the congregation responded negatively to 
this letter, while others received it and acted on it. Paul 
(1 Thess. 2:13) told us how we should respond to 
God’s Word. Read the verse carefully—and practice it. 

What Timothy’s relationship to the group was, we 
do not know. He was a prominent minister in that day, 
and most of the Christians would either know him or 
know about him. These personal touches remind us 
that God is interested in individuals and not just in 
groups of people. 

“They of Italy salute you” (Heb. 13:24) could mean 
that the writer was in Italy at the time, or that saints 
from Italy were with him and wanted to send their 
greetings. 

These personal references at the end of the letter 
raise questions that we cannot answer now. But the 
total impact of Hebrews answers the important ques- 
tion, “How can I stand firm in a world that is shaking 
all around me?” The answer: know the superior Person, 
Jesus Christ; trust His superior priesthood; and live by 
the superior principle of faith. Build your life on the 
things of heaven that will never shake. 

Be confident! Jesus Christ saves to the uttermost! 
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CHAPTER ONE 


James 1:1 


TIME TO GROW UP 


eginning a study of a book of the Bible is some- 
B thing like preparing for a trip: you like to know 
where you are going and what you can expect to 
see. When my wife and I were getting ready for our 
first visit to Great Britain, we spent many hours read- 
ing travel books and poring over maps. When we 
arrived there, we enjoyed the visit much more because 
we knew what we were looking for and how to find it. 
Perhaps the best way to launch a study of the epis- 

tle of James is to answer four important questions. 


Who Was James? 

“James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ” 
(James 1:1a) is the way he introduced himself. It was a 
popular name, a form of the great Old Testament name 
“Jacob.” There were several men who bore this name in 
New Testament history. 

James, the son of Zebedee and brother of John. 
He was one of the most prominent to bear the name. 
He was a fisherman called by Christ to follow and 
become a disciple (Matt. 4:17-22). He and his brother 
John were nicknamed by Christ “sons of thunder” 
because of their impulsiveness (Mark 3:17; Luke 
9:51-56). James was the first of the disciples to give his 
life for Christ. He was killed by Herod in AD 44 (Acts 
12:1-2). 

James, the son of Alphaeus. He was another of the 
disciples (Matt. 10:3; Acts 1:13), but very little is 
known about him. Matthew (Levi) is also identified as 
“the son of Alphaeus” (Mark 2:14), and some students 
conjecture that the two men might have been brothers. 
There is no indication that this James wrote the letter 
we are about to study. 

James, the father of Judas the disciple. He is an 
even more obscure man (Luke 6:16 xyv, where “brother” 
ought to be “father”). This Judas was called “the son of 
James” to distinguish him from Judas Iscariot. 

James, the brother of our Lord. He seems to be 
the most likely candidate for author of this letter. He 
does not identify himself in this way; humbly, he calls 
himself “a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus 
Christ.” That Jesus had brothers and sisters is stated in 
Matthew 13:55-56 and Mark 6:3, and one of His 
brothers was named James. (By “brother,” of course, I 
mean half-brother. Joseph was not our Lord’s father 
since Jesus was conceived by the Holy Spirit of God.) 

James and the other brothers did not believe in 
Jesus during His earthly ministry (Mark 3:31-35; John 
7:1-5). Yet we find our Lord’s brethren in the Upper 
Room praying with the disciples (Acts 1:14). What 
effected the change from unbelief to faith? First 
Corinthians 15:7 indicates that Jesus appeared to James 
after His resurrection! This convinced James that Jesus 
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truly was the Savior, and he, in turn, shared this knowl- 
edge about Jesus to the other brothers. 

James became the leader of the church in Jerusalem. 
Paul called him “a pillar,” in Galatians 2:9. It was James 
who moderated the church conference described in 
Acts 15. When Peter was delivered from prison, he sent 
a special message to James (Acts 12:17); and when Paul 
visited Jerusalem, it was to James that he brought greet- 
ings and the special “love offering” from the Gentiles 
(Acts 21:18-19). 

We have no record in the Bible, but tradition tells 
us that James was martyred in AD 62. The story is that 
the Pharisees in Jerusalem so hated James’ testimony 
for Christ that they had him cast down from the tem- 
ple and then beaten to death with clubs. The story also 
relates that James died, as did his Savior, praying for his 
murderers, “Father, forgive them, for they know not 
what they do.” 

What kind of a man was James? He must have been 
a deeply spiritual man to gain the leadership of the 
Jerusalem church in so short a time. His stature is seen 
in Acts 15, where he was able to permit all the factions 
to express themselves, and then bring peace by drawing 
a conclusion based oh the Word of God. Paul, in 1 
Corinthian 9:5, suggested that he was a married man. 
Again, tradition tells us that he was a man of prayer, 
and this explains the emphasis on prayer in his letter. It 
was said that he prayed so much, his knees were as hard 
as a camel’s! 

James was a Jew, reared in the tradition of the law 
of Moses, and his Jewish legalism stands out in his let- 
ter. (Note also Acts 21:18 ff., where James asked Paul 
to help him pacify the Christian legalists in the 
Jerusalem church.) There are over fifty imperatives in 
the epistle of James. James did not suggest—he com- 
manded! He quoted the Old Testament only five times, 
but there are many allusions to Old Testament passages 
in the letter. 

While still an unbeliever, James must have paid 
attention to what Jesus taught; in his letter there are 
numerous allusions to our Lord’s sayings, particularly 
the Sermon on the Mount. Compare these passages: 

James 1:2—Matthew 5:10-12 

James 1:4—Matthew 5:48 

James 1:5—Matthew 7:7-12 

James 1:22—Matthew 7:21-27 

James 4:11—12—-Matthew 7:1-5 

James 5:1—3—Matthew 6:19-21 

Keep in mind that James led the church in 
Jerusalem during a very difficult time. It was a time of 
transition, and such times are always upsetting and 
demanding. There were many Christian Jews in 
Jerusalem who still held to the Old Testament law (Acts 
21:20). The temple and its services were still in opera- 
tion, and the full light of the gospel of God’s grace had 
not yet dawned. We who have read Romans, Galatians, 
and Hebrews might be prone to judge these early 
believers, but we must not. They were saved people, 
but they were still in the shadows of the law, moving 


out into the bright light of God’s grace. While there 
may have been differences in degrees of spiritual 
knowledge and experience, there was no competition 
between Paul and those who directed the Jerusalem 


church (Gal. 2:1—10). 


To Whom Did James Write? 

“To the twelve tribes which are scattered abroad, greet- 
ing” (James 1:1b). James wrote to Jews living outside 
the land of Palestine. The term “twelve tribes” can only 
mean the people of Israel, the Jewish nation (Acts 
26:7). The fact that many Jews lived outside their 
Promised Land is evidence of the spiritual decline of 
the nation. God had to scatter them (Deut. 4:25ff.). 
When Peter addressed that huge Jewish congregation at 
Pentecost, he spoke to men from many different 
nations (Acts 2:9-11). 

James sent his letter to Christian Jews. At least nine- 
teen times he addressed them as “brethren,” indicating 
not only “brothers in the flesh” (fellow Jews), but also 
“brothers in the Lord.” James was very clear on the 
doctrine of the new birth (James 1:18). There are times 
when James also addressed wicked men who were not 
in the fellowship (the rich, for example, in James 
5:1-6), but he did so in order to teach and encourage 
the saved Jews to whom he sent the letter. 

The word scattered in James 1:1 is an interesting 
one. It means “in the dispersion.” The term “the dis- 
persion” was used to identify the Jews living outside the 
land of Palestine. But the Greek word carries the idea 
of “scattering seed.” When the Jewish believers were 
scattered in that first wave of persecution (Acts 8:1, 4), 
it was really the sowing of seed in many places; and 
much of that seed bore fruit (Acts 11:19ff.). 

Christian Jews scattered throughout the Roman 
Empire would have needs and problems of their own. 
Being Jews, they would be rejected by the Gentiles, and 
being Christian Jews, they would be rejected by their 
own countrymen. This letter indicates that most of 
these believers were poor, and some of them were being 


oppressed by the rich. 


Why Did James Write? 

Each New Testament letter has its own special theme, 
purpose, and destination. Paul wrote the book of 
Romans to prepare the Roman Christians for his 
intended visit. First Corinthians was sent to the church 
at Corinth to help correct certain problems. Galatians 
was written to a group of churches to warn them 
against legalism and false teaching. 

As you read the epistle of James, you discover that 
these Jewish Christians were having some problems in 
their personal lives and in their church fellowship. For 
one thing, they were going through difficult testings. 
They were also facing temptations to sin. Some of the 
believers were catering to the rich, while others were 
being robbed by the rich. Church members were com- 
peting for offices in the church, particularly teaching 
offices. 
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One of the major problems in the church was a fail- 
ure on the part of many to live what they professed to 
believe. Furthermore, the tongue was a serious prob- 
lem, even to the point of creating wars and divisions in 
the assembly. Worldliness was another problem. Some 
of the members were disobeying God’s Word and were 
sick physically because of it, and some were straying 
away from the Lord and the church. 

As we review this list of problems, does it appear to 
be much different from the problems that beset the 
average local church today? Do we not have in our 
churches people who are suffering for one reason or 
another? Do we not have members who talk one way, 
but walk another way? Is not worldliness a serious 
problem? Are there not Christians who cannot control 
their tongues? It seems that James was dealing with 
very up-to-date matters! 

But James was not discussing an array of miscella- 
neous problems. All of these problems had a common 
cause: spiritual immaturity, These Christians simply 
were not growing up. This gives us a hint as to the basic 
theme of this letter: the marks of maturity in the 
Christian life. James used the word perfect several times, 
a word that means “mature, complete” (see James 1:4, 
17, 25; 2:22; 3:2). By “a perfect man” (James 3:2) 
James did not mean a sinless man, but rather one who 
is mature, balanced, grown-up. 

Spiritual maturity is one of the greatest needs in 
churches today. Too many churches are playpens for 
babies instead of workshops for adults. The members 
are not mature enough to eat the solid spiritual food 
that they need, so they have to be fed on milk (Heb. 
5:11-14). Just look at the problems James dealt with 
and you can see that each of them is characteristic of 
little children: 

Impatience in difficulties—1:1-4 

Talking but not living the truth—2:14ff. 

No control of the tongue—3:1ff. 

Fighting and coveting—4:1ff. 

Collecting material “toys’—5:1ff. 

After well over a quarter century of ministry, I am 
convinced that spiritual immaturity is the number one 
problem in our churches. God is looking for mature 
men and women to carry on His work, and sometimes 
all He can find are little children who cannot even get 
along with each other. 

The five chapters of this letter suggest the five 
marks of the mature Christian (see outline). 

Of course, this is but one approach to this letter; 
there are other ways to study it. As the chapters are 
examined, spiritual maturity and how it may be 
attained will be emphasized. 

The epistle of James logically follows the epistle to 
the Hebrews, for one of the major themes of Hebrews 
is spiritual perfection. The word perfect is found in 
Hebrews at least fourteen times. The key verse is 
Hebrews 6:1—“Let us go on unto perfection” mean- 
ing, “spiritual maturity.” The writer of Hebrews 
explained the perfect salvation to be had in Christ. 
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James exhorted his readers to build on this perfect sal- 
vation and grow into maturity. Without the perfect 
work of Christ there could be no perfecting of the 
believers. 


How Can We Get the Most Out of This Study? 

Since the theme is spiritual maturity, we must begin by 
examining our own hearts to see where we are in the 
Christian life. 

First of all, it is essential that we have been born 
again. Apart from spiritual birth there can be no spiri- 
tual maturity. James mentioned the new birth early in 
his letter: “Of his own will begat he us with the word 
of truth” (James 1:18). The parallel to this is 1 Peter 
1:23—“Being born again, not of corruptible seed, but 
of incorruptible, by the word of God, which liveth and 
abideth forever.” 

Just as a human baby has two parents, so a spiritual 
baby has two parents—the Word of God and the Spirit 
of God. We have already quoted two verses that men- 
tion the Word of God. John 3:5-6 mentions the Spirit 
of God. (It is my conviction that “born of water” here 
refers to physical birth. All babies are “born of water.” 
Nicodemus thought in terms of physical birth in John 
3:5.) 

How, then, is a person “born again”? The Spirit of 
God takes the Word of God and generates new life 
within the heart of the sinner who believes on Jesus 
Christ. It is a miracle. The Spirit uses the Word to con- 
vict the sinner, and then to reveal the Savior. We are 
saved by faith (Eph. 2:8-9), and faith comes from the 
Word of God (Rom. 10:17). 

If we have been born again, there is a second essen- 
tial for getting the most out of what James has written: 
we must honestly examine our lives in the light of 
God’s Word. James compares the Bible to a mirror 
(James 1:22ff). As we study the Word, we are looking 
into the divine mirror and seeing ourselves as we really 
are. But James warns us that we must be honest about 
what we see and not merely glance at the image and 
walk away. 

Perhaps you heard about the primitive savage who 
looked into a mirror for the first time. He was so 
shocked at what he saw that he broke the mirror! Many 
Christians make the same mistake: they criticize the 
preacher or the lesson, when they ought to be judging 
themselves. 

This leads to a third essential: we must obey what 
God teaches us, no matter what the cost. We must be 
“doers of the word and not hearers only” (James 1:22). 
It is easy to attend a Bible study, share the lesson, and 
discuss it, but it is much more difficult to go out into 
life in the workaday world and practice what we have 
learned. The blessing does not come in studying the 
Word, but in doing the Word. Unless we are willing to 
obey, the Lord is not obligated to teach us (John 7:17). 

The fourth essential is that we be prepared for some 
extra trials and testings. Whenever we are serious about 
spiritual growth, the enemy gets serious about opposing 
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us. Perhaps you feel a need for more patience. Then be 
prepared for more trials, because “tribulation worketh 
patience” (Rom. 5:3). The real examinations in Bible 
study come in the school of life, not in the classroom. 

I read recently about a man who was burdened to 
grow in his patience. He knew he was immature in that 
area of his life, and he wanted to grow up. He sincerely 
prayed, “Lord, help me to grow in patience. I want to 
have more self-control in this area of my life.” That 
morning, he missed his train to work and spent the 
next fifty minutes pacing the platform and complain- 
ing of his plight. As the next train to the city arrived, 
the man realized how stupid he had been. “The Lord 
gave me nearly an hour to grow in my patience, and all 
I did was practice my impatience!” he said to himself. 

There may come a time in this study when you 
decide that continuing is too dangerous. Satan may 
turn on the heat and make things so difficult for you 
that you will want to retreat. Dont do it! When that 
time arrives, you will be on the verge of a new and 
wonderful blessing in your own life, a thrilling new 
step of maturity. Even if Satan does turn on the heat, 
your Father in heaven keeps His almighty hand on the 
thermostat! 

Even physical maturity is not always an easy, pleas- 
ant experience. The teenager walking that difficult 
bridge from childhood to adulthood has his frustra- 
tions and failures, but if he keeps on going (and 
growing), he eventually enters a wonderful life of 
maturity. Christian growth is not automatic, as is phys- 
ical growth. Christian maturity is something we must 
work at constantly. So don’t give up! There is travail in 
birth, and there is also travail in maturity (Gal. 4:19). 

Finally, we must measure our spiritual growth by 
the Word of God. We should not measure ourselves by 
other Christians, but by the Word of God and the Son 
of God (Eph. 4:13). At the close of this study, a dozen 
questions are listed based on James, that may help in a 
personal evaluation. Feel free to turn to them at any 
time, because regular examinations are good for spiri- 
tual health. 

Not everyone who grows old, grows up. There is a 
difference between age and maturity. Just because a 
Christian has been saved for ten or twenty years does 
not guarantee that he is mature in the Lord. Mature 
Christians are happy Christians, useful Christians, 
Christians who help to encourage others and to build 
their local church. As we study James together, with 
God’s help we will learn together and mature together. 


CHAPTER TWO 
James 1:2-12 


TURNING TRIALS INTO TRIUMPHS 


erhaps you have seen the bumper sticker that 
reads, “When life hands you lemons, make lemon- 
ade!” It is easier to smile at that statement than to 


practice it, but the basic philosophy is sound. In fact, it 
is biblical. Throughout the Bible are people who 
turned defeat into victory and trial into triumph. 
Instead of being victims, they became victors. 

James tells us that we can have this same experience 
today. No matter what the trials may be on the outside 
(James 1:1—12) or the temptations on the inside (James 
1:13-27), through faith in Christ we can experience 
victory. The result of this victory is spiritual maturity. 

If we are going to turn trials into triumphs, we must 
obey four imperatives: count (James 1:2), know (James 
1:3), Zt (James 1:4, 9-11), and ask (James 1:5-8). Or, 
to put it another way, there are four essentials for vic- 
tory in trials: a joyful attitude, an understanding mind, 
a surrendered will, and a heart that wants to believe. 


Count—a Joyful Attitude (1:2) 

Outlook determines outcome, and attitude determines 
action. God tells us to expect trials. It is not “if you fall 
into various testings” but “when you fall into various 
testings.” The believer who expects his Christian life to 
be easy is in for a shock. Jesus warned His disciples, “In 
the world ye shall have tribulation” (John 16:33). Paul 
told his converts that “we must through much tribula- 
tion enter into the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). 

Because we are God’s “scattered people” and not 
God’s “sheltered people,” we must experience trials. We 
cannot always expect everything to go our way. Some 
trials come simply because we are human—sickness, 
accidents, disappointments, even seeming tragedies. 
Other trials come because we are Christians. Peter 
emphasized this in his first letter: “Beloved, think it not 
strange concerning the fiery trial which is to try you, as 
though some strange thing happened unto you” (1 
Peter 4:12). Satan fights us, the world opposes us, and 
this makes for a life of battle. 

The phrase “fall into” does not suggest a stupid 
accident. Translate it “encounter, come across.” A 
Christian certainly should not manufacture trials. The 
Greek word translated “divers” means “various, varicol- 
ored.” Peter used the same word in 1 Peter 1:6—“Ye 
are in heaviness through manifold temptations.” The 
trials of life are not all alike; they are like variegated 
yarn that the weaver uses to make a beautiful rug. God 
arranges and mixes the colors and experiences of life. 
The final product is a beautiful thing for His glory. 

My wife and I once visited a world-famous weaver 
and watched his men and women work on the looms. 
I noticed that the undersides of the rugs were not very 
beautiful: the patterns were obscure and the loose ends 
of yarn dangled. “Don’t judge the worker or the work 
by looking at the wrong side,” our guide told us. In the 
same way, we are looking at the wrong side of life; only 
the Lord sees the finished pattern. Let’s not judge Him 
or His work from what we see today. His work is not 
finished yet! 

The key word is count. It is a financial term, and it 
means “to evaluate.” Paul used it several times in 


Philippians 3. When Paul became a Christian, he eval- 
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uated his life and set new goals and priorities. Things 
that were once important to him became “garbage” in 
the light of his experience with Christ. When we face 
the trials of life, we must evaluate them in the light of 
what God is doing for us. 

This explains why the dedicated Christian can have 
joy in the midst of trials: he Lives for the things that mat- 
ter most. Even our Lord was able to endure the cross 
because of “the joy that was set before him” (Heb. 
12:2), the joy of returning to heaven and one day shar- 
ing His glory with His church. 

Our values determine our evaluations. If we value 
comfort more than character, then trials will upset us. 
If we value the material and physical more than the 
spiritual, we will not be able to “count it all joy.” If we 
live only for the present and forget the future, then tri- 
als will make us bitter, not better. Job had the right 
outlook when he said, “But he knoweth the way that I 
take: when he hath tried me, I shall come forth as gold” 
(Job 23:10). 

So, when trials come, immediately give thanks to 
the Lord and adopt a joyful attitude. Do not pretend; 
do not try self-hypnosis; simply look at trials through 
the eyes of faith. Outlook determines outcome; to end 
with joy, begin with joy. 

“But how,” we may ask, “is it possible to rejoice in 
the midst of trials?” The second imperative explains 
this. 


Know—an Understanding Mind (1:3) 
What do Christians know that makes it easier to face 
trials and benefit from them? 

Faith is always tested. When God called Abraham 
to live by faith, He tested him in order to increase his 
faith. God always tests us to bring out the best; Satan 
tempts us to bring out the worst. The testing of our 
faith proves that we are truly born again. 

Testing works for us, not against us. The word 
trying can be translated “approval.” Again, Peter helps 
us understand it better: “That the trial of your faith, 
being much more precious than of gold that perisheth” 
(1 Peter 1:7). A gold prospector brings his ore sample 
into the assayer’s office to be tested. The sample itself 
may not be worth more than a few dollars, but the 
approval—the official statement about the ore—is 
worth millions! It assures the prospector that he has a 
gold mine. God’s approval of our faith is precious, 
because it assures us that our faith is genuine. 

Trials work for the believer, not against him. Paul 
said, “And we know that all things work together for 
good” (Rom. 8:28), and, “For our light affliction, 
which is but for a moment, worketh for us a far more 
exceeding and eternal weight of glory” (2 Cor. 4:17). 

Trials rightly used help us to mature. What does 
God want to produce in our lives? Patience, endurance, 
and the ability to keep going when things are tough. 
“We glory in tribulations also: knowing that tribula- 
tion worketh patience; and patience, experience; and 
experience, hope” (Rom. 5:34). In the Bible, patience 
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is not a passive acceptance of circumstances. It is a 
courageous perseverance in the face of suffering and 
difficulty. 

Immature people are always impatient; mature peo- 
ple are patient and persistent. Impatience and unbelief 
usually go together, just as faith and patience do. “Be 
... followers of them who through faith and patience 
inherit the promises” (Heb. 6:12). “For ye have need of 
patience, that, after ye have done the will of God, ye 
might receive the promise” (Heb. 10:36). “He that 
believeth shall not make haste” (Isa. 28:16). 

God wants to make us patient because that is the 
key to every other blessing. The little child who does 
not learn patience will not learn much of anything else. 
When the believer learns to wait on the Lord, then 
God can do great things for him. Abraham ran ahead 
of the Lord, married Hagar, and brought great sorrow 
into his home (Gen. 16). Moses ran ahead of God, 
murdered a man, and had to spend forty years with the 
sheep to learn patience (Ex. 2:11ff.). Peter almost killed 
a man in his impatience (John 18:10-11). 

The only way the Lord can develop patience and 
character in our lives is through trials. Endurance can- 
not be attained by reading a book (even this one), 
listening to a sermon, or even praying a prayer. We 
must go through the difficulties of life, trust God, and 
obey Him. The result will be patience and character. 
Knowing this, we can face trials joyfully. We know 
what trials will do in us and for us, and we know that 
the end result will bring glory to God. 

This fact explains why studying the Bible helps us 
grow in patience (Rom. 15:4). As we read about 
Abraham, Joseph, Moses, David, and even our Lord, 
we realize that God has a purpose in trials. God fulfills 
His purposes as we trust Him. There is no substitute 
for an understanding mind. Satan can defeat the igno- 
rant believer, but he cannot overcome the Christian 
who knows his Bible and understands the purposes of 


God. 


Let—a Surrendered Will (1:4, 9-12) 

God cannot build our character without our coopera- 
tion. If we resist Him, then He chastens us into 
submission. But if we submit to Him, then He can 
accomplish His work. He is not satisfied with a halfway 
job. God wants a perfect work; He wants a finished 
product that is mature and complete. 

God’s goal for our lives is maturity. It would be a 
tragedy if our children remained little babies. We enjoy 
watching them mature, even though maturity brings 
dangers as well as delights. Many Christians shelter 
themselves from the trials of life, and as a result, never 
grow up. God wants the “little children” to become 
“young men,” and the “young men” He wants to 
become “fathers” (1 John 2:12-14). 

Paul outlined three works that are involved in a 
complete Christian life (Eph. 2:8-10). First, there is 
the work God does for us, which is salvation. Jesus 
Christ completed this work on the cross. If we trust 
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Him, He will save us. Second, there is the work God 
does in us: “For we are his workmanship.” This work is 
known as sanctification: God builds our character and 
we become more like Jesus Christ, “conformed to the 
image of his Son” (Rom. 8:29). The third work is what 
God does through us—service. We are “created in 
Christ Jesus unto good works.” 

God builds character before He calls to service. He 
must work in us before He can work through us. God 
spent twenty-five years working in Abraham before He 
could give him his promised son. God worked thirteen 
years in Joseph’s life, putting him into “various testings” 
before He could put him on the throne of Egypt. He 
spent eighty years preparing Moses for forty years of 
service. Our Lord took three years training His disci- 
ples, building their character. 

But God cannot work in us without our consent. 
There must be a surrendered will. The mature person 
does not argue with God’s will; instead, he accepts it 
willingly and obeys it joyfully. “Doing the will of God 
from the heart” (Eph. 6:6). If we try to go through tri- 
als without surrendered wills, we will end up more like 
immature children than mature adults. 

Jonah is an illustration of this. God commanded 
Jonah to preach to the Gentiles at Nineveh, and he 
refused. God chastened Jonah before the prophet 
accepted his commission. But Jonah did not obey God 
from the heart. He did not grow in this experience. 
How do we know? Because in the last chapter of Jonah, 
the prophet is acting like a spoiled child! He is sitting 
outside the city pouting, hoping that God will send 
judgment. He is impatient with the sun, the wind, the 
gourd, the worm, and with God. 

One difficult stage of maturing is weaning. A child 
being weaned is sure that his mother no longer loves 
him and that everything is against him. Actually, wean- 
ing is a step toward maturity and liberty. It is good for 
the child! Sometimes God has to wean His children 
away from their childish toys and immature attitudes. 
David pictured this in Psalm 131: “Surely I have 
behaved and quieted myself, as a child that is weaned 
of his mother: my soul is even as a weaned child” (Ps. 
131:2). God uses trials to wean us away from childish 
things; but if we do not surrender to Him, we will 
become even more immature. 

In James 1:9-11, James applied this principle to 
two different kinds of Christians: the poor and the 
rich. Apparently, money and social status were real 
problems among these people (see James 2:1-7, 15—16; 
4:1-3, 13-17; 5:1-8). God’ testings have a way of lev- 
eling us. When testing comes to the poor man, he lets 
God have His way and rejoices that he possesses spiri- 
tual riches that cannot be taken from him. When 
testing comes to the rich man, he also lets God have 
His way, and he rejoices that his riches in Christ can- 
not wither or fade away. In other words, it is not your 
material resources that take you through the testings of 
life; it is your spiritual resources. 

We have three imperatives from James so far: 


count—a joyful attitude; know—an understanding 
heart; /et—a surrendered will. He gives a fourth. 


Ask—a Believing Heart (1:5-8) 

The people to whom James wrote had problems with 
their praying (James 4:1-3; 5:13-18). When we are 
going through God-ordained difficulties, what should 
we pray about? James gives the answer: ask God for 
wisdom. 

James has a great deal to say about wisdom (James 
1:5; 3:13-18). The Jewish people were lovers of wis- 
dom, as the book of Proverbs gives evidence. Someone 
has said that knowledge is the ability to take things 
apart, while wisdom is the ability to put them together. 
Wisdom is the right use of knowledge. All of us know 
people who are educated fools: they have brilliant aca- 
demic records, but they cannot make the simplest 
decisions in life. I once met a gifted professor on a sem- 
inary campus, and he was wearing two hats! 

Why do we need wisdom when we are going 
through trials? Why not ask for strength, or grace, or 
even deliverance? For this reason: we need wisdom so we 
will not waste the opportunities God is giving us to 
mature. Wisdom helps us understand how to use these 
circumstances for our good and God’s glory. 

An associate of mine, a gifted secretary, was going 
through great trials. She had had a stroke, her husband 
had gone blind, and then he had to be taken to the hos- 
pital where (we were sure) he would die. I saw her in 
church one Sunday and assured her that I was praying 
for her. 

“What are you asking God to do?” she asked, and 
her question startled me. 

“Tm asking God to help you and strengthen you,” 
I replied. 

“I appreciate that,” she said, “but pray about one 
more thing. Pray that I'll have the wisdom not to waste 
all of this!” 

She knew the meaning of James 1:5. 

James not only explained what to ask for (wisdom), 
but he also described ow to ask. We are to ask in faith. 
We do not have to be afraid, for God is anxious to 
answer, and He will never scold us! “He giveth more 
grace” (James 4:6). He also gives more and more wis- 
dom. The greatest enemy to answered prayer is 
unbelief. 

James compares the doubting believer to the waves 
of the sea, up one minute and down the next. While 
vacationing in Hawaii, I learned that you cannot trust 
the waves. I was sitting on a rock by the ocean, watch- 
ing the waves and enjoying the sunshine. I heard a 
sound behind me, turned to see who was approaching, 
and instantly was drenched by a huge wave! Never turn 
your back on the waves—they are down, then they are 
up. 

This is the experience of the “double-minded man.” 
Faith says, “Yes!” but unbelief says, “No!” Then doubt 
comes along and says “Yes!” one minute and “No!” the 
next. It was doubt that made Peter sink in the waves as 


James 1 


he was walking to Jesus (Matt. 14:22-33). Jesus asked 
him, “O thou of little faith, wherefore didst thou 
doubt?” When Peter started his walk of faith, he kept 
his eyes on Christ. But when he was distracted by the 
wind and waves, he ceased to walk by faith, and he 
began to sink. He was double-minded, and he almost 
drowned. 

Many Christians live like corks on the waves: up 
one minute, down the next; tossed back and forth. This 
kind of experience is evidence of immaturity. Paul used 
a similar idea in Ephesians 4:14—“That we henceforth 
be no more children, tossed to and fro, and carried 
about with every wind of doctrine, by the sleight of 
men, and cunning craftiness, whereby they lie in wait 
to deceive.” If we have believing and united hearts, we 
can ask in faith and God will give the wisdom we need. 
Instability and immaturity go together. 

James closed this section with a beatitude: “Blessed 
is the man that endureth temptation” (James 1:12). He 
started (James 1:2) and ended with joy. Outlook deter- 
mines outcome. This beatitude is a great 
encouragement because it promises a crown to those 
who patiently endure trials. Paul often used athletic 
illustrations in his letters, and James did so here. He is 
not saying that the sinner is saved by enduring trials. 
He is saying that the believer is rewarded by enduring 
trials. 

How is he rewarded? First, by growth in Christian 
character. This is more important than anything else. 
He is rewarded also by bringing glory to God and by 
being granted a crown of life when Jesus Christ returns. 
First the cross, then the crown. First the suffering, then 
the glory. God does not help us by removing the tests, 
but by making the tests work for us. Satan wants to use 
the tests to tear us down, but God uses them to build 
us up. 

In James 1:12, James used a very important word: 
love. We would expect him to write, “the crown of life, 
which the Lord hath promised to them that trust Him” 
or “that obey Him.” Why did James use Jove? Because 
love is the spiritual motivation behind every imperative 
in this section. 

Why do we have a joyful attitude as we face trials? 
Because we love God, and He loves us, and He will not 
harm us. Why do we have an understanding mind? 
Because He loves us and has shared His truth with us, 
and we love Him in return. Why do we have a surren- 
dered will? Because we love Him. Where there is love, 
there is surrender and obedience. Why do we have a 
believing heart? Because love and faith go together. 
When you love someone, you trust him, and you do 
not hesitate to ask him for help. 

Love is the spiritual force behind the imperatives 
James gave us. If we love God, we will have no problem 
counting, knowing, letting, and asking. But there is 
another factor involved: love keeps us faithful to the 
Lord. The double-minded person (James 1:8) is like an 
unfaithful husband or wife: he wants to love both God 
and the world. James admonished, “Purify your hearts, 
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ye double-minded!” (James 4:8) The Greek word trans- 
lated “purify” literally means “make chaste.” The 
picture is that of an unfaithful lover. 

Let’s go back to the weaning. The child who loves 
his mother, and who is sure that his mother loves him, 
will be able to get through the weaning and start to 
grow up. The Christian who loves God, and who 
knows that God loves him, will not fall apart when 
God permits trials to come. He is secure in God’ love. 
He is not double-minded, trying to love both God and 
the world. Lot was double-minded; when trials came, 
he failed miserably. Abraham was the friend of God; he 
loved God and trusted Him. When trials came, 
Abraham triumphed and matured in the faith. 

God’s purpose in trials is maturity. “Let patience 
have her perfect work, that ye may be perfect and 
entire, wanting nothing.” The Charles B. Williams 
translation says it graphically: “But you must let your 
endurance come to its perfect product so that you may 
be fully developed and perfectly equipped.” 

If that is what you want, then in love to Christ, 
count, know, let, and ask. 


CHAPTER THREE 
James 1:13-18 


HOW TO HANDLE TEMPTATION 


he mature person is patient in trials. Sometimes 
Te trials are testings on the outside, and some- 

times they are temptations on the inside. Trials 
may be tests sent by God, or they may be temptations 
sent by Satan and encouraged by our own fallen nature. 
It is this second aspect of trials—temptations on the 
inside—that James dealt with in this section. 

We may ask, “Why did James connect the two? 
What is the relationship between testings without and 
temptations within?” Simply this: if we are not careful, 
the testings on the outside may become temptations on 
the inside. When our circumstances are difficult, we 
may find ourselves complaining against God, question- 
ing His love, and resisting His will. At this point, Satan 
provides us with an opportunity to escape the diffi- 
culty. This opportunity is a temptation. 

There are many illustrations of this truth found in 
the Bible. Abraham arrived in Canaan and discovered a 
famine there. He was not able to care for his flocks and 
herds. This trial was an opportunity to prove God; but 
Abraham turned it into a temptation and went down 
to Egypt. God had to chasten Abraham to bring him 
back to the place of obedience and blessing. 

While Israel was wandering in the wilderness, the 
nation often turned testings into temptations and 
tempted the Lord. No sooner had they been delivered 
from Egypt than their water supply vanished and they 
had to march for three days without water. When they 
did find water, it was so bitter they could not drink it. 
Immediately they began to murmur and blame God. 
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They turned their testing into a temptation, and they 
failed. 

Certainly, God does not want us to yield to temp- 
tation, yet neither can He spare us the experience of 
temptation. We are not God’s sheltered people; we are 
God’s scattered people. If we are to mature, we must 
face testings and temptations. There are three facts that 
we must consider if we are to overcome temptation. 


Consider God’s Judgment (1:13-16) 

This is a negative approach, but it is an important one. 
James said, “Look ahead and see where sin ends— 
death!” Do not blame God for temptation. He is too 
holy to be tempted, and He is too loving to tempt oth- 
ers. God does test us, as He did Abraham (Gen. 22); 
but He does not and cannot tempt us. It is we who 
turn occasions of testing into temptations. 

A temptation is an opportunity to accomplish a 
good thing in a bad way, out of the will of God. Is it 
wrong to want to pass an examination? Of course not, 
but if you cheat to pass it, then you have sinned. The 
temptation to cheat is an opportunity to accomplish a 
good thing (passing the examination) in a bad way. It 
is not wrong to eat, but if you consider stealing the 
food, you are tempting yourself. 

We think of sin as a single act, but God sees it as a 
process. Adam committed one act of sin, and yet that 
one act brought sin, death, and judgment on the whole 
human race. James described this process of sin in four 
stages. 

Desire (v. 14). The word /ust means any kind of 
desire, and not necessarily sexual passions. The normal 
desires of life were given to us by God and, of them- 
selves, are not sinful. Without these desires, we could 
not function. Unless we felt hunger and thirst, we 
would never eat and drink, and we would die. Without 
fatigue, the body would never rest and would eventu- 
ally wear out. Sex is a normal desire; without it the 
human race could not continue. 

It is when we want to satisfy these desires in ways 
outside God’s will that we get into trouble. Eating is 
normal; gluttony is sin. Sleep is normal; laziness is sin. 
“Marriage is honorable in all, and the bed undefiled; 
but whoremongers and adulterers God will judge” 
(Heb. 13:4). 

Some people try to become “spiritual” by denying 
these normal desires or by seeking to suppress them, 
but this only makes them less than human. These fun- 
damental desires of life are the steam in the boiler that 
makes the machinery go. Turn off the steam and you 
have no power. Let the steam go its own way and you 
have destruction. The secret is in constant control. These 
desires must be our servants and not our masters, and 
this we can do through Jesus Christ. 

Deception (v. 14). No temptation appears as 
temptation; it always seems more alluring than it really 
is. James used two illustrations from the world of sports 
to prove his point. Drawn away carries with it the idea 
of the baiting of a trap; and enticed in the original 


Greek means “to bait a hook.” The hunter and the fish- 
erman have to use bait to attract and catch their prey. 
No animal is deliberately going to step into a trap and 
no fish will knowingly bite at a naked hook. The idea 
is to Aide the trap and the hook. 

Temptation always carries with it some bait that 
appeals to our natural desires. The bait not only attracts 
us, but it also hides the fact that yielding to the desire 
will eventually bring sorrow and punishment. It is the 
bait that is the exciting thing. Lot would never have 
moved toward Sodom had he not seen the “well- 
watered plains of Jordan” (Gen. 13:10ff.). When David 
looked on his neighbor’s wife, he would never have 
committed adultery had he seen the tragic conse- 
quences: the death of a baby (Bathsheba’s son), the 
murder of a brave soldier (Uriah), the violation of a 
daughter (Tamar). The bait keeps us from seeing the con- 
sequences of sin. 

When Jesus was tempted by Satan, He always dealt 
with the temptation on the basis of the Word of God. 
Three times He said, “It is written.” From the human 
point of view, turning stones into bread to satisfy 
hunger is a sensible thing to do; but not from God’s 
point of view. When you know the Bible, you can 
detect the bait and deal with it decisively. This is what 
it means to walk by faith and not by sight. 

Disobedience (v. 15). We have moved from the 
emotions (desire) and the intellect (deception) to the 
will. James changed the picture from hunting and fish- 
ing to the birth of a baby. Desire conceives a method 
for taking the bait. The will approves and acts, and the 
result is sin. Whether we feel it or not, we are hooked 
and trapped. The baby is born, and just wait until it 
matures! 

Christian living is a matter of the will, not the feel- 
ings. I often hear believers say, “I don't feel like reading 
the Bible.” Or, “I don't feel like attending prayer meet- 
ing.” Children operate on the basis of feeling, but 
adults operate on the basis of will. They act because it is 
right, no matter how they feel. This explains why imma- 
ture Christians easily fall into temptation: they let their 
feelings make the decisions. The more you exercise 
your will in saying a decisive no to temptation, the 
more God will take control of your life. “For it is God 
which worketh in you both to will and to do of his 
good pleasure” (Phil. 2:13). 

Death (v. 15). Disobedience gives birth to death, 
not life. It may take years for the sin to mature, but 
when it does, the result will be death. If we will only 
believe God’s Word and see this final tragedy, it will 
encourage us not to yield to temptation. God has 
erected this barrier because He loves us. “Have I any 
pleasure at all that the wicked should die?” (Ezek. 
18:23). 

These four stages in temptation and sin are per- 
fectly depicted in the first sin recorded in the Bible in 
Genesis 3. 

The serpent used desire to interest Eve: “For God 
doth know that in the day ye eat thereof, then your eyes 
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shall be opened, and ye shall be as gods, knowing good 
and evil” (Gen. 3:5). Is there anything wrong with 
gaining knowledge? Is there anything wrong with eat- 
ing food? Eve saw that “the tree was good for food” 
(Gen. 3:6), and her desire was aroused. 

Paul described the deception of Eve in 2 
Corinthians 11:3: “But I fear, lest by any means, as the 
serpent beguiled Eve through his subtlety, so your 
minds should be corrupted from the simplicity that is 
in Christ.” Satan is the deceiver, and he seeks to deceive 
the mind. The bait that he used with Eve was the fact 
that the forbidden tree was good and pleasant, and that 
eating of it would make her wise. She saw the bait but 
forgot the Lord’s warning: “In the day that thou eatest 
thereof thou shalt surely die” (Gen. 2:17). 

Eve disobeyed God by taking the fruit of the tree 
and eating it. Then she shared it with her husband, and 
he disobeyed God. Because Adam was not deceived, 
but sinned with his eyes wide open, it is his sin that 
plunged the human race into tragedy (read Rom. 
5:12-21; 1 Tim. 2:12-15). 

Both Adam and Eve experienced immediate spiri- 
tual death (separation from God), and ultimate 
physical death. All men die because of Adam (1 Cor. 
15:21-22). The person who dies without Jesus Christ 
will experience eternal death, the lake of fire (Rev. 
20:11-15). 

Whenever you are faced with temptation, get your 
eyes off the bait and look ahead to see the consequences 
of sin: the judgment of God. “For the wages of sin is 
death” (Rom. 6:23). 


Consider God’s Goodness (1:17) 

One of the enemy’s tricks is to convince us that our 
Father is holding out on us, that He does not really love 
us and care for us. When Satan approached Eve, he 
suggested that if God really loved her, He would per- 
mit her to eat of the forbidden tree. When Satan 
tempted Jesus, he raised the question of hunger. “If 
Your Father loves You, why are You hungry?” 

The goodness of God is a great barrier against yield- 
ing to temptation. Since God is good, we do not need 
any other person (including Satan) to meet our needs. 
It is better to be hungry im the will of God than full 
outside the will of God. Once we start to doubt God’s 
goodness, we will be attracted to Satan’s offers, and the 
natural desires within will reach out for his bait. Moses 
warned Israel not to forget God’s goodness when they 
began to enjoy the blessings of the Promised Land 
(Deut. 6:10-15). We need this warning today. 

James presented four facts about the goodness of 
God. 

God gives only good gifts. Everything good in this 
world comes from God. If it did not come from God, 
it is not good. If it comes from God, it must be good, 
even if we do not see the goodness in it immediately. 
Paul’s thorn in the flesh was given to him by God and 
it seemed to be a strange gift; yet it became a tremen- 
dous blessing to him (2 Cor. 12:1-10). 
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The way God gives is good. We can translate the 
second clause “and every act of giving.” It is possible for 
someone to give us a gift in a manner that is less than 
loving. The value of a gift can be diminished by the 
way it is given to us. But when God gives us a blessing, 
He does it in a loving, gracious manner. What He gives 
and how He gives are both good. 

He gives constantly. “Cometh down” is a present 
participle: “it keeps on coming down.” God does not 
give occasionally; He gives constantly. Even when we 
do not see His gifts, He is sending them. How do we 
know this? Because He tells us so and we believe His 
Word. 

God does not change. There are no shadows with 
the Father of Lights. It is impossible for God to change. 
He cannot change for the worse because He is holy; He 
cannot change for the better because He is already per- 
fect. The light of the sun varies as the earth changes, 
but the sun itself is still shining. If shadows come 
between us and the Father, He did not cause them. He 
is the unchanging God. This means that we should 
never question His love or doubt His goodness when 
difficulties come or temptations appear. 

If King David had remembered the goodness of the 
Lord, he would not have taken Bathsheba and commit- 
ted those terrible sins. At least this is what Nathan the 
prophet told the king. “Thus saith the Lord God of 
Israel, ‘I anointed thee king over Israel, and I delivered 
thee out of the hand of Saul; and I gave thee thy mas- 
ters house, and thy master’s wives into thy bosom, and 
gave thee the house of Israel and of Judah; and if that 
had been too little, I would moreover have given unto 
thee such and such things” (2 Sam. 12:7-8). Note the 
repetition of the word give in this brief statement. God 
had been good to David, yet David forgot God’s good- 
ness and took the bait. 

The first barrier against temptation is a negative 
one: the judgment of God. This second barrier is posi- 
tive: the goodness of God. A fear of God is a healthy 
attitude, but the love of God must balance it. We can 
obey Him because He may chasten us, or we can obey 
Him because He has already been so generous to us, 
and because we love Him for it. 

It was this positive attitude that helped to keep 
Joseph from sinning when he was tempted by his mas- 
ter’s wife (Gen. 39:7ff.). “Behold, with me around, my 
master does not concern himself with anything in the 
house, and he has put all that he owns in my charge. 
There is no one greater in this house than I, and he has 
withheld nothing from me except you, because you are 
his wife. How then could I do this great evil, and sin 
against God?” (Gen. 39:8-9 Nass). Joseph knew that 
all these blessings had come from God. It was the 
goodness of God, through the hands of his employer, 
that restrained him in the hour of temptation. 

God’s gifts are always better than Satan’s bargains. 
Satan never gives any gifts, because you end up paying 
for them dearly. “It is the blessing of the Lord that 
makes rich, and He adds no sorrow to it” (Prov. 10:22 
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Nass). Achan forgot the warning of God and the good- 
ness of God, saw the forbidden wealth, coveted it, and 
took it. He became rich, but the sorrow that followed 
turned his riches into poverty (Josh. 7). 

The next time you are tempted, meditate on the 
goodness of God in your life. If you think you need 
something, wait on the Lord to provide it. Never toy 
with the devil’s bait. One purpose for temptation is to 
teach us patience. David was tempted twice to kill 
King Saul and hasten his own coronation, but he resis- 
ted the temptation and waited for God’s time. 


Consider God’s Divine Nature Within (1:18) 

In the first barrier, God says, “Look ahead and beware 
of judgment.” In the second barrier, He says, “Look 
around and see how good I have been to you.” But 
with this third barrier, God says, “Look within and 
realize that you have been born from above and possess 
the divine nature.” 

James used birth as a picture of desire leading to sin 
and death (James 1:15). He also used it to explain how 
we can enjoy victory over temptation and sin. The 
apostle John used a similar approach in 1 John 3:9, 
where “his seed” refers to the divine life and nature 
within the believer. Note the characteristics of this 
birth. 

It is divine. Nicodemus thought he had to reenter 
his mother’s womb to be born again, but he was wrong. 
This birth is not of the flesh: it is from above (John 
3:1-7). It is the work of God. Just as we did not gen- 
erate our own human birth, we cannot generate our 
own spiritual birth. When we put our faith in Jesus 
Christ, it was God who performed the miracle. 

It is gracious. We did not earn it or deserve it; God 
gave us spiritual birth because of His own grace and 
will. “Which were born, not of blood [human descent], 
nor of the will of the flesh [human efforts], nor of the 
will of man [human assistance], but of God” (John 
1:13). No one can be born again because of his rela- 
tives, his resolutions, or his religion. The new birth is 
the work of God. 

It is through God’s Word. Just as human birth 
requires two parents, so divine birth has two parents: 
the Word of God and the Spirit of God. “That which 
is born of the flesh is flesh; and that which is born of 
the Spirit is spirit” (John 3:6). “Being born again, not 
of corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, by the Word 
of God, which liveth and abideth forever” (1 Peter 
1:23). The Spirit of God uses the word of God to bring 
about the miracle of the new birth. Since the Word of 
God is “living and powerful” (Heb. 4:12) it can gener- 
ate life in the heart of the sinner who trusts Christ, and 
that life is God’s life. 

It is the finest birth possible. We are “a kind of 
firstfruits of his creatures,” James wrote to Jewish 
believers, and the word firstfruits would be meaningful 
to them. The Old Testament Jews brought the first- 
fruits to the Lord as the expression of their devotion 
and obedience. “Honor the Lord with thy substance, 


and with the firstfruits of all thine increase” (Prov. 3:9). 
Of all the creatures God has in this universe, Christians 
are the very highest and the finest! We share God’s 
nature. For this reason, it is beneath our dignity to 
accept Satan’s bait or to desire sinful things. A higher 
birth must mean a higher life. 

By granting us a new birth, God declares that He 
cannot accept the old birth. Throughout the Bible, 
God rejects the firstborn and accepts the secondborn. 
He accepted Abel, not Cain; Isaac, not Ishmael; Jacob, 
not Esau. He rejects your first birth (no matter how 
noble it might have been in the eyes of men), and He 
announces that you need a second birth. 

It is this experience of the new birth that helps us 
overcome temptation. If we let the old nature (from the 
first birth) take over, we will fail. We received our old 
nature (the flesh) from Adam, and he was a failure. But 
if we yield to the new nature, we will succeed, for that 
new nature comes from Christ, and He is the Victor. 

A Sunday school child explained the matter in sim- 
ple terms. “Two men live in my heart: the old Adam 
and Jesus. When temptation knocks at the door, some- 
body has to answer. If I let Adam answer, I will sin, so 
I send Jesus to answer. He always wins!” 

Of course, this new nature must be fed the Word of 
God daily, that it might be strong to fight the battle. 
Just as the Holy Spirit used the Word of God to give 
you spiritual birth, He uses the Word to give you spir- 
itual strength. “Man shall not live by bread alone, but 
by every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of 
God” (Matt. 4:4). 

No matter what excuses we make, we have no one 
to blame for sin but ourselves. Our own desires lead us 
into temptation and sin. God is not to blame. But God 
has erected these three barriers to keep us from sin. If 
we heed the barriers, we will win a crown (James 1:12). 
If we break through the barriers, we will find a coffin 
(James 1:15). Which will it be? 


CHAPTER FOUR 
James 1:19-27 


QUIT KIDDING YOURSELF 


he emphasis in this section is on the dangers of 
TT icin: “deceiving your own selves” (James 

1:22); “deceiveth his own heart” (James 1:26). Ifa 
Christian sins because Satan deceives him, that is one 
thing. But if he deceives himself, that is a far more seri- 
ous matter. 

Many people are deceiving themselves into think- 
ing they are saved when they are not. “Many will say to 
me in that day, ‘Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in 
thy name? and in thy name have cast out devils? and in 
thy name done many wonderful works?’ And then will 
I profess unto them, ‘I never knew you: depart from 
me, ye that work iniquity” (Matt. 7:22-23). 

But there are true believers who are fooling them- 
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selves concerning their Christian walk. They think they 
are spiritual when they are not. It is a mark of maturity 
when a person faces himself honestly, knows himself, 
and admits his needs. It is the immature person who 
pretends, “I am rich, and increased with goods, and 
have need of nothing” (Rev. 3:17). 

Spiritual reality results from the proper relationship 
to God through His Word. God’s Word is truth (John 
17:17), and if we are rightly related to God’s truth, we 
cannot be dishonest or hypocritical. In these verses, 
James stated that we have three responsibilities toward 
God’s Word, and if we fulfill these responsibilities, we 


will have an honest walk with God and men. 


Receive the Word (1:19-21) 

James called God’s Word “the engrafted word” (James 
1:21), which means “the implanted word.” Borrowing 
from our Lord’s parable of the sower (Matt. 13:1-9, 
18-23), he compared God’s Word to seed and the 
human heart to soil. In His parable, Jesus described 
four kinds of hearts: the hard heart, which did not 
understand or receive the Word and therefore bore no 
fruit; the shallow heart, which was very emotional but 
had no depth and bore no fruit; the crowded heart, 
which lacked repentance and permitted sin to crowd 
out the Word; and the fruitful heart, which received the 
Word, allowed it to take root, and produced a harvest 
of fruit. 

The final test of salvation is fruit. This means a 
changed life, Christian character and conduct, and 
ministry to others in the glory of God. This fruit might 
be winning souls to Christ (Rom. 1:16), growing in 
holy living (Rom. 6:22), sharing our material posses- 
sions (Rom. 15:28), spiritual character (Gal. 5:22-23), 
good works (Col. 1:10), and even praising the Lord 
(Heb. 13:15). Religious works may be manufactured, 
but they do not have life in them, nor do they bring 
glory to God. Real fruit has in it the seed for more 
fruit, so that the harvest continues to grow fruit, more 
fruit, much fruit (John 15:1-5). 

But the Word of God cannot work in our lives 
unless we receive it in the right way. Jesus not only said, 
“Take heed what ye hear” (Mark 4:24), but He also 
said, “Take heed how ye hear” (Luke 8:18). Too many 
people are in that tragic condition in which “hearing 
they hear not, neither do they understand” (Matt. 
13:13). They attend Bible classes and church services 
but never seem to grow. Is it the fault of the teacher or 
the preacher? Perhaps, but it may also be the fault of 
the hearer. It is possible to be “dull of hearing” (Heb. 
5:11) because of decay of the spiritual life. 

If the seed of the Word is to be planted in our hearts, 
then we must obey the instructions James gave us. 

Swift to hear (v. 19a). “Who hath ears to hear, let 
him hear” (Matt. 13:9)! “So then faith cometh by hear- 
ing, and hearing by the word of God” (Rom. 10:17). 
Just as the servant is quick to hear his master’s voice, 
and the mother to hear her baby’s smallest cry, so the 
believer should be quick to hear what God has to say. 
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There is a beautiful illustration of this truth in the 
life of King David (2 Sam. 23:14-17). David was hid- 
ing from the Philistines who were in possession of 
Bethlehem. He yearned for a drink of the cool water 
from the well in Bethlehem, a well that he had often 
visited in his boyhood and youth. He did not issue an 
order to his men; he simply said to himself, “Oh, that 
one would give me drink of the water of the well of 
Bethlehem, which is by the gate” (2 Sam. 23:15). 
Three of his mighty men heard their king sigh for the 
water, and they risked their lives to secure the water 
and bring it to him. They were “swift to hear.” 

Slow to speak (v. 19b). We have two ears and one 
mouth, which ought to remind us to listen more than 
we speak. Too many times we argue with God’s Word, 
if not audibly, at least in our hearts and minds. “He 
that refraineth his lips is wise” (Prov. 10:19). “He that 
hath knowledge spareth his words” (Prov. 17:27). 
Instead of being slow to speak, the lawyer in Luke 
10:29 argued with Jesus by asking, “And who is my 
neighbor?” In the early church, the services were infor- 
mal, and often the listeners would debate with the 
speaker. There were even fightings and wars among the 
brethren James was writing to (James 4:1). 

Slow to wrath (v. 19c). Do not get angry at God 
or His Word. “He that is slow to wrath is of great 
understanding: but he that is hasty of spirit exalteth 
folly” (Prov. 14:29). When the prophet Nathan told 
King David the story about “the stolen ewe lamb,” the 
king became angry, but at the wrong person. “Thou art 
the man,” said Nathan, and David then confessed, “I 
have sinned” (2 Sam. 12). In the garden, Peter was slow 
to hear, swift to speak, and swift to anger—and he 
almost killed a man with the sword. Many church 
fights are the result of short tempers and hasty words. 
There is a godly anger against sin (Eph. 4:26), and if 
we love the Lord, we must hate sin (Ps. 97:10). But 
man’s anger does not produce God’s righteousness 
(James 1:20). In fact, anger is just the opposite of the 
patience God wants to produce in our lives as we 
mature in Christ (James 1:3-4). 

I once saw a poster that read, “Temper is such a 
valuable thing, it is a shame to lose it!” It is temper that 
helps to give steel its strength. The person who cannot 
get angry at sin does not have much strength to fight 
it. James warns us against getting angry at God’s Word 
because it reveals our sins to us. Like the man who 
broke the mirror because he disliked the image in it, 
people rebel against God’s Word because it tells the 
truth about them and their sinfulness. 

A prepared heart (v. 21). James saw the human 
heart as a garden; if left to itself, the soil would produce 
only weeds. He urged us to “pull out the weeds” and 
prepare the soil for the “implanted Word of God.” The 
phrase “superfluity of naughtiness” gives the picture of 
a garden overgrown with weeds that cannot be con- 
trolled. It is foolish to try to receive God’s Word into 
an unprepared heart. 

How do we prepare the soil of our hearts for God’s 
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Word? First, by confessing our sins and asking the 
Father to forgive us (1 John 1:9). Then, by meditating 
on God’s love and grace and asking Him to “plow up” 
any hardness in our hearts: “Break up your fallow 
ground, and sow not among thorns” (Jer. 4:3). Finally, 
we must have an attitude of “meekness” (James 1:21). 
Meekness is the opposite of “wrath” in James 1:19-20. 
When you receive the Word with meekness, you accept 
it, do not argue with it, and honor it as the Word of 
God. You do not try to twist it to conform it to your 
thinking. 

If we do not receive the implanted Word, then we 
are deceiving ourselves. Christians who like to argue 
various “points of view” may be only fooling them- 
selves. They think that their “discussions” are 
promoting spiritual growth, when in reality they may 
only be cultivating the weeds. 


Practice the Word (1:22-25) 

It is not enough to hear the Word; we must do it. Many 
people have the mistaken idea that hearing a good ser- 
mon or Bible study is what makes them grow and get 
God’s blessing. It is not the hearing but the doing that 
brings the blessing. Too many Christians mark their 
Bibles, but their Bibles never mark them! If you think 
you are spiritual because you hear the Word, then you 
are only kidding yourself. 

In the previous paragraph, James compared the 
Word to seed, but in this paragraph, he compared it to 
a mirror. There are two other references in the Bible to 
God’s Word as a mirror; and when you put all three 
together, you discover three ministries of the Word of 
God as a mirror. 

Examination (vv. 23-25). This is the main pur- 
pose for owning a mirror, to be able to see yourself and 
make yourself look as clean and neat as possible. As we 
look into the mirror of God’s Word, we see ourselves as 
we really are. James mentions several mistakes people 
make as they look into God’s mirror. 

First, they merely glance at themselves. They do not 
carefully study themselves as they read the Word. Many 
sincere believers read a chapter of the Bible each day, 
but it is only a religious exercise and they fail to profit 
from it personally. Their conscience would bother 
them if they did not have their daily reading, when 
actually their conscience should bother them because 
they read the Word carelessly, A cursory reading of the 
Bible will never reveal our deepest needs. It is the dif- 
ference between a candid photo and an X-ray. 

The second mistake is that they forget what they see. 
If they were looking deeply enough into their hearts, 
what they would see would be unforgettable! We tend 
to smile at the “extremes” of people back in the days of 
the great revivals, but perhaps we could use some of 
that conviction. John Wesley wrote about a preaching 
service: “One before me dropped as dead, and 
presently a second, and a third. Five others sunk down 
in halfan hour, most of whom were in violent agonies” 
(Wesleys Journal for June 22, 1739). Before we consign 


these people to some psychological limbo, remember 
how saints in the Bible responded to the true knowl- 
edge of their own hearts. Isaiah cried, “Woe is me! for 
I am undone” (Isa. 6:5)! Peter cried, “Depart from me, 
for I am a sinful man, O Lord” (Luke 5:8)! Job was the 
most righteous man on earth in his day, yet he con- 
fessed, “I abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes” 
(Job 42:6). 

Mistake number three: they fail to obey what the 
Word tells them to do. They think that hearing is the 
same as doing, and it is not. We Christians enjoy sub- 
stituting reading for doing, or even talking for doing. We 
hold endless committee meetings and conferences 
about topics like evangelism and church growth, and 
think we have made progress. While there is certainly 
nothing wrong with conferences and committee meet- 
ings, they are sinful if they are a substitute for service. 

If we are to use God’s mirror profitably, then we 
must gaze into it carefully and with serious intent 
(James 1:25). No quick glances will do. We must exam- 
ine our own hearts and lives in the light of God’s Word. 
This requires time, attention, and sincere devotion. 
Five minutes with God each day will never accomplish 
a deep spiritual examination. 

I have been fortunate with the doctors who have 
cared for me through the years, and I owe a great deal 
to them. Each of them has possessed two qualities that 
I have appreciated: they have spent time with me and 
have not been in a hurry, and they have always told me 
the truth. When Jesus, the Great Physician (Matt. 
9:12), examines us, He uses His Word, and He wants 
us to give Him sufficient time to do the job well. 
Perhaps one reason we glance into the Word instead of 
gaze into the Word is that we are afraid of what we 
might see. 

After seeing ourselves, we must remember what we 
are and what God says, and we must do the Word. The 
blessing comes in the doing, not in the reading of the 
Word. “This man shall be blessed in his doing” (James 
1:25, literal translation). The emphasis in James is on 
the practice of the Word. We are to continue after read- 
ing the Word (James 1:25; see Acts 1:14; 2:42, 46; 
13:43; 14:22; 26:22 for examples of this in the early 
church). 

Why did James call the Word of God “the perfect 
law of liberty” (James 1:25)? Because when we obey it, 
God sets us free. “And I will walk at liberty: for I seek 
thy precepts” (Ps. 119:45). “Whosoever committeth 
sin is the servant of sin” (John 8:34). “If ye continue in 
my word, then are ye my disciples indeed; and ye shall 
know the truth, and the truth shall make you free” 
John 8:31-32). 

But examination is but the first ministry of the mir- 
ror of the Word. There is a second ministry. 

Restoration (Ex. 38:8). When he built the taber- 
nacle, Moses took the metal looking glasses of the 
women and from them made the laver. The laver was a 
huge basin that stood between the brazen altar of sac- 
rifice and the holy place. (Read Ex. 30:17-21 for 
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details.) The basin was filled with water, and the priests 
washed their hands and feet at the laver before they 
entered the holy place to minister. 

Water for washing is a picture of the Word of God 
in its cleansing power. “Now ye are clean through the 
word which I have spoken unto you” (John 15:3). The 
church is sanctified and cleansed “with the washing of 
water by the word” (Eph. 5:26). When the sinner trusts 
Christ, he is once and for all washed clean (1 Cor. 
6:9-11; Titus 3:4—6). But as the believer walks in this 
world, his hands and feet are defiled, and he needs 
cleansing (John 13:1-11). 

The mirror of the Word not only examines us and 
reveals our sins, but it helps to cleanse us as well. It 
gives us the promise of cleansing (1 John 1:9) and, as 
we meditate on it, it cleanses the heart and the mind 
from spiritual defilement. It is the blood of Christ that 
cleanses the guilt, but the water of the Word helps to 
wash away the defilement. 

Nathan’s experience with David in 2 Samuel 12 
helps to illustrate this truth. Nathan told David the 
story about the stolen ewe lamb, and David became 
angry at the sin described. “Thou art the man,” said 
the prophet, and he held up the mirror of the Word for 
David to see himself. The result was confession and 
repentance: “I have sinned against the Lord!” The mir- 
ror of the Word did its work of examination. 

But Nathan did not stop there. He also used the 
Word for restoration. “The Lord also hath put away thy 
sin; thou shalt not die” (2 Sam. 12:13). Here was the 
assurance of forgiveness and cleansing, and it came 
from the Word. David visited the laver and washed his 
hands and feet. 

If we stop with examination and restoration, we 
will miss the full benefit of the mirror ministry of the 
Word. There is a third ministry. 

Transformation (2 Cor. 3:18). After the Lord 
restores us, He wants to change us so that we will grow 
in grace and not commit that sin again. Too many 
Christians confess their sins and claim forgiveness, but 
never grow spiritually to conquer self and sin. 

Second Corinthians 3 is a discussion of the con- 
trasts between the old covenant ministry of law and the 
new covenant ministry of grace. The law is external, 
written on tablets of stone; but salvation means that 
God’s Word is written on the heart. The old covenant 
ministry condemned and killed; but the new covenant 
ministry brings forgiveness and life. The glory of the 
law gradually disappeared, but the glory of God’s grace 
becomes brighter and brighter. The law was temporary, 
but the new covenant of grace is eternal. 

Paul’s illustration of this truth is Moses and his veil. 
When Moses came down from the mount where he 
met God, his face was shining (Ex. 34:29-35). He did 
not want the Jews to see this glory fading away, so he 
put on a veil to hide it. When he returned to the 
mount, he took off the veil. When Jesus died, the veil 
in the temple was torn from top to bottom, and the veil 
between men and God was removed. The Old 
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Testament prophet wore a veil to hide the fading of the 
glory. The New Testament believer has an unveiled 
face, and the glory gets greater and greater! 

You may explain 2 Corinthians 3:18 in this way: 
“When the child of God looks into the Word of God 
[the glass, the mirror], he sees the Son of God, and he 
is transformed by the Spirit of God to share in the glory 
of God!” The word changed in the Greek gives us our 
English word metamorphosis—a change on the outside 
that comes from the inside. When an ugly worm turns 
into a beautiful butterfly, this is metamorphosis. When 
a believer spends time looking into the Word and see- 
ing Christ, he is transformed: the glory on the inside is 
revealed on the outside. 

It is this word that is translated “transfigured” in 
Matthew 17:2. The glory of Christ on the mount was 
not reflected; it was radiated from within. You will find 
the same word in Romans 12:2: “Be ye transformed by 
the renewing of your mind.” As we meditate on the 
Word, the Spirit renews the mind and reveals the glory 
of God. We do not become spiritual Christians 
overnight. It is a process, the work of the Spirit of God 
through the mirror of the Word of God. 

The important thing is that we hide nothing. Take 
off the veil! “Search me, O God, and know my heart: 
try me, and know my thoughts: and see if there be any 
wicked way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting” 
(Ps. 139:23-24). “If we say that we have no sin, we 
deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us” (1 John 
1:8). 

Our first responsibility is to receive the Word. 
Then, we must practice the Word; otherwise we are 
deceiving ourselves. This leads to a third responsibility. 


Share the Word (1:26-27) 

The word translated “religion” means “the outward 
practice, the service of a god.” It is used only five times 
in the entire New Testament (James 1:26-27; Acts 
26:5; and Col. 2:18, where it is translated “worship- 
ping”). Pure religion has nothing to do with 
ceremonies, temples, or special days. Pure religion 
means practicing God’s Word and sharing it with oth- 
ers, through speech, service, and separation from the 
world. 

Speech (v. 26). There are many references to 
speech in this letter, giving the impression that the 
tongue was a serious problem in the assembly (see 
James 1:19; 2:12; 3:1-3, 14-18; 4:11-12). It is the 
tongue that reveals the heart (Matt. 12:34-35); if the 
heart is right, the speech will be right. A controlled 
tongue means a controlled body (James 3:1ff.). 

Service (v. 27a). After we have seen ourselves and 
Christ in the mirror of the Word, we must see others 
and their needs. Isaiah first saw the Lord, then himself, 
and then the people to whom he would minister (Isa. 
6:1-8). Words are no substitute for deeds of love 
(James 2:14-18; 1 John 3:11-18). God does not want 
us to pay for others to minister as a substitute for our 
own personal service! 
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Separation from the world (v. 27b). By “the 
world” James meant “society without God.” Satan is 
the prince of this world (John 14:30), and the lost are 
the children of this world (Luke 16:8). As the children 
of God, we are in the world physically but not of the 
world spiritually John 17:11-16). We are sent into the 
world to win others to Christ (John 17:18). It is only 
as we maintain our separation from the world that we 
can serve others. 

The world wants to “spot” the Christian and start 
to defile him. First, there is “friendship of the world” 
(James 4:4), which can lead to a love for the world (1 
John 2:15-17). If we are not careful, we will become 
conformed to this world (Rom. 12:1—2), and the result 
is being condemned with the world (1 Cor. 11:32). 
This does not suggest that we lose our salvation, but 
that we lose all we have lived for. Lot is an illustration 
of this principle. First he pitched his tent toward 
Sodom, and then he moved into Sodom. Before long, 
Sodom moved into him and he lost his testimony even 
with his own family. When judgment fell on Sodom, 
Lot lost everything. It was Abraham, the separated 
believer, the friend of God, who had a greater ministry 
to the people than did Lot, the friend of the world. It 
is not necessary for the Christian to get involved with 
the world to have a ministry to the world. Jesus was 
“unspotted” (1 Peter 1:19), and yet He was the friend 
of publicans and sinners. The best way to minister to 
the needs of the world is to be pure from the defile- 
ment of the world. 


CHAPTER FIVE 
James 2:1-13 


RICH MAN, POOR MAN 


ot only is the mature Christian patient in testing 
N (James 1), but he also practices the truth. This is 

the theme of James 2. Immature people talk about 
their beliefs, but the mature person lives his faith. 
Hearing Gods Word (James 1:22-25) and talking 
about God’s Word can never substitute for doing God’s 
Word. 

Every believer has some statement of faith or per- 
sonal expression of what he believes. Most churches 
have such statements and members are asked to sub- 
scribe to the statement and practice it. Most churches 
also have a “covenant” that they read publicly, often 
when they observe the Lord’s Supper. Statements of 
faith and church covenants are good and useful, but 
they are not substitutes for doing God’s will. As a pas- 
tor, I have heard believers read the church covenant 
and then come to a business meeting and act in ways 
completely contrary to the covenant. 

James wanted to help us practice God’s Word, so he 
gave us a simple test. He sent two visitors to a church 
service, a rich man and a poor man, and he watched to 
see how they were treated. The way we behave toward 


people indicates what we really believe about God! We 
cannot—and dare not—separate human relationships 
from divine fellowship. “If a man say, ‘I love God,’ and 
hateth his brother, he is a liar: for he that loveth not his 
brother whom he hath seen, how can he love God 
whom he hath not seen?” (1 John 4:20). 

In this section, James examined four basic Christian 
doctrines in the light of the way we treat other people. 


The Deity of Christ (2:1-4) 

“My brothers, don’t hold the faith of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, the Lord of Glory, by showing favoritism” (lit- 
eral translation). Jewish people in that day coveted 
recognition and honor, and vied with one another for 
praise. Our Lord’s parables in Luke 14:7-14 deal with 
the problem, and also His denunciation of the 
Pharisees in Matthew 23. 

We have this same problem with us today. Pyramid 
climbers are among us, not only in politics, industry, 
and society, but also in the church. Almost every church 
has its cliques, and often, new Christians find it difficult 
to get in. Some church members use their offices to 
enhance their own images of importance. Many of the 
believers James wrote to were trying to seize spiritual 
offices, and James had to warn them (James 3:1). 

Jesus did not respect persons. Even His enemies 
admitted, “You arent swayed by men, because you pay 
no attention to who they are” (Matt. 22:16 nrv). Our 
Lord did not look at the outward appearance; He 
looked at the heart. He was not impressed with riches 
or social status. The poor widow who gave her mite 
was greater in His eyes than the rich Pharisee who 
boastfully gave his large donation. Furthermore, He 
saw the potential in the lives of sinners. In Simon, He 
saw a rock. In Matthew, the publican, He saw a faith- 
ful disciple who would one day write one of the four 
gospels. The disciples were amazed to see Jesus talking 
with the sinful woman at the well of Sychar, but Jesus 
saw in her an instrument for reaping a great harvest. 

We are prone to judge people by their past, not 
their future. When Saul of Tarsus was converted, the 
church in Jerusalem was afraid to receive him! It took 
Barnabas, who believed in Saul’s conversion, to break 
down the walls (Acts 9:26-28). We are also prone to 
judge by outward appearance rather than by the inner 
attitude of the heart. We do not enjoy sitting with cer- 
tain people in church because they “are not our kind of 
people.” Jesus was the Friend of sinners, though He 
disapproved of their sins. It was not compromise, but 
compassion, that caused Him to welcome them, and 
when they trusted Him, forgive them. 

Jesus was despised and rejected. This fact was 
prophesied in Isaiah 53:1-3. He was “the poor man” 
who was rejected by the self-righteous nation. Unlike 
the foxes and the birds, He had no home. He grew up 
in the despised city of Nazareth in a home that knew 
the feeling of poverty. Had you and I met Him while 
He was ministering on earth, we would have seen noth- 
ing physically or materially that would attract us. 
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Yet, He is the very glory of God! In the Old 
Testament, God’s glory dwelled first in the tabernacle 
(Ex. 40:34-38) and then in the temple (1 Kings 
8:10-11). When Jesus came to earth, God’s glory 
resided in Him (John 1:14). Today, the glory of God 
dwells in the believer individually (1 Cor. 6:19-20) 
and the church collectively (Eph. 2:21-22). 

The religious experts in Christ’s day judged Him by 
their human standards, and they rejected Him. He 
came from the wrong city, Nazareth of Galilee. He was 
not a graduate of their accepted schools. He did not 
have the official approval of the people in power. He 
had no wealth. His followers were a nondescript mob 
and included publicans and sinners. Yet He was the very 
glory of God! No wonder Jesus warned the religious 
leaders, “Stop judging by mere appearances, and make 
a right judgment” (John 7:24 vrv). 

Sad to say, we often make the same mistakes. When 
visitors come into our churches, we tend to judge them 
on what we see outwardly rather than what they are 
inwardly. Dress, color of skin, fashion, and other super- 
ficial things carry more weight than the fruit of the 
Spirit that may be manifest in their lives. We cater to 
the rich because we hope to get something out of them, 
and we avoid the poor because they embarrass us. Jesus 
did not do this, and He cannot approve of it. 

How do we practice the deity of Christ in our 
human relationships? It is really quite simple: /ook at 
everyone through the eyes of Christ. If the visitor is a 
Christian, we can accept him because Christ lives in 
him. If he is not a Christian, we can receive him 
because Christ died for him. It is Christ who is the link 
between us and others, and He is a link of love. The 
basis for relationship with others is the person and 
work of Jesus Christ. Any other basis is not going to 
work. Furthermore, God can use even the most 
unlikely person to bring glory to His name. He used 
Peter and Zaccheus and John Mark, and He can use 
that poor man whom we might reject. 


The Grace of God (2:5-7) 
The emphasis here is on God’s choosing, and this 
involves the grace of God. If salvation were on the basis 
of merit, it would not be by grace. Grace implies God’s 
sovereign choice of those who cannot earn and do not 
deserve His salvation (Eph. 1:4-7; 2:8-10). God saves 
us completely on the basis of the work of Christ on the 
cross and not because of anything that we are or have. 

God ignores national differences (Acts 10:34). The 
Jewish believers were shocked when Peter went to the 
Gentile household of Cornelius, preached to the 
Gentiles, and even ate with them. The topic of the first 
church council was, “Must a Gentile become a Jew to 
become a Christian?” (Acts 15). The answer the Holy 
Spirit gave them was, “No!” In the sight of God, there 
is no difference between Jew and Gentile when it 
comes to condemnation (Rom. 2:6-16) or salvation 
(Rom. 10:1-13). 

God also ignores social differences. Masters and 
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slaves (Eph. 6:9) and rich and poor are alike to Him. 
James taught us that the grace of God makes the rich 
man poor, because he cannot depend on his wealth; 
and it makes the poor man rich, because he inherits the 
riches of grace in Christ. (Review James 1:9-11.) “The 
Lord maketh poor, and maketh rich: he bringeth low, 
and lifteth up. He raiseth up the poor out of the dust, 
and lifteth up the beggar from the dunghill, to set them 
among princes, and to make them inherit the throne of 
glory” (1 Sam. 2:7-8). 

From the human point of view, God chooses the 
poor instead of the rich. “For ye see your calling, 
brethren, how that not many wise men after the flesh, 
not many mighty, not many noble, are called: but God 
hath chosen the foolish things of the world to con- 
found the wise; and God hath chosen the weak things 
of the world to confound the things which are mighty” 
(1 Cor. 1:26-27). The poor of this world become rich 
in faith; as sons of God, they inherit the wealth of the 
kingdom. 

It is possible to be poor in this world and rich in the 
next, or rich in this world and poor in the next (1 Tim. 
6:17-18). Or, you could be poor both in this world 
and the next, or rich in this world and the next. It all 
depends on what you do with Christ and the material 
wealth He has given you. God promises the kingdom 
to “those that love him” (James 2:5), not to those who 
love this world and its riches. 

James gave a stern rebuke in James 2:6-7: “When 
you despise the poor man, you are behaving like the 
unsaved rich people.” In that day, it was easy for rich 
persons to exploit the poor, influence decisions at 
court, and make themselves richer. Unfortunately, we 
have the same sins being committed today; and these 
sins blaspheme the very name of Christ. Our Lord was 
poor, and He too was the victim of injustice perpe- 
trated by the wealthy leaders of His day. 

The doctrine of God’s grace, if we really believe it, 
forces us to relate to people on the basis of God’s plan 
and not on the basis of human merit or social status. A 
“class church” is not a church that magnifies the grace 
of God. When He died, Jesus broke down the wall that 
separated Jews and Gentiles (Eph. 2:11-22). But in 
His birth and life, Jesus broke down the walls between 
rich and poor, young and old, educated and unedu- 
cated. It is wrong for us to build those walls again; we 
cannot rebuild them if we believe in the grace of God. 


The Word of God (2:8-11) 
In recent years, believers have waged battles over the 
inspiration and authority of the Word of God. 
Certainly, it is a good thing to defend the truth of 
God’s Word, but we must never forget that our lives 
and ministries are the best defense. D. L. Moody often 
said, “Every Bible should be bound in shoe leather!” 
James reached back into the Old Testament for one 
of God’s laws, “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thy- 
self” (Lev. 19:18). In His parable of the good 


Samaritan, Jesus told us that our neighbor is anyone 
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who needs our help (Luke 10:25-37). It is not a mat- 
ter of geography, but opportunity. The important 
question is not, “Who is my neighbor?” but “To whom 
can I be a neighbor?” 

Why is “love thy neighbor” called “the royal law”? 
For one thing, it was given by the King. God the Father 
gave it in the law, and God the Son reaffirmed it to His 
disciples (John 13:34). God the Spirit fills our hearts 
with God’s love and expects us to share it with others 
(Rom. 5:5). True believers are “taught of God to love 
one another” (1 Thess. 4:9). 

But “love thy neighbor” is the royal law for a second 
reason: it rules all the other laws. “Love is the fulfilling 
of the law” (Rom. 13:10). There would be no need for 
the thousands of complex laws if each citizen truly 
loved his neighbors. 

But the main reason why this is the royal law is that 
obeying it makes you a king. Hatred makes a person a 
slave, but love sets us free from selfishness and enables 
us to reign like kings. Love enables us to obey the Word 
of God and treat people as God commands us to do. 
We obey His law, not out of fear, but out of love. 

Showing respect of persons can lead a person into 
disobeying all of God’s law. Take any of the Ten 
Commandments and you will find ways of breaking it 
if you respect a persons social or financial status. 
Respect of persons could make you lie, for example. It 
could lead to idolatry (getting money out of the rich) or 
even mistreatment of one’s parents. Once we start act- 
ing on the basis of respecting persons and rejecting 
God’s Word, we are heading for trouble. And we need 
not break all of God’s law to be guilty. There is only one 
Lawgiver, and all of His laws are from His mind and 
heart. If I disobey one law, I am capable of disobeying 
all of them; and by rebelling, I have already done so. 

Christian love does not mean that I must /éke a per- 
son and agree with him on everything. I may not like 
his vocabulary or his habits, and I may not want him 
for an intimate friend. Christian love means treating 
others the way God has treated me. It is an act of the will, 
not an emotion that I try to manufacture. The motive 
is to glorify God. The means is the power of the Spirit 
within (“for the fruit of the Spirit is love”). As I act in 
love toward another, I may find myself drawn more 
and more to him, and I may see in him (through 
Christ) qualities that before were hidden to me. 

Also, Christian love does not leave the person where 
it finds him. Love should help the poor man do better; 
love should help the rich man make better use of his 
God-given resources. Love always builds up (1 Cor. 
8:1); hatred always tears down. 

We only believe as much of the Bible as we practice. 
If we fail to obey the most important word—“love thy 
neighbor as thyself’—then we will not do any good 
with the lesser matters of the Word. It was a glaring 
fault in the Pharisees that they were careful about the 
minor matters and careless about the fundamentals 
(Matt. 23:23). They broke the very law they thought 
they were defending! 


The Judgment of God (2:12-13) 

Every orthodox statement of faith ends with a state- 
ment about the return of Jesus Christ and the final 
judgment. Not all Christians agree as to the details of 
these future events, but the certainty of them none 
denies. Nor would any deny the importance of a final 
judgment. Both Jesus (John 5:24) and Paul (Rom. 8:1) 
assured. us that Christian believers will never be judged 
for their sins, but our works will be judged and 
rewarded (Rom. 14:10-13; 2 Cor. 5:9-10). 

Our words will be judged. Note the words spoken 
to the two visitors in James 2:3. What we say to peo- 
ple, and how we say it, will come up before God. Even 
our careless words will be judged (Matt. 12:36). Of 
course, the words we speak come from the heart; so 
when God judges the words, He is examining the heart 
(Matt. 12:34-37). Jesus emphasized caution when 
speaking in some of His warnings in the Sermon on the 
Mount (Matt. 5:21—26, 33-37; 7:1-5, 21-23). 

Our deeds will be judged. Read Colossians 
3:22-25 for additional insight. It is true that God 
remembers our sins against us no more (Jer. 31:34; 
Heb. 10:17), but our sins affect our character and works. 
We cannot sin lightly and serve faithfully. God forgives 
our sins when we confess them to Him, but He cannot 
change their consequences. 

Our attitudes will be judged (v. 13). James con- 
trasted two attitudes: showing mercy to others, and 
refusing to show mercy. If we have been merciful 
toward others, God can be merciful toward us. 
However, we must not twist this truth into a lie. It does 
not mean that we earn mercy by showing mercy, 
because it is impossible to earn mercy. If it is earned, it 
is not mercy! Nor does it mean that we should “be soft 
on sin” and never judge it in the lives of others. “I dont 
condemn anybody,” a man once told me, “and God 
wont condemn me.” How wrong he was! 

Mercy and justice both come from God, so they are 
not competitors. Where God finds repentance and 
faith, He is able to show mercy; where He finds rebel- 
lion and unbelief, He must administer justice. It is the 
heart of the sinner that determines the treatment he 
gets. Our Lord’s parable in Matthew 18:21-35 illus- 
trates the truth. The parable is not illustrating 
salvation, but forgiveness between fellow servants. If we 
forgive our brothers, then we have the kind of heart 
that is open toward the forgiveness of God. 

We shall be judged “by the law of liberty.” Why did 
James use this title for God’s law? For one thing, when 
we obey God’s law, it frees us from sin and enables us 
to walk in liberty (Ps. 119:45). Also, daw prepares us for 
Liberty. A child must be under rules and regulations 
because he is not mature enough to handle the deci- 
sions and demands of life. He is given outward 
discipline so that he might develop inward discipline, 
and one day be free of rules. 

Liberty does not mean license. License (doing 
whatever I want to do) is the worst kind of bondage. 
Liberty means the freedom to be all that I can be in 
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Jesus Christ. License is confinement; liberty is fulfill- 
ment. 

Finally, the Word is called “the law of liberty” 
because God sees our hearts and knows what we would 
have done had we been free to do so. The Christian 
student who obeys only because the school has rules is 
not really maturing. What will he do when he leaves 
the school? God’s Word can change our hearts and give 
us the desire to do God’s will, so that we obey from 
inward compulsion and not outward constraint. 

There is one obvious message to this section: our 
beliefs should control our behavior. If we really believe 
that Jesus is the Son of God, and that God is gracious, 
His Word is true, and one day He will judge us, then 
our conduct will reveal our convictions. Before we 
attack those who do not have orthodox doctrine, we 
must be sure that we practice the doctrines we defend. 
Jonah had wonderful theology, but he hated people 
and was angry with God (Jonah 4). 

One of the tests of the reality of our faith is how we 
treat other people. Can we pass the test? 


CHAPTER SIX 
James 2:14-26 


FALSE FAITH 


aith is a key doctrine in the Christian life. The sin- 
F is saved by faith (Eph. 2:8-9), and the believer 

must walk by faith (2 Cor. 5:7). Without faith it is 
impossible to please God (Heb. 11:6), and whatever we 
do apart from faith is sin (Rom. 14:23). 

Someone has said that faith is not “believing in 
spite of evidence, but obeying in spite of consequence.” 
When you read Hebrews 11, you meet men and 
women who acted on Gods Word, no matter what 
price they had to pay. Faith is not some kind of nebu- 
lous feeling that we work up; faith is confidence that 
God’s Word is true and conviction that acting on that 
Word will bring His blessing. 

In this paragraph, James discussed the relationship 
between faith and works. This is an important discus- 
sion, for if we are wrong in this matter, we jeopardize 
our eternal salvation. What kind of faith really saves a 
person? Is it necessary to perform good works in order 
to be saved? How can a person tell whether or not he is 
exercising true saving faith? James answered these ques- 
tions by explaining to us that there are three kinds of 
faith, only one of which is true saving faith. 


Dead Faith (2:14-17) 

Even in the early church there were those who claimed 
they had saving faith, yet did not possess salvation. 
Wherever there is the true, you will find the counter- 
feit. Jesus warned, “Not every one that saith unto me, 
‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter into the kingdom of heaven; 
but he that doeth the will of my Father which is in 
heaven” (Matt. 7:21). 
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People with dead faith substitute words for deeds. 
They know the correct vocabulary for prayer and testi- 
mony, and can even quote the right verses from the 
Bible, but their walk does not measure up to their talk. 
They think that their words are as good as works, and 
they are wrong. 

James gave a simple illustration. A poor believer 
came into a fellowship, without proper clothing and in 
need of food. The person with dead faith noticed the 
visitor and saw his needs, but he did not do anything 
to meet the needs. All he did was say a few pious words! 
“Go, I wish you well; keep warm and well fed” (James 
2:16 Nrv). But the visitor went away just as hungry and 
naked as he came in! 

Food and clothing are basic needs of every human 
being, whether he is saved or unsaved. “And having 
food and raiment let us be therewith content” (1 Tim. 
6:8). “Therefore take no thought, saying, “What shall 
we eat? or, “What shall we drink? or, ‘Wherewithal 
shall we be clothed? ... for your heavenly Father 
knoweth that ye have need of all these things” (Matt. 
6:31-32). Jacob included these basic needs in his 
prayer to God: “If God will be with me ... and will give 
me bread to eat, and raiment to put on” (Gen. 28:20). 

As believers, we have an obligation to help meet the 
needs of people, no matter who they may be. “As we 
have therefore opportunity, let us do good unto all 
men, especially unto them who are of the household of 
faith” (Gal. 6:10). “Inasmuch as ye have done it unto 
one of the least of these my brethren, ye have done it 
unto me” (Matt. 25:40). 

To help a person in need is an expression of love, 
and faith works by love (Gal. 5:6). The apostle John 
emphasized this aspect of good works. “If anyone has 
material possessions and sees his brother in need but 
has no pity on him, how can the love of God be in 
him? Dear children, let us not love with words or 
tongue but with actions and truth” (1 John 3:17-18 
Nv). The priest and Levite in the parable of the good 
Samaritan each had religious training, but neither of 
them paused to assist the dying man at the side of the 
road (Luke 10:25-37). Each of them would defend his 
faith, yet neither demonstrated that faith in loving 
works. 

The question in James 2:14 should read, “Can that 
kind of faith save him?” What kind? The kind of faith 
that is never seen in practical works. The answer is no! 
Any declaration of faith that does not result in a 
changed life and good works is a false declaration. That 
kind of faith is dead faith. “Even so faith, if it hath not 
works, is dead, being alone” (James 2:17). The great 
theologian John Calvin wrote, “It is faith alone that 
justifies, but faith that justifies can never be alone.” 
The word alone in James 2:17 simply means “by itself.” 
‘True saving faith can never be by itself: it always brings 
life, and life produces good works. 

The person with dead faith has only an intellectual 
experience. In his mind, he knows the doctrines of sal- 
vation, but he has never submitted himself to God and 
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trusted Christ for salvation. He knows the right words, 
but he does not back up his words with his works. 
Faith in Christ brings life (John 3:16), and where there 
is life there must be growth and fruit. Three times in 
this paragraph, James warned us that “faith without 
works is dead” (James 2:17, 20, 26). 

Beware of a mere intellectual faith. No man can 
come to Christ by faith and remain the same any more 
than he can come into contact with a 220-volt wire and 
remain the same. “He that hath the Son hath life; and 
he that hath not the Son of God hath not life” (1 John 
5:12). Dead faith is not saving faith. Dead faith is 
counterfeit faith and lulls the person into a false confi- 
dence of eternal life. 


Demonic Faith (2:18-19) 

James wanted to shock his complacent readers, so he 
used demons as his illustration. In recent years the 
church has rediscovered the reality and activity of 
demons. When our Lord was ministering on earth, He 
often cast out demons, and He gave that power to His 
disciples. Paul often confronted demonic forces in his 
ministry, and in Ephesians 6:10-20, he admonished 
the early Christians to claim God’s protection and 
defeat the spiritual forces of wickedness. 

It comes as a shock to people that demons have 
faith! What do they believe? For one thing, they believe 
in the existence of God; they are neither atheists nor 
agnostics. They also believe in the deity of Christ. 
Whenever they met Christ when He was on earth, they 
bore witness to His sonship (Mark 3:11-12). They 
believe in the existence of a place of punishment (Luke 
8:31), and they also recognize Jesus Christ as the Judge 
(Mark 5:1-13). They submit to the power of His 
Word. 

“Hear, O Israel! The Lord our God is one Lord!” 
(Deut. 6:4) This was the daily affirmation of faith of the 
godly Jew. “You believe that there is one God. Good! 
Even the demons believe that—and shudder” (James 
2:19 nrv). The man with dead faith was touched only 
in his intellect, but the demons are touched also in their 
emotions. They believe and tremble. 

But it is not a saving experience to believe and 
tremble. A person can be enlightened in his mind and 
even stirred in his heart and be lost forever. True saving 
faith involves something more, something that can be 
seen and recognized: a changed life. “Show me thy 
faith without thy works,” challenged James, “and I will 
show thee my faith by my works” (James 2:18). 

How could a person show his faith without works? 
Can a dead sinner perform good works? Impossible! 
When you trust Christ, you are “created in Christ Jesus 
unto good works, which God hath before ordained 
that we should walk in them” (Eph. 2:10). Being a 
Christian involves trusting Christ and living for Christ; 
you receive the life, then you reveal the life. Faith that is 
barren is not saving faith. The Greek word translated 
“dead” in James 2:20 carries the meaning of “barren or 
idle,” like money drawing no interest. 


James has introduced us to two kinds of faith that 
can never save the sinner: dead faith (the intellect 
alone), and demonic faith (the intellect and the emo- 
tions). He closes this section by describing the only 
kind of faith that can save the sinner—dynamic faith. 


Dynamic Faith (2:20-26) 
Dynamic faith is faith that is real, faith that has power, 
faith that results in a changed life. 

James described this true saving faith. To begin with, 
dynamic saving faith is based on the Word of God. We 
receive our spiritual rebirth through God’s Word 
(James 1:18). We receive the Word and this saves us 
(James 1:21). “So then faith cometh by hearing, and 
hearing by the Word of God” (Rom. 10:17). James 
used Abraham and Rahab as illustrations of dynamic 
saving faith, since both of them heard and received the 
message of God through His Word. 

Faith is only as good as its object. The man in the 
jungle bows before an idol of stone and trusts it to help 
him, but he receives no help. No matter how much 
faith a person may generate, if it is not directed at the 
right object, it will accomplish nothing. “I believe” 
may be the testimony of many sincere people, but the 
big question is, “In whom do you believe? What do 
you believe?” We are not saved by faith in faith; we are 
saved by faith in Christ as revealed in His Word. 

Dynamic faith is based on God’s Word, and it 
involves the whole man. Dead faith touches only the 
intellect; demonic faith involves both the mind and the 
emotions; but dynamic faith involves the will. The 
whole person plays a part in true saving faith. The 
mind understands the truth; the heart desires the truth; 
and the will acts upon the truth. The men and women 
of faith named in Hebrews 11 were people of action: 
God spoke and they obeyed. Again, “Faith is not 
believing in spite of evidence; faith is obeying in spite 
of consequence. “ 

True saving faith /eads to action. Dynamic faith is 
not intellectual contemplation or emotional consterna- 
tion; it leads to obedience on the part of the will. And 
this obedience is not an isolated event: it continues 
throughout the whole life. It leads to works. 

Many different kinds of works are named in the 
New Testament. “The works of the law” (Gal. 2:16) 
relate to the sinner’s attempt to please God by obeying 
the law of Moses. Of course, it is impossible for a sin- 
ner to be saved through the works of the law. “The 
works of the flesh” (Gal. 5:19) are done by unsaved 
people who live for the things of the old nature. There 
are also “wicked works” (Col. 1:21) and “dead works” 
(Heb. 9:14). Where there is dynamic faith—saving 
faith—you will always find good works. 

James then illustrated his doctrine in the lives of two 
well-known Bible persons: Abraham and Rahab. You 
could not find two more different persons! Abraham 
was a Jew; Rahab was a Gentile. Abraham was a godly 
man, but Rahab was a sinful woman, a harlot. 


Abraham was the friend of God, while Rahab belonged 
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to the enemies of God. What did they have in com- 
mon? Both exercised saving faith in God. 

You will want to read Genesis 15 and 22 to get the 
background facts for this illustration. God called 
Abraham out of Ur of the Chaldees to lead him into 
Canaan and to make out of him the great nation of 
Israel. It was through Israel that God would bring the 
Savior into the world. Abraham's salvation experience is 
recorded in Genesis 15. At night, God showed His ser- 
vant the stars and gave him a promise, “So shall thy 
seed [descendants] be!” How did Abraham respond? 
“And he believed in the Lord, and he [the Lord] 
counted it to him for righteousness” (Gen. 15:5-6). 

The word counted is a legal or financial term; it 
means “to put to one’s account.” As a sinner, Abraham's 
spiritual bankbook was empty. He was bankrupt! But 
he trusted God, and God put righteous on Abraham's 
account. Abraham did not work for this righteousness; 
he received it as a gift from God. He was declared righ- 
teous by faith. He was justified by faith (read Rom. 4). 

Justification is an important doctrine in the Bible. 
Justification is the act of God whereby He declares the 
believing sinner righteous on the basis of Christ’s fin- 
ished work on the cross. It is not a process; it is an act. 
It is not something the sinner does; it is something 
God does for the sinner when he trusts Christ. It is a 
once-for-all event. It never changes. 

How can you tell if a person is justified by faith if 
this transaction takes place between the sinner and 
God privately? Abraham's example answers that impor- 
tant question: the justified person has a changed life 
and obeys God’s will. His faith is demonstrated by his 
works. 

James used another event in Abraham’s life, an 
event that took place many years after Abraham's con- 
version. This event is the offering up of Isaac on the 
altar (Gen. 22). Abraham was not saved by obeying 
God’s difficult command. His obedience proved that 
he already was saved. “You see that his faith and his 
actions were working together, and his faith was made 
complete by what he did” (James 2:22 niv). There is a 
perfect relationship between faith and works. As some- 
one has expressed it, “Abraham was not saved by faith 
plus works, but by a faith that works.” 

How was Abraham “justified by works” (James 
2:21) when he had already been “justified by faith” (see 
Rom. 4)? By faith, he was justified before God and his 
righteousness declared; by works he was justified before 
men and his righteousness demonstrated. It is true that 
no humans actually saw Abraham put his son on the 
altar, but the inspired record in Genesis 22 enables us 
to see the event and witness Abraham's faith demon- 
strated by his works. 

As I mentioned in the previous chapter, D. L. 
Moody often said, “Every Bible should be bound in 
shoe leather.” He did not say that because he had been 
a successful shoe salesman; he said it because he was a 
dedicated Christian. Dynamic faith obeys God and 
proves itself in daily life and works. Alas, we still have 
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church members today who fit the description given in 
Titus, “They profess that they know God, but in works 
they deny him” (Titus 1:16). Paul also wrote, “This is 
a faithful saying, and these things I will that thou 
affirm constantly, that they which have believed in God 
might be careful to maintain good works” (Titus 3:8). 

His second illustration is Rahab, and the back- 
ground for her is found in Joshua 2 and 6. Israel was 
about to invade their Promised Land and take the city 
of Jericho. Joshua sent spies into the city to get the lay 
of the land. There they met Rahab, a harlot, who pro- 
tected them and affirmed that she believed in what 
God had said and what God was going to do. When 
the men departed, they promised to save her and her 
family when the city was taken, and this they did. 

It is an exciting story. But in it is one of the Bible’s 
great examples of saving faith (see Heb. 11:31). Rahab 
heard the Word and knew that her city was con- 
demned. This truth affected her and her fellow citizens 
so that their hearts melted within them (Josh. 2:11). 
Rahab responded with her mind and her emotions, but 
she also responded with her will: she did something 
about it. She risked her own life to protect the Jewish 
spies, and she further risked her life by sharing the 
good news of deliverance with the members of her fam- 
ily. The Hebrew word translated “harlot” in Joshua 2 
can also have the wider meaning of “an innkeeper.” 
Rahab ran a guest house, so it was normal for the spies 
to go there. The Greek word “harlot” in James 2:25 
definitely means an immoral person. This is also the 
meaning in Hebrews 11:31. Matthew 1:5 indicates she 
married into Israel and became an ancestress of our 
Lord. What grace! Rahab is one of the first soul-win- 
ners in the Bible, and you cannot help but compare her 
with the “bad Samaritan” in John 4. 

Rahab could have had dead faith, a mere intellec- 
tual experience. Or she could have had demonic faith, 
her mind enlightened and her emotions stirred. But 
she exercised dynamic faith: her mind knew the truth, 
her heart was stirred by the truth, and her will acted on 
the truth. She proved her faith by her works. 

When you realize the small amount of information 
Rahab had, you can see how truly marvelous her faith 
really was. Today we have the full revelation of God 
through His Word and His Son. We live on the other 
side of Calvary, and we have the Holy Spirit to convict 
and to teach us the Word. “For unto whomsoever 
much is given, of him shall be much required” (Luke 
12:48). Her faith is an indictment against the unbelief 
of sinners today. 

James 2 emphasized that the mature Christian prac- 
tices the truth. He does not merely hold to ancient 
doctrines; he practices those doctrines in his everyday 
life. His faith is not the dead faith of the intellectuals or 
the demonic faith of the fallen spirits. It is the dynamic 
faith of men like Abraham and women like Rahab, 
faith that changes a life and goes to work for God. 

It is important that each professing Christian exam- 
ine his own heart and life and make sure that he 
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possesses true saving faith, dynamic faith. “Examine 
yourselves, whether ye be in the faith; prove your own 
selves” (2 Cor. 13:5a). Satan is the great deceiver; one 
of his devices is imitation. If he can convince a person 
that counterfeit faith is true faith, he has that person in 
his power. 

Here are some questions we can ask ourselves as we 
examine our hearts: 

1. Was there a time when I honestly realized I was 
a sinner and admitted this to myself and to God? 

2. Was there a time when my heart stirred me to 
flee from the wrath to come? Have I ever seriously been 
alarmed over my sins? 

3. Do I truly understand the gospel, that Christ 
died for my sins and arose again? Do I understand and 
confess that I cannot save myself? 

4. Did I sincerely repent of my sins and turn from 
them? Or do I secretly love sin and want to enjoy it? 

5. Have I trusted Christ and Christ alone for my 
salvation? Do I enjoy a living relationship with Him 
through the Word and in the Spirit? 

6. Has there been a change in my life? Do I main- 
tain good works, or are my works occasional and weak? 
Do I seek to grow in the things of the Lord? Can oth- 
ers tell that I have been with Jesus? 

7. Do I have a desire to share Christ with others? Or 
am I ashamed of Him? 

8. Do I enjoy the fellowship of God’s people? Is 
worship a delight to me? 

9. Am I ready for the Lord’s return? Or will I be 
ashamed when He comes for me? 

To be sure, not every Christian has the same per- 
sonal experience, and there are degrees of 
sanctification. But for the most part, the preceding 
spiritual inventory can assist a person in determining 
his true standing before God. 

“Search me, O Lord, and know my heart: try me, 
and know my thoughts: and see if there be any wicked 
way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting” (Ps. 


139:23-24). 


CHAPTER SEVEN 
James 3:1-12 


THE WORLD’S SMALLEST BUT 
LARGEST TROUBLEMAKER 


mature Christian: he is patient in trouble (James 1) 

and he practices the truth (James 2). In this sec- 
tion, he shared the third characteristic of the mature 
believer he has power over his tongue. 

A pastor friend told me about a member of his 
church who was a notorious gossip. She would “hang 
on the phone” most of the day, sharing tidbits with any 
and all who would listen. 

She came to the pastor one day and said, “Pastor, 


ames has explained to us two characteristics of the 


the Lord has convicted me of my sin of gossip. My 
tongue is getting me and others into trouble.” 

My friend knew she was not sincere because she had 
gone through that routine before. Guardedly he asked, 
“Well, what do you plan to do?” 

“I want to put my tongue on the altar,” she replied 
with pious fervor. 

Calmly my friend replied, “There isn’t an altar big 
enough,” and he left her to think it over. 

The Christians that James wrote to were apparently 
having serious problems with their tongues. James had 
warned them to be “swift to hear, slow to speak, slow 
to wrath” (James 1:19). The believer who does not bri- 
dle his tongue is not truly religious (James 1:26). We 
must speak and act as though we were already facing 
Christ in judgment (James 2:12). When you read pas- 
sages like James 4:1, 11-12, you get the impression 
that this assembly must have had some interesting 
meetings! 

The power of speech is one of the greatest powers 
God has given us. With the tongue, man can praise 
God, pray, preach the Word, and lead the lost to 
Christ. What a privilege! But with that same tongue he 
can tell lies that could ruin a man’s reputation or break 
a person’s heart. The ability to speak words is the abil- 
ity to influence others and accomplish tremendous 
tasks, and yet we take this ability for granted. 

In order to impress on us the importance of con- 
trolled speech, and the great consequences of our 
words, James gave us six pictures of the tongue: the bit, 
the rudder, fire, a poisonous animal, a fountain, and a 
fig tree. You can put these six pictures into three mean- 
ingful classifications that reveal the three powers of the 
tongue. 


Power to Direct: The Bit and Rudder (3:1-4) 

Apparently, everybody in the assembly wanted to teach 
and be a spiritual leader, for James had to warn them: 
“Not many of you should act as teachers, my brothers” 
(James 3:1 nrv). Perhaps they were impressed with the 
authority and prestige of the office and forgot about 
the tremendous responsibility and accountability! Those 
who teach the Word face the stricter judgment. 
Teachers must use their tongue to share God’s truth, 
and it is easy to commit sins of the tongue. 
Furthermore, teachers must practice what they teach; 
otherwise, their teaching is hypocrisy. Think of the 
damage that can be done by a teacher who is unpre- 
pared, or whose spiritual life is not up to par. 

But teachers are not the only ones who are tempted 
and sin; every Christian must admit that “we all stum- 
ble in many ways” (James 3:2 nv). And sins of the 
tongue seem to head the list. The person who is able to 
discipline his tongue gives evidence that he can control 
his whole body. He proves that he is a mature (perfect) 
man. 

Was James making a mistake by connecting sins of 
the tongue with sins committed by “the whole body”? 
No, because words usually lead to deeds. During World 
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War II we were accustomed to seeing posters that read 
LOOSE LIPS SINK SHIPS! But loose lips also wreck 
lives. A person makes an unguarded statement and sud- 
denly finds himself involved in a fight. His tongue has 
forced the rest of his body to defend itself. 

In selecting the bit and the rudder (“helm” in James 
3:4 means “rudder”), James presented two items that 
are small of themselves, yet exercise great power, just 
like the tongue. A small bit enables the rider to control 
the great horse, and a small rudder enables the pilot to 
steer the huge ship. The tongue is a small member in 
the body, and yet it has the power to accomplish great 
things. 

Both the bit and the rudder must overcome con- 
trary forces. The bit must overcome the wild nature of 
the horse, and the rudder must fight the winds and 
currents that would drive the ship off its course. The 
human tongue also must overcome contrary forces. We 
have an old nature that wants to control us and make 
us sin. There are circumstances around us that would 
make us say things we ought not to say. Sin on the 
inside and pressures on the outside are seeking to get 
control of the tongue. 

This means that both the bit and the rudder must 
be under the control of a strong hand. The expert 
horseman keeps the mighty power of his steed under 
control, and the experienced pilot courageously steers 
the ship through the storm. When Jesus Christ controls 
the tongue, then we need not fear saying the wrong 
things—or even saying the right things in a wrong way! 
“Death and life are in the power of the tongue,” 
warned Solomon (Prov. 18:21). No wonder David 
prayed, “Set a watch, O Lord, before my mouth; keep 
the door of my lips. Incline not my heart to any evil 
thing” (Ps. 141:34). David knew that she heart is the 
key to right speech. “Out of the abundance of the heart 
the mouth speaketh” (Matt. 12:34). When Jesus Christ 
is the Lord of the heart, then He is Lord of the lips too. 

The bit and rudder have the power to direct, which 
means they affect the lives of others. A runaway horse or a 
shipwreck could mean injury or death to pedestrians or 
passengers. The words we speak affect the lives of oth- 
ers. A judge says, “Guilty!” or “Not Guilty!” and those 
words affect the destiny of the prisoner, his family, and 
his friends. The president of the United States speaks a 
few words and signs some papers, and the nation is at 
war. Even a simple yes or no from the lips of a parent 
can greatly affect the direction of a child’s life. 

Never underestimate the guidance you give by the 
words you speak or do not speak. Jesus spoke to a 
woman at a well, and her life and the lives of her neigh- 
bors experienced a miraculous change (John 4). Peter 
preached at Pentecost and three thousand souls came to 
salvation through faith in Christ (Acts 2). 

On April 21, 1855, Edward Kimball went into a 
Boston shoe store and led young Dwight L. Moody to 
Christ. The result: one of history’s greatest evangelists, 
a man whose ministry still continues. The tongue has 
the power to direct others to the right choices. 
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It would do us all good to read frequently the book 
of Proverbs, and to note especially the many references 
to speech. “A soft answer turneth away wrath: but 
grievous words stir up anger” (Prov. 15:1). “Lying lips 
are an abomination to the Lord” (Prov. 12:22). “In the 
multitude of words there wanteth not sin: but he that 
refraineth his lips is wise” (Prov. 10:19). Yes, the tongue 
is like a bit and a rudder: it has the power to direct. 
How important it is that our tongues direct people in 
the right way! 


Power to Destroy: the Fire and Animal (3:5-8) 

I was visiting the used bookstores along Charing Cross 
Road in London, and I remarked to a clerk that there 
were not as many stores as I expected. “There’s a reason 
for that,” he replied. “One night during World War II, 
the incendiary bombs hit and the fires destroyed at 
least a million books!” 

On another occasion, a friend was taking my wife 
and me on a tour of the beautiful forests in California, 
and we came to an ugly section that was burned out. 
Not only was the face of nature scarred, but millions of 
dollars of valuable timber had been wiped out. 
“Somebody’s lit cigarette,” my friend commented as we 
drove past the blackened earth. 

A fire can begin with just a small spark, but it can 
grow to destroy a city. A fire reportedly started in the 
O'Leary barn in Chicago at 8:30 p.m., October 8, 
1871; and because that fire spread, over 100,000 peo- 
ple were left homeless, 17,500 buildings were 
destroyed, and 300 people died. It cost the city over 
$400 million. 

Our words can start fires. “Where no wood is, there 
the fire goeth out: so where there is no talebearer, the 
strife ceaseth. As coals are to burning coals, and wood 
to fire; so is a contentious man to kindle strife” (Prov. 
26:20-21). In some churches, there are members or 
officers who cannot control their tongues, and the 
result is destruction. Let them move out of town or be 
replaced in office, and a beautiful spirit of harmony 
and love takes over. 

Like a fire, the tongue can “heat things up.” David 
wrote, “I said, ‘I will take heed to my ways, that I sin 
not with my tongue.’... My heart was hot within me, 
while I was musing the fire burned; then spake I with 
my tongue” (Ps. 39:1, 3). Have you ever had that expe- 
rience? Of course you have! A hot head and a hot heart 
can lead to burning words that later we will regret 
David had a temper, and he had to have God’s help in 
controlling it. No wonder Solomon wrote, “He who 
restrains his word has knowledge, and he who has a 
cool spirit is a man of understanding” (Prov. 17:27 
NasB). “He who is slow to anger has great understand- 
ing, but he who is quick-tempered exalts folly” (Prov. 
14:29 NasB). 

Fire not only starts small and grows, and creates 
heat; it also defiles. A friend of mine suffered a fire in 
the basement of his house, and the smoke and fire 
damage so soiled the upstairs of the house that the fam- 
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ily had to move out while the house was redecorated. 
Fiery words can defile a home, a Sunday school class, a 
church. The only thing that can wash away that defile- 
ment is the blood of Jesus Christ. 

Fire burns and hurts, and our words can burn and 
hurt. One of the sorrows our Lord had to bear when 
He was here on earth was the way His enemies talked 
about Him. They called Him a “man gluttonous and a 
winebibber” (Matt. 11:19) because He graciously 
accepted invitations to dine with people the Pharisees 
did not like. When He performed miracles, they said 
He was in league with Satan. Even when He was dying 
on the cross, His enemies could not let Him alone but 
threw vicious taunts into His face. 

Fire spreads, and the more fuel you give it, the faster 
and farther it will spread. The tongue “setteth on fire 
the course of nature” (James 3:6), or “sets the whole 
course of his life on fire” (N1v). James suggested that all 
of life is connected like a wheel, and therefore we can- 
not keep things from spreading. A person’s entire life 
can be injured or destroyed by the tongue. Time does 
not correct the sins of the tongue. We may confess our 
sins of speech, but the fire keeps on spreading. 

As it spreads, fire destroys, and the words we speak 
have the power to destroy. For every word in Hitler’s 
book Mein Kampf, 125 lives were lost in World War II. 
Our own words may not have caused wars or wrecked 
cities, but they can break hearts and ruin reputations. 
They can also destroy souls by sending them into eter- 
nity without Christ How important it is for us to let 
our speech “be always full of grace, seasoned with salt” 
(Col. 4:6 rv). 

Not only is the tongue like a fire, but it is also like 
a dangerous animal. It is restless and cannot be ruled 
(unruly), and it seeks its prey and then pounces and 
kills. My wife and I once drove through a safari park, 
admiring the animals as they moved about in their nat- 
ural habitat. But there were warning signs posted all 
over the park: DO NOT LEAVE YOUR CAR! DO 
NOT OPEN YOUR WINDOWS! Those “peaceful 
animals” were capable of doing great damage, and even 
killing. 

Some animals are poisonous, and some tongues 
spread poison. The deceptive thing about poison is that 
it works secretly and slowly, and then kills. How many 
times has some malicious person injected a bit of poi- 
son into the conversation, hoping it would spread and 
finally get to the person he or she wanted to hurt? As a 
pastor, I have seen poisonous tongues do great damage 
to individuals, families, classes, and entire churches. 
Would you turn hungry lions or angry snakes loose in 
your Sunday morning service? Of course not! But 
unruly tongues accomplish the same results. 

James reminds us that animals can be tamed, and, 
for that matter, fire can be tamed. When you tame an 
animal, you get a worker instead of a destroyer. When 
you control fire, you generate power. The tongue can- 
not be tamed by man, but it can be tamed by God. 
Your tongue need not be “set on fire of hell” (James 


3:6). Like the apostles at Pentecost, it can be set on fire 
from heaven! If God lights the fire and controls it, then 
the tongue can be a mighty tool for the winning of the 
lost and the building up of the church. The important 
thing, of course, is the heart, for it is “out of the abun- 
dance of the heart that the mouth speaketh” (Matt. 
12:34). If the heart is filled with hatred, Satan will light 
the fire. But if the heart is filled with love, God will 
light the fire. 


Power to Delight: The Fountain and Tree (3:9-12) 
The fountain, of course, provides the cool water that 
man needs to stay alive. In underdeveloped countries, 
the presence of a freshwater fountain is a great blessing 
to a village. Man needs water not only for drinking, but 
also for washing, cooking, farming, and a host of other 
activities so necessary to life. 

“The words of a man’s mouth are as deep waters, 
and the wellspring of wisdom as a flowing brook” 
(Prov. 18:4). “The mouth of a righteous man is a well 
of life” (Prov. 10:11). “The law of the wise is a fountain 
of life, to depart from the snares of death” (Prov. 
13:14). These verses parallel what James has written 
and underscore the importance of our words. 

Water is life-giving, and our words can give life. 
However, if water is not controlled, it brings death and 
destruction. The famous Johnstown, Pennsylvania 
flood of 1889 took 2,200 lives and destroyed $10 mil- 
lion in property. “Death and life are in the power of the 
tongue” (Prov. 18:21). 

However, when we bend over a fountain for a drink 
of cool water, we rarely think of floods. We think only 
of the precious gift of refreshment that comes with a 
drink of water. We could not be healthy without water. 
“There is that speaketh like the piercings of a sword: 
but the tongue of the wise is health” (Prov. 12:18). 
Paul’s prayer was that he might “refresh” the saints in 
Rome when he came to them (Rom. 15:32). He often 
named Christians who had refreshed him (1 Cor. 
16:18; Philem. 7, 20). 

Water also cleanses. There was a laver in the Old 
Testament tabernacle and temple, provided for the 
cleansing of the priests’ hands and feet. God’s Word is 
the spiritual water that cleanses us (John 15:3; Eph. 
5:26-27). But our words to others can also help to 
cleanse and sanctify them. Our words ought to be like 
that river described in Ezekiel 47 that brought life to 
everything it touched. 

The tongue is also delightful because it is like a tree. 
In Bible lands, trees are vitally important to the econ- 
omy: they help to hold down the soil; they provide 
beauty and shade; and they bear fruit. Our words can 
help to shelter and encourage a weary traveler, and can 
help to feed a hungry soul. “The lips of the righteous 
feed many” (Prov. 10:21). Jesus said, “The words that I 
speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are life” (John 
6:63). As we share His Word with others, we feed them 
and encourage them along the way. 

The most important thing about a tree is the root 
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system. If the roots do not go down deep, the tree 
will not grow in a healthy manner. If we are rooted 
in the things of the Lord, then our words will be the 
fruit of our fellowship with Him. We will be like that 
“blessed man” in Psalm 1 and produce fruit in due 
season. One reason our Lord was able to say the right 
words at the right times was because He communed 
with His Father and heard from heaven each day. 
Listen to His testimony: 

“The Lord hath given me the tongue of the learned, 
that I should know how to speak a word in season to 
him that is weary: he wakeneth morning by morning, 
he wakeneth mine ear to hear as the learned” (Isa. 
50:4). “And in the morning, rising up a great while 
before day, he went out, and departed into a solitary 
place, and there prayed” (Mark 1:35). 

If you and I are going to have tongues that delight, 
then we must meet with the Lord each day and learn 
from Him. We must get our “spiritual roots” deep into 
His Word. We must pray and meditate and permit the 
Spirit of God to fill our hearts with God’s love and 
truth. 

But James issued a warning: a fountain cannot give 
forth two kinds of water, and a tree cannot bear two 
different kinds of fruit. We expect the fountain to flow 
with sweet water at all times, and we expect the fig tree 
to bear figs and the olive tree to bear olives. Nature 
reproduces after its kind. 

If the tongue is inconsistent, there is something 
radically wrong with the heart. I heard about a profess- 
ing Christian who got angry on the job and let loose 
with some oaths. Embarrassed, he turned to his partner 
and said, “I don’t know why I said that. It really isn’t in 
me.” His partner wisely replied, “It had to be in you or 
it couldn't have come out of you.” When Peter was out 
of fellowship with Christ, he uttered some oaths, but 
he went out and wept bitterly and confessed his sins. 

The tongue that blesses the Father, and then turns 
around and curses men made in God’s image, is in des- 
perate need of spiritual medicine! How easy it is to sing 
the hymns during the worship service, then after the 
service, get into the family car and argue and fight all 
the way home! “My brethren, these things ought not so 
to be.” 

The problem, of course, is not the tongue; it is the 
heart. It is easy to have “bitter envying and strife” in 
our hearts (James 3:14). “But those things which pro- 
ceed out of the mouth come forth from the heart; and 
they defile the man” (Matt. 15:18). “Keep thy heart 
with all diligence, for out of it are the issues of life” 
(Prov. 4:23). As we fill our hearts with God’s Word and 
yield to the Holy Spirit, He can use us to bring delight 
to others, and we will be refreshing fountains and trees. 

As I close this chapter, let me suggest that you start 
using the “Twelve Words That Can Transform Your 
Life.” If you use these words and sincerely mean what 
you say from your heart, you will find that God will use 
you to be a blessing and encouragement to others. 
There are only twelve of them, but they work. 
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“Please” and “Thank you.” When you use these 
three words, you are treating others like people and not 
things. You are showing appreciation. 

“Tm sorry.” These two words have a way of break- 
ing down walls and building bridges. 

“I love you.” Too many people read “romance” 
into these words, but they go much deeper than that. 
As Christians, we should love the brethren and even 
love our enemies. “I love you” is a statement that can 
carry tremendous power. 

“Tm praying for you.” And be sure that you are. 
When you talk to God about people, then you can talk 
to people about God. Our private praying for people 
helps us in our public meeting with people. Of course, 
we never say “I’m praying for you” in a boastful way, as 
though we are more spiritual than others. We say it in 
an encouraging way, to let others know that we care 
enough for them to meet them at the throne of grace. 

Yes, the smallest but largest troublemaker in all the 
world is the tongue. But it does not have to be a trou- 
blemaker! God can use our tongues to direct others 
into the way of life, and to delight them in the trials of 
life. The tongue is a little member, but it has great 
power. 

Give God your tongue and your heart each day and 
ask Him to use you to be a blessing to others. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
James 3:13-18 


WHERE TO GET WISDOM 


isdom was an important thing to Jewish people. 
wW realized that it was not enough to have 

knowledge; you had to have wisdom to be able 
to use that knowledge correctly. All of us know people 
who are very intelligent, perhaps almost geniuses, and 
yet who seemingly are unable to carry out the simplest 
tasks of life. They can program computers but they can- 
not manage their own lives! “Wisdom is the principal 
thing; therefore get wisdom” (Prov. 4:7). 

James continued to exhort the people in the assem- 
bly who wanted to be teachers of the Word (James 3:1). 
It is not enough simply to stand before the people and 
say words; you must have something to say. This is where 
spiritual wisdom comes in. Knowledge enables us to 
take things apart, but wisdom enables us to put things 
together and relate God’s truth to daily life. All of us 
have heard preachers and teachers who say many good 
things, but who somehow miss the heart of God’s mes- 
sage and fail to relate truth to everyday life. It is this 
kind of “knowledge without wisdom” that James was 
writing about. He was contrasting true wisdom and 
false wisdom in three different aspects. 


Contrast in Origins (3:15, 17a) 
The true wisdom comes from above, but the false wis- 
dom comes from below. In other words, there is a 
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“heavenly wisdom” that comes from God, and there is 
a “man-made wisdom” that does not come from God. 
Whatever does not come from God is destined to fail, 
no matter how successful it may seem at the time. 

The Bible contains many examples of the folly of 
man’s wisdom. The building of the Tower of Babel 
seemed like a wise enterprise, but it ended in failure 
and confusion (Gen. 11:1—-9). It seemed wise for 
Abraham to go to Egypt when famine came to Canaan, 
but the results proved otherwise (Gen. 12:10-20). 
King Saul thought it was wise to put his own armor on 
young David for the lad’s battle with Goliath, but 
God’s plan was otherwise (1 Sam. 17:38ff.). The disci- 
ples thought it was wise to dismiss the great crowd and 
let them find their own food; but Jesus took a few 
loaves and fishes and fed the multitude. The Roman 
“experts” in Acts 27 thought it was wise to leave port 
and set sail for Rome, even though Paul disagreed, and 
the storm that followed proved that Paul’s wisdom was 
better than their expert counsel. They lived to regret it, 
but they lived! 

What is the origin of man’s wisdom? “This wisdom 
descendeth not from above, but is earthly, sensual, dev- 
ilish” (James 3:15). The believer has three enemies: the 
world, the flesh, and the devil (Eph. 2:1-3). These ene- 
mies are suggested by the terms “earthly, sensual, 
devilish.” 

There is a “wisdom of this world” (1 Cor. 1:20-21). 
Do not confuse the world’s knowledge and the world’s 
wisdom. Certainly, there is a great deal of knowledge in 
this world, and we all benefit from it, but there is not 
much wisdom. Man unlocks the secrets of the universe, 
but he does not know what to do with them. Almost 
everything he discovers or devises turns against him. 
Over a century ago, Henry David Thoreau warned that 
we had “improved means to unimproved ends.” 

Whenever I ride a bus or elevated train in the city, 
I often think of the man in Boston who was entertain- 
ing a famous Chinese scholar. He met his Asian friend 
at the train station and rushed him to the subway. As 
they ran through the subway station, the host panted 
to his guest, “If we run and catch this next train, we 
will save three minutes!” To which the patient Chinese 
philosopher replied, “And what significant thing shall 
we do with the three minutes we are saving?” 

The world by its wisdom knew not God, and in its 
wisdom rejects the very gospel of God. “For the 
preaching of the cross is to them that perish foolish- 
ness” (1 Cor. 1:18). Any person enamored with the 
wisdom of this world ought to read the first two chap- 
ters of 1 Corinthians and notice how much Paul had to 
say about God’s wisdom and man’s wisdom. Man’s wis- 
dom is foolishness to God (1 Cor. 1:20), and God’s 
wisdom is foolishness to man (1 Cor. 2:14). Man’s wis- 
dom comes from reason, while God’s wisdom comes 
from revelation. Man’s worldly wisdom will come to 
nothing (1 Cor. 1:19), while God’s wisdom will endure 
forever. 

Because the world has turned from God, it has lost 


its wisdom. Every increase in man’s knowledge only 
magnifies the problems. “The fear of the Lord is the 
beginning of wisdom; and the knowledge of the holy is 
understanding” (Prov. 9:10). “There is no fear of God 
before their eyes” (Rom. 3:18). 

But this false wisdom has another source: it is “sen- 
sual,” that is, it is “natural.” The Greek word is 
psukikos, which comes from the Greek word psuke 
meaning “life,” or “soul.” Our English word psychology 
is derived from it. In 1 Corinthians 2:14; 15:44, 46, 
psukikos is translated “natural,” referring to the oppo- 
site of “spiritual.” In Jude 19 it is translated “sensual.” 
The main idea seems to be that of man’s fallen nature 
as opposed to the new nature given by God. There is a 
wisdom that gets its origin in man’s nature totally apart 
from the Spirit of God. 

But this “wisdom that is from beneath” is also “dev- 
ilish.” Perhaps the best translation is “demonic.” 
Beginning with Genesis 3, where Satan successfully 
deceived Eve, and continuing through the entire Bible, 
there is a “wisdom of Satan” at work, fighting against 
the wisdom of God. Satan convinced Eve that she 
would be like God. He told her that the tree would 
make her wise. Ever since that event, people have con- 
tinued to believe Satan’s lies and have tried to become 
their own gods (Rom. 1:18-25). Satan is cunning; he 
is the old serpent! He has wisdom that will confound 
and confuse you if you do not know the wisdom of 
God. 

In contrast to the wisdom that is earthly, sensual, 
and devilish, James described a “wisdom that is from 
above” (James 3:17). “Every good gift and every perfect 
gift is from above” (James 1:17). The Christian looks 
up to heaven for all that he needs. His citizenship is in 
heaven (Phil. 3:20), just as his Father is in heaven 
(Matt. 6:9). His treasures are in heaven, not on earth 
(Matt. 6:19ff.). He was born from above (John 3:1-7) 
when he trusted Jesus Christ. The believer’s home is in 
heaven (John 14:1-6) and his hope is in heaven. He 
sets his affection and attention on things above, not on 
earthly things (Col. 3:1-4). 

What is the Christians wisdom? Does he look to 
the philosophies of this world? No! To begin with, Jesus 
Christ is our wisdom (1 Cor. 1:24, 30). In Jesus Christ 
“are hid all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge” 
(Col. 2:3). The first step toward true wisdom is the 
receiving of Jesus Christ as Savior. 

The Word of God is also our wisdom. “Behold, I 
have taught you statutes and judgments.... Keep there- 
fore and do them; for this is your wisdom and your 
understanding in the sight of the nations” (Deut. 
4:5-6). The Scriptures are able to make us “wise unto 
salvation” (2 Tim. 3:15). 

James 1:5 indicates that we find wisdom through 
believing prayer. “If any of you lack wisdom, let him 
ask of God.” The Holy Spirit of God is “the Spirit of 
wisdom and revelation” (Eph. 1:17), and He directs us 
in the wisest paths as we trust the Word and pray. 

The origin of true spiritual wisdom is God. To get 
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your wisdom from any other source is to ask for trou- 
ble. There is no need to get the counterfeit wisdom of 
the world, the wisdom that caters to the flesh and 
accomplishes the work of the devil. Get your wisdom 


from God! 


Contrast in Operations (3:13-14, 17) 

The wisdom from above, God’s wisdom, operates in a 
different way from the wisdom that is “earthly, sensual, 
devilish.” Since they originate from radically different 
sources, they must operate in opposite ways. 

What are the evidences of false wisdom? 

Envy (v. 14a). This word carries the meaning of 
selfish ambition and zeal. It ties in with James 3:1, 
where James warned them not to be ambitious for spir- 
itual offices. The wisdom of the world says, “Promote 
yourself. You're as good as the other candidates, maybe 
better! The wheel that squeaks the loudest gets the 
grease.” Sad to say, there is a great deal of selfish, carnal 
promotion among God’s people. Even the apostles 
argued over who was the greatest in the kingdom. 

It is easy to go on an ego trip under the guise of 
spiritual zeal. The Pharisees used their religious activi- 
ties to promote the praise of men (Matt. 6:1-18). We 
ought to be zealous in the things of the Lord, but we 
must be sure that our motives are right. The wisdom of 
this world exalts man and robs God of glory. In 1 
Corinthians 1:17ff., Paul discussed the wisdom of God 
and the wisdom of this world, and he explained why 
God works as He does: “That no flesh should glory in 
his presence” (1 Cor. 1:29). He concluded the section 
with the admonition, “He that glorieth, let him glory 
in the Lord” (1 Cor. 1:31). 

Is our zeal for the Lord spiritual or carnal? Do we 
rejoice when others succeed, or do we have secret envy 
and criticism? Do we feel burdened when others fail, or 
are we glad? When the wisdom of the world gets into 
the church, there is a great deal of fleshly promotion 
and human glorification. Beware! 

Strife (v. 14b). This word means “party spirit.” It 
was used by the Greeks to describe a politician out can- 
vassing for votes. The world’s wisdom says, “Get all the 
support you can! Ask the people in the church if they 
are for you or against you!” Of course, this spirit of self- 
seeking only creates rivalry and division in the church. 
“Let nothing be done through strife or vainglory; but 
in lowliness of mind let each esteem other better than 
[more important than] themselves” (Phil. 2:3). 

Boasting (v. 14c). Pride loves to boast, and noth- 
ing is prouder than the wisdom of men. There is a way 
to report blessings so that God gets the glory, but there 
is also an approach that gives men the praise. It is tragic 
to see mutual admiration societies among God’s peo- 
ple. In 2 Corinthians 10, when Paul was forced to 
boast about his ministry, he was careful to give God the 
glory. “Of course, we shouldn't dare include ourselves 
in the same class as those who write their own testimo- 
nials, or even to compare ourselves with them! All they 
are doing, of course, is to measure themselves by their 
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own standards or by comparisons within their own cir- 
cle, and that doesn’t make for accurate estimation, you 
may be sure” (2 Cor. 10:12 PH). 

When God’s wisdom is at work, there is a sense of 
humility and submission, and you want God to get all 
the glory. You have no desire to compare yourself with 
any other Christian, because you see only Christ—and 
compared with Him, all of us still have a long way to 
go! 

Deceit (v. 14d). “Lie not against the truth.” The 
sequence is not difficult to understand. First, there is 
selfish ambition that leads to party spirit and rivalry. In 
order to “win the election” we must resort to boasting; 
and boasting usually involves lies! A man’s life is not read 
in his press releases; it is read by the Lord in his heart. 
“Therefore judge nothing before the time, until the 
Lord come, who both will bring to light the hidden 
things of darkness, and will make manifest the counsels 
of the hearts: and then shall every man have praise of 
God” (1 Cor. 4:5). 

What a relief it is to turn to the evidences of true 
spiritual wisdom. 

Meekness (v. 13). Meekness is not weakness; it is 
power under control. The meek person does not self- 
ishly assert himself. The Greek word was used for a 
horse that had been broken so that his power was 
under control. The meek person seeks only the glory 
of God and does not cater to the praises of men. 
Meekness is a fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:23); it cannot 
be manufactured by man. There is a false humility 
that some people mistake for meekness, but it is only 
counterfeit. 

The phrase “meekness of wisdom” is an interesting 
one (James 3:3). Meekness is the right use of power, 
and wisdom is the right use of knowledge. They go 
together. The truly wise person will show in his daily 
life (conversation means “behavior”) that he is a child of 
God. Attitude and action go together. 

Purity (v. 17a). “First pure” indicates the impor- 
tance of holiness. God is holy; therefore the wisdom 
from above is pure. The idea behind this word is 
“chaste, free from defilement.” James used it again in 
James 4:8—“purify your hearts,” or, “make chaste your 
hearts.” God’s wisdom leads to purity of life. Man’s wis- 
dom may lead to sin. There is a spiritual purity that 
results in a chaste relationship with the Lord (2 Cor. 
11:3), and there is a worldliness that makes the person 
a spiritual adulterer (James 4:4). 

Peace (v. 17b). Man’s wisdom leads to competi- 
tion, rivalry, and war (James 4:1-2); but God’s wisdom 
leads to peace. It is a peace based on holiness, not on 
compromise. God never has “peace at any price.” The 
peace of the church is not more important than the 
purity of the church. If the church is pure, devoted to 
God, then there will be peace. “And the work of righ- 
teousness shall be peace, and the effect of righteousness 
quietness and assurance forever” (Isa. 32:17). The 
church can never have peace by sweeping sins under 
the rug and pretending they are not there. Man’s wis- 
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dom says, “Cover up sin! Keep things together!” God’s 
wisdom says, “Confess sin and My peace will keep 
things together!” 

Gentleness (v. 17c). Matthew Arnold liked to call 
this “sweet reasonableness.” It carries the meaning of 
moderation without compromise, gentleness without 
weakness. The gentle person does not deliberately 
cause fights, but neither does he compromise the truth 
in order to keep peace. Carl Sandburg described 
Abraham Lincoln as a man of “velvet steel.” That is a 
good description of gentleness. 

Compliance (v. 17d). Gods wisdom makes the 
believer agreeable and easy to live with and work 
with. Man’s wisdom makes a person hard and stub- 
born. The compliant person is willing to hear all sides 
of a question, but he does not compromise his own 
convictions. He can disagree without being disagree- 
able. He is “swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to 
wrath” (James 1:19). Many people think that stub- 
bornness is conviction, and they must have their own 
way. When God’s wisdom is at work, there is a will- 
ingness to listen, think, pray, and obey whatever God 
reveals. “Yielding to persuasion” is another translation 
of this word. 

Mercy (v. 17e). To be “full” of something means to 
be “controlled by.” The person who follows God’s wis- 
dom is controlled by mercy. “Be ye therefore merciful, 
as your Father also is merciful” (Luke 6:36). God in 
His grace gives us what we do not deserve, and in His 
mercy He does not give us what we do deserve. Our 
Lord’s parable of the good Samaritan illustrates the 
meaning of mercy (Luke 10:25-37). For a Samaritan 
to care for a Jewish stranger was an act of mercy. He 
could gain nothing from it, except the blessing that 
comes from doing the will of God, and the victim 
could not pay him back. That is mercy. 

Good fruits (v. 17f). People who are faithful are 
fruitful. God’s wisdom does not make a life empty; it 
makes it full. The Spirit produces fruit to the glory of 
God (see John 15:1-16). The lawyer in Luke 10:25-37 
was willing to discuss the subject of neighborliness, but 
he was unwilling to be a neighbor and help someone 
else. God’s wisdom is practical; it changes the life and 
produces good works to the glory of God. 

Decisiveness (v. 17g). The word suggests single- 
ness of mind and is the opposite of “wavering” (James 
1:6). When you lean on the world’s wisdom, you are 
pressured from one side and then another to change 
your mind or take a new viewpoint. When you have 
God’s wisdom, you need not waver; you can be decisive 
and not be afraid. Wisdom from above brings strength 
from above. 

Sincerity (v. 17h). The Greek word translated 
“hypocrite” in our New Testament means “one who 
wears a mask, an actor.” When man’s wisdom is at work, 
there may be insincerity and pretense. When God’s wis- 
dom is at work, there is openness and honesty, 
“speaking the truth in love” (Eph. 4:15). Wherever you 
find God’s people pretending and hiding, you can be 


sure the wisdom of this world is governing their min- 
istry. “Religious politics” is an abomination to God. 
“Faith is living without scheming.” 

There is quite a contrast between the operation of 
God’s wisdom and the operation of the wisdom of this 
world. It would be profitable for church officers and 
leaders to evaluate their own lives and their ministries 
in the light of what James has written. While the local 
church is an organization, it cannot depend on the 
“Madison Avenue” methods that make secular busi- 
nesses succeed. God’s ways and God’s thoughts are far 
above us! “Now we have received, not the spirit of the 
world, but the Spirit which is of God; that we might 
know the things that are freely given to us of God” (1 
Cor. 2:12). 


Contrast in Outcomes (3:16, 18) 

Origin determines outcome. Worldly wisdom will pro- 
duce worldly results; spiritual wisdom will give 
spiritual results. 

Worldly wisdom produces trouble (v. 16). Envy, 
strife, confusion, evil works. It does not appear that 
God was at work in that assembly. In James 4, James 
would deal with the “wars and fightings” among the 
believers. Wrong thinking produces wrong living. One 
reason the world is in such a mess is because men have 
refused to accept the wisdom of God. 

The word translated “confusion” means “disorder 
that comes from instability.” It is related to “unstable” 
in James 1:8 and “unruly” in James 3:8. Read 2 
Corinthians 12:20 and you will get a description of a 
church that is confused. Jesus used this word to 
describe the convulsions of the world in the last days 
(Luke 21:9). 

Jealousy, competition, party spirit—all of these 
contribute to confusion. The Tower of Babel in Genesis 
11 is a good illustration of this fact. From man’s point 
of view, the building of the tower was a wise thing, but 
from God’s viewpoint, the project was stupid and sin- 
ful. The result? Confusion. Even today, we use the 
word “babel” to mean “confusion.” 

Confusion sets the stage for “every evil work” 
(James 3:16). Evil here means “worthless, of no 
account.” It reminds us of the “wood, hay, stubble” of 
1 Corinthians 3:12. A ministry operating in the wis- 
dom of this world may appear to be great and 
successful, but in the day of judgment it may burn up. 
“Therefore judge nothing before the time” (1 Cor. 
4:5). The church at Smyrna thought it was poor, but 
the Lord said it was rich; while the “rich church” at 
Laodicea was declared to be poor (Rev. 2:9; 3:14-22). 

The most important thing we can do in our local 
churches is measure our ministries by the Word of 
God, not by the wisdom of men. The many battles 
among Christians, the church splits, the absence of 
purity and peace, all suggest that something is wrong. 
Perhaps that “something” is the absence of the wisdom 
of God. 


God’s wisdom produces blessing (v. 18). James 
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returned to that word, fruit. There is a vast difference 
between man-made results and God-given fruit. Fruit 
is the product of life, and fruit has in it the seeds for 
more fruit. Usually it is the seed that is sown, but here it 
is the fruit that is sown. As we share the fruit of God 
with others, they are fed and satisfied, and they in turn 
bear fruit. 

The Christian life is a life of sowing and reaping. 
For that matter, every life is a life of sowing and reap- 
ing, and we reap just what we sow. The Christian 
who obeys God’s wisdom sows righteousness, not sin; 
he sows peace, not war. The life we live enables the 
Lord to bring righteousness and peace into the lives 
of others. 

What we are is what we live, and what we live is 
what we sow. What we sow determines what we reap. 
If we live in God’s wisdom, we sow righteousness and 
peace, and we reap God’s blessing. If we live in man’s 
worldly wisdom, we sow sin and war, and we reap 
“confusion and every evil work.” 

It is a serious thing to be a troublemaker in God’s 
family. One of the sins that God hates is that of sowing 
“discord among brethren” (read Prov. 6:16-19). Lot 
followed the world’s wisdom and brought trouble to 
the camp of Abraham; but Abraham followed God’s 
wisdom and brought peace. Lot’s decision led to “good- 
for-nothing works,” and everything he lived for went 
up in smoke at the destruction of Sodom and 
Gomorrah. Abraham’s decision, in the wisdom of God, 
led to blessings for his own household and ultimately 
for the whole world (read Gen. 13). 

“Happy is the man that findeth wisdom, and the 
man that getteth understanding” (Prov. 3:13). 


CHAPTER NINE 
James 4:1-12 


HOW TO END WARS 


ave you ever heard of the “War of the Whiskers” 
H or the “War of the Oaken Bucket”? How about 

the “War of Jenkins’ Ear”? These were actual wars 
fought between nations, and you can read about them 
in most history books. 

War is a fact of life, in spite of treaties, world peace 
organizations, and the threat of atomic bombs. Not 
only are there wars between nations, but there are wars 
of one kind or another on almost every level of life— 
even “gas wars” among filling station operators! 

James discussed this important theme of war in this 
paragraph, and he explained that there are three wars 
going on in the world. He also told how these wars 


could be stopped. 
At War with Each Other (4:1a, 11-12) 


“What causes fights and quarrels among you?” (niv). 
Among Christians! “Behold, how good and how pleas- 
ant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity” (Ps. 
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133:1). Surely brethren should live together in love and 
harmony, yet often they do not. Lot caused a quarrel 
with his uncle Abraham (Gen. 13). Absalom created a 
war for his father David (2 Sam. 13—18). Even the 
disciples created problems for the Lord when they 
argued over who was the greatest in the kingdom (Luke 
9:46-48). 

When you examine some of the early churches, you 
discover that they had their share of disagreements. 
The members of the Corinthian church were compet- 
ing with each other in the public meetings, and even 
suing each other in court (1 Cor. 6:1-8; 14:23-40). 
The Galatian believers were “biting and devouring” 
one another (Gal. 5:15). Paul had to admonish the 
Ephesians to cultivate spiritual unity (Eph. 4:1-16), 
and even his beloved church at Philippi had problems: 
two women could not get along with each other (Phil. 
4:1-3). 

James mentioned several different kinds of disagree- 
ments among the saints. 

Class wars (2:1-9). Here is that age-long rivalry 
between the rich and the poor. The rich man gets the 
attention, the poor man is ignored. The rich man is 
honored, the poor man is disgraced. How tragic it is 
when local churches get their values confused and cater 
to the rich, while they ignore, or even reject, the poor. 
If fellowship in a church depends on such external 
things as clothing and economic status, then the 
church is out of the will of God. 

Employment wars (5:1-6). Again, it is the rich 
man who has the power to control and hurt the poor 
man. Laborers do not get their wages, or they do not 
get their fair wages. In spite of our modern labor move- 
ment and federal legislation, there are still many people 
who cannot get a good job, or whose income is less 
than adequate for the work they are doing. 

Church fights (1:19-20; 3:13-18). Apparently, 
the believers James wrote to were at war with each 
other over positions in the church, many of them want- 
ing to be teachers and leaders. When they studied the 
Word, the result was not edification, but strife and 
arguments. Each person thought that his ideas were the 
only right ideas and his ways the only right ways. 
Selfish ambition ruled their meetings, not spiritual 
submission. 

Personal wars (4:11-12). The saints were speaking 
evil of one another and judging one another. Here, 
again, we see the wrong use of the tongue. Christians 
are to speak “the truth in love” (Eph. 4:15); they are 
not to speak evil in a spirit of rivalry and criticism. If 
the truth about a brother is harmful, then we should 
cover it in love and not repeat it (1 Peter 4:8). If he has 
sinned, we should go to him personally and try to win 
him back (Matt. 18:15—19; Gal. 6:1-2). 

James was not forbidding us to use discrimination 
or even to evaluate people. Christians need to have dis- 
cernment (Phil. 1:9-10), but they must not act like 
God in passing judgment. We must first examine our 
own lives, and then try to help others (Matt. 7:1—5). 
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We never know all the facts in a case, and we certainly 
never know the motives that are at work in men’s 
hearts. To speak evil of a brother and to judge a brother 
on the basis of partial evidence and (probably) unkind 
motives is to sin against him and against God. We are 
not called to be judges; God is the only Judge. He is 
patient and understanding; His judgments are just and 
holy; we can leave the matter with Him. 

It is unfortunate that the saints are at war with each 
other, leader against leader, church against church, fel- 
lowship against fellowship. The world watches these 
religious wars and says, “Behold, how they hate one 
another!” No wonder Jesus prayed, “That they all may 
be one; as thou, Father, art in me, and I in thee, that 
they also may be one in us; that the world may believe 
that thou hast sent me” (John 17:21). 

But, why are we at war with one another? We 
belong to the same family; we trust the same Savior; we 
are indwelt by the same Holy Spirit—and yet we fight 
one another. Why? James answered this question by 
explaining the second war that is going on. 


At War with Ourselves (4:1b-3) 

“What causes fights and quarrels among you? Don't 
they come from your desires that battle within you?” 
(James 4:1 niv). The war in the heart is helping to 
cause the wars in the church! “But if ye have bitter 
envying and strife in your hearts, glory not and lie not 
against the truth.... For where envying and strife is, 
there is confusion and every evil work” (James 3:14, 
16). 

The essence of sin is selfishness. Eve disobeyed God 
because she wanted to eat of the tree and become wise 
like God. Abraham lied about his wife because he self- 
ishly wanted to save his own life (Gen. 12:10-20). 
Achan caused defeat to Israel because he selfishly took 
some forbidden loot from the ruins of Jericho (Josh. 7). 
“We have turned every one to his own way” (Isa. 53:6). 

Often we veil our religious quarrels under the dis- 
guise of “spirituality.” We are like Miriam and Aaron, 
who complained about Moses’ wife, but who really 
were envious of Moses’ authority (Num. 12). Or we 
imitate James and John, who asked for special thrones 
in the kingdom, when what we really wanted was 
recognition today (Mark 10:35-45). In both of these 
instances, the result of selfish desire was chastening and 
division among God’s people. Miriam’s sin halted the 
progress of Israel for a whole week! 

Selfish desires are dangerous things. They lead to 
wrong actions (“ye kill, ye fight and war,” James 4:2), 
and they even lead to wrong praying (“When you ask, 
you do not receive, because you ask with wrong 
motives, that you may spend what you get on your 
pleasures,” James 4:3 Nrv). When our praying is wrong, 
our whole Christian life is wrong. It has well been said 
that the purpose of prayer is not to get man’s will done 
in heaven, but to get God’s will done on earth. 

“Thou shalt not covet” is the last of God’s Ten 
Commandments, but its violation can make us break 


all of the other nine! Covetousness can make a person 
murder, tell lies, dishonor his parents, commit adultery, 
and in one way or another violate all of God’s moral 
law. Selfish living and selfish praying always lead to 
war. If there is war on the inside, there will ultimately 
be war on the outside. 

People who are at war with themselves because of 
selfish desires are always unhappy people. They never 
enjoy life. Instead of being thankful for the blessings 
they do have, they complain about the blessings they 
do not have. They cannot get along with other people 
because they are always envying others for what they 
have and do. They are always looking for that “magic 
something” that will change their lives, when the real 
problem is within their own hearts. 

Sometimes we use prayer as a cloak to hide our true 
desires. “But I prayed about it!” can be one of the 
biggest excuses a Christian can use. Instead of seeking 
God’s will, we tell God what He is supposed to do, and 
we get angry at Him if He does not obey. This anger at 
God eventually spills over and we get angry at God’s 
people. More than one church split has been caused by 
saints who take out their frustrations with God on the 
members of the church. Many a church or family prob- 
lem would be solved if people would only look into 
their own hearts and see the battles raging there. 

God made us a unity; mind, emotions, and will 
should work together. James stated the reason we are at 
war with ourselves and, consequently, with each other. 


At War with God (4:4-10) 

The root cause of every war, internal and external, is 
rebellion against God. At the beginning of creation, 
you behold perfect harmony, but sin came into the 
world, and this led to conflict. Sin is lawlessness (1 
John 3:4), and lawlessness is rebellion against God. 

How does a believer declare war against God? By 
being friendly with God’s enemies. James named three 
enemies that we must not fraternize with if we want to 
be at peace with God. 

The world (v. 4). By the “world,” James means, of 
course, human society apart from God. The whole sys- 
tem of things in this society of ours is anti-Christ and 
anti-God. Abraham was the friend of God (James 
2:23); Lot was the friend of the world. Lot ended up in 
a war, and Abraham had to rescue him (Gen. 14). 

A Christian gets involved with the world gradually, 
as I pointed out in chapter 4 of this study. First, there 
is “the friendship of the world” (James 4:4). This 
results in being “spotted” by the world (James 1:27) so 
that areas of our lives meet with the approval of the 
world. Friendship leads to loving the world (1 John 
2:15-17), and this makes it easy to conform to the 
world (Rom. 12:2). The sad result is being condemned 
with the world (1 Cor. 11:32), our souls saved “yet as 
by fire” (1 Cor. 3:11-15). 

Friendship with the world is compared to adultery. 
The believer is “married to Christ” (Rom. 7:4) and 
ought to be faithful to Him. The Jewish Christians 
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who read this letter would understand this picture of 
“spiritual adultery” because the prophets Ezekiel, 
Jeremiah, and Hosea used it when rebuking Judah for 
her sins (see Jer. 3:1-5; Ezek. 23; Hos. 1—2). By 
adopting the sinful ways of the other nations, and by 
worshipping their gods, the nation of Judah committed 
adultery against her God. 

The world is the enemy of God, and whoever wills 
to bea friend of the world cannot be the friend of God. 
Neither can he be if he lives for the flesh, for this is the 
second enemy James named. 

The flesh (vv. 1, 5). By “the flesh” is meant the old 
nature that we inherited from Adam, that is prone to 
sin. The flesh is not the body. The body is not sinful; 
the body is neutral. The Spirit may use the body to glo- 
rify God, or the flesh may use the body to serve sin. 
When a sinner yields to Christ, he receives a new 
nature within, but the old nature is neither removed 
nor reformed. For this reason, there is a battle within: 
“For the sinful nature desires what is contrary to the 
Spirit, and the Spirit what is contrary to the sinful 
nature. They are in conflict with each other so that you 
do not do what you want” (Gal. 5:17 ntv). This is what 
James termed “your lusts that are in your members” 
(James 4:1). 

Living for the flesh means grieving the Holy Spirit 
of God who lives in us. “Or do you think Scripture says 
without reason that the spirit he caused to live in us 
longs jealously?” (James 4:5 Nrv, margin). Just as the 
world is the enemy of God the Father, so the flesh is the 
enemy of God the Holy Spirit. There is a holy, loving 
jealousy that a husband and wife have over each other, 
and rightly so. The Spirit within jealously guards our 
relationship to God, and the Spirit is grieved when we 
sin against God’s love. 

Living to please the old nature means to declare war 
against God. “The carnal mind is enmity against God” 
(Rom. 8:7). To allow the flesh to control the mind is to 
lose the blessing of fellowship with God. Abraham had 
a spiritual mind; he walked with God and enjoyed 
peace. Lot had a carnal mind; he disobeyed God and 
experienced war. “For to be carnally minded is death, 
but to be spiritually minded is life and peace” (Rom. 
8:6). 

The devil (vv. 6-7). The world is in conflict with 
the Father; the flesh fights against the Holy Spirit; and 
the devil opposes the Son of God. Pride is Satan’s great 
sin, and it is one of his chief weapons in his warfare 
against the saint and the Savior. God wants us to be 
humble; Satan wants us to be proud. “You will be like 
God,” Satan promised Eve, and she believed him. A 
new Christian must not be put into places of spiritual 
leadership “lest being lifted up with pride he fall into 
the condemnation of the devil” (1 Tim. 3:6). 

God wants us to depend on His grace (“But he 
giveth more grace”), while the devil wants us to depend 
on ourselves. Satan is the author of all “do-it-yourself” 
spiritual enterprises. He enjoys inflating the ego and 
encouraging the believer to do it his own way. In spite 
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of Jesus’ warnings about Satan’s plans, Peter fell into the 
snare, pulled out his sword, and tried to accomplish 
God’s will in his own way. What a mess he made of 
things! 

One of the problems in our churches today is that 
we have too many celebrities and not enough servants. 
Christian workers are promoted so much that there is 
very little place left for God’s glory. Man has nothing to 
be proud of in himself. There dwells no good thing in 
us (Rom. 7:18), but when we trust Christ, He puts that 
“good thing” in us that makes us His children (2 Tim. 
1:6, 14). 

Here, then, are three enemies that want to turn us 
away from God: the world, the flesh, and the devil. 
These enemies are left over from our old life of sin 
(Eph. 2:1-3). Christ has delivered us from them, but 
they still attack us. How can we overcome them? How 
can we be the friends of God and the enemies of the 
world, the flesh, and the devil? James gave us three 
instructions to follow if we would enjoy peace instead 
of war. 

Submit to God (v. 7). This word is a military term 
that means “get into your proper rank.” When a buck 
private acts like the general, there is going to be trou- 
ble! Unconditional surrender is the only way to 
complete victory. If there is any area of the life kept 
back from God, there will always be battles. This 
explains why uncommitted Christians cannot live with 
themselves or with other people. 

“Neither give place to the devil,” cautioned Paul in 
Ephesians 4:27. Satan needs a foothold in our lives if he 
is going to fight against God, and we give him that 
foothold. The way to resist the devil is to submit to God. 

After King David committed adultery with 
Bathsheba and killed her husband, he hid his sins for 
almost a year. There was war between him and God, 
and David had declared it. Read Psalms 32 and 51 to 
discover the high price David paid to be at war with 
God. When he finally submitted to God, David expe- 
rienced peace and joy. This too he recorded in Psalms 
32 and 51. Submission is an act of the will; it is saying, 
“Not my will but thine be done.” 

Draw near to God (v. 8). How do we do this? By 
confessing our sins and asking for His cleansing. 
“Cleanse your hands, ye sinners; and purify your 
hearts, ye double-minded.” The Greek word translated 
“purify” means “make chaste.” This parallels the idea of 
“spiritual adultery” in James 4:4. 

Dr. A. W. Tozer has a profound essay in one of his 
books, titled, “Nearness Is Likeness.” The more we are 
like God, the nearer we are to God. I may be sitting in 
my living room with my Siamese cat on my lap, and 
my wife may be twenty feet away in the kitchen, yet I 
am nearer to my wife than to the cat because the cat is 
unlike me. We have very little in common. 

God graciously draws near to us when we deal with 
the sin in our lives that keeps Him at a distance. He 
will not share us with anyone else; He must have com- 
plete control. The double-minded Christian can never 
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be close to God. Again, Abraham and Lot come to 
mind. Abraham “drew near” and talked to God about 
Sodom (Gen. 18:23ff.), while Lot moved into Sodom 
and lost the blessing of God. 

Humble yourselves before God (vv. 9-10). It is 
possible to submit outwardly and yet not be humbled 
inwardly. God hates the sin of pride (Prov. 6:16-17), 
and He will chasten the proud believer until he is hum- 
bled. We have a tendency to treat sin too lightly, even 
to laugh about it (“let your laughter be turned into 
mourning”). But sin is serious, and one mark of true 
humility is facing the seriousness of sin and dealing 
with our disobedience. “A broken and a contrite heart, 
O God, thou wilt not despise” (Ps. 51:17). 

Sometimes we hear a believer pray, “O Lord, hum- 
ble me!” That is a dangerous thing to pray. Far better 
that we humble ourselves before God, confess our sins, 
weep over them, and turn from them. “To this man 
will I look, even to him that is poor and of a contrite 
spirit, and trembleth at my word” (Isa. 66:2). “The 
Lord is nigh unto them that are of a broken heart; and 
saveth such as be of a contrite spirit” (Ps. 34:18). 

If we obey these three instructions, then God will 
draw near, cleanse us, and forgive us; and the wars will 
cease! We will not be at war with God, so we will not be 
at war with ourselves. This means we will not be at war 
with others. “And the work of righteousness shall be 
peace; and the effect of righteousness quietness and 
assurance forever” (Isa. 32:17). 

Put the government of your life on His shoulders, 
and let Him become the Prince of Peace in your life 


(Isa. 9:6). 


CHAPTER TEN 
James 4:13-17 


PLAN AHEAD 


ames began chapter 4 talking about war with God, 
J and he ended it talking about the will of God. But 

the two themes are related: when a believer is out 
of the will of God, he becomes a troublemaker and not 
a peacemaker. 

Lot moved into Sodom and brought trouble to his 
family. David committed adultery and brought trouble 
to his family and his kingdom. Jonah disobeyed God 
and almost sent a shipload of heathen sailors into a 
watery grave. In each case, there was a wrong attitude 
toward the will of God. 

That God would have a plan for each of our lives is 
an obvious truth. He is a God of wisdom and knows 
what ought to happen and when it should occur. And, 
as a God of ove, He must desire the very best for His 
children. Too many Christians look on the will of God 
as bitter medicine they must take, instead of seeing it 
as the gracious evidence of the love of God. 

“I would give my life to the Lord, but I’m afraid,” a 
perplexed teenager told me at a church youth conference. 


“What are you afraid of?” I asked. 

“Tm afraid God will ask me to do something 
dangerous!” 

“The dangerous life is not im the will of God,” I 
replied, “but out of the will of God. The safest place in 
the world is right where God wants you.” 

I was going through a difficult time in my own 
ministry some years ago, questioning the will of God. 
While on vacation, I was reading the book of Psalms, 
asking God to give me some assurance and encourage- 
ment. Psalm 33:11 was the answer to that prayer: “The 
counsel of the Lord standeth forever; the thoughts of 
his heart to all generations.” 

“The will of God comes from the heart of God,” I 
said to myself. “His will is the expression of His love, 
so I don’t have to be afraid!” It was a turning point in 
my life to discover the blessing of loving and living the 
will of God. 

In this section of his letter, James pointed out three 
attitudes toward the will of God. Of course, only one 
of them is the correct one, the one that every Christian 
ought to cultivate. 


Ignoring God’s Will (4:13-14, 16) 

Perhaps James was addressing the wealthy merchants in 
the assembly. They might have discussed their business 
deals and boasted about their plans. There is no evi- 
dence that they sought the will of God or prayed about 
their decisions. They measured success in life by how 
many times they got their own way and accomplished 
what they had planned. 

But James presented four arguments that revealed 
the foolishness of ignoring the will of God. 

The complexity of life (v. 13). Think of all that is 
involved in life: today, tomorrow, buying, selling, get- 
ting gain, losing, going here, going there. Life is made 
up of people and places, activities and goals, days and 
years, and each of us must make many crucial decisions 
day after day. 

Apart from the will of God, life is a mystery. When 
you know Jesus Christ as your Savior, and seek to do 
His will, then life starts to make sense. Even the phys- 
ical world around you takes on new meaning. There is 
a simplicity and unity to your life that makes for poise 
and confidence. You are no longer living in a mysteri- 
ous, threatening universe. You can sing, “This is my 
Father's world!” 

The uncertainty of life (v. 14a). This statement is 
based on Proverbs 27:1—“Boast not thyself of tomor- 
row; for thou knowest not what a day may bring 
forth.” These businessmen were making plans for a 
whole year when they could not even see ahead into 
one day! See how confident they were: “We will go. We 
will stay a year. We will buy and sell and make a profit.” 

Their attitude reminds us of the farmer in the para- 
ble of Jesus in Luke 12:16-21. The man had a bumper 
crop; his barns were too small; so he decided to build 
bigger barns and have greater security for the future. 
“And I will say to my soul, ‘Soul, thou hast much goods 
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laid up for many years; take thine ease, eat, drink, and 
be merry” (Luke 12:19). 

What was God’s reply to this man’s boasting? 
“Thou fool, this night thy soul shall be required of 
thee” (Luke 12:20). Life is not uncertain to God, but it 
is uncertain to us. Only when we are in His will can we 
be confident of tomorrow, for we know that He is lead- 
ing us. 

The brevity of life (v. 14b). This is one of the 
repeated themes of Scripture. To us, life seems long and 
we measure it in years, but in comparison to eternity, 
life is but a vapor. James borrowed that figure from the 
book of Job where you find many pictures of the 
brevity of life. 

“My days are swifter than a weaver’s shuttle” (Job 7:6). 
“The cloud is consumed and vanisheth away” (Job 7:9). 
“Our days upon earth are a shadow” (Job 8:9). “Now my 
days are swifter than a post” (Job 9:25), referring to the 
royal couriers that hastened in their missions. “They are 
passed away as the swift ships: as the eagle that hasteth to 
the prey” (Job 9:26). “Man that is born of a woman is of 
few days, and full of trouble. He cometh forth like a 
flower, and is cut down: he fleeth also as a shadow, and 
continueth not” (Job 14:1-2). 

We count our years at each birthday, but God tells 
us to number our days (Ps. 90:12). After all, we live a 
day at a time, and those days rush by more quickly the 
older we grow. 

Since life is so brief, we cannot afford merely to 
“spend our lives,” and we certainly do not want to 
“waste our lives.” We must invest our lives in those 
things that are eternal. 

God reveals His will in His Word, and yet most 
people ignore the Bible. In the Bible, God gives pre- 
cepts, principles, and promises that can guide us in 
every area of life. Knowing and obeying the Word of 
God is the surest way to success (Josh. 1:8; Ps. 1:3). 

The frailty of man (v. 16). “As it is, you boast and 
brag. All such boasting is evil” (Nv). Man’s boasting 
only covers up man’s weakness. “Man proposes but 
God disposes,” wrote Thomas 4 Kempis. Solomon said 
it first: “The lot is cast into the lap: but the whole dis- 
posing thereof is of the Lord” (Prov. 16:33). Man 
cannot control future events. He has neither the wis- 
dom to see the future nor the power to control the 
future. For him to boast is sin; it is making himself 
God. 

How foolish it is for people to ignore the will of 
God. It is like going through the dark jungles without 
a map, or over the stormy seas without a compass. 
When we visited Mammoth Cave in Kentucky, I was 
impressed with the maze of tunnels and the dense dark- 
ness when the lights were turned off. When we got to 
the “Pulpit Rock,” the man in charge of the tour gave 
a five-word sermon from it: “Stay close to your guide.” 
Good counsel indeed! 


Disobeying God’s Will (4:17) 
These people know the will of God but choose to 
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disobey it. This attitude expresses even more pride 
than does the first; for the person says to God, “I 
know what You want me to do, but I prefer not to 
do it. I really know more about this than You do!” 
“For it had been better for them not to have known 
the way of righteousness, than, after they have 
known it, to turn from the holy commandment 
delivered unto them” (2 Peter 2:21). 

Why do people who know the will of God deliber- 
ately disobey it? I have already suggested one reason: 
pride. Man likes to boast that he is the “master of his fate, 
the captain of his soul.” Man has accomplished so many 
marvelous things that he thinks he can do anything. 

Another reason is man’s ignorance of the nature of 
God’s will. He acts as though the will of God is some- 
thing he can accept or reject. In reality, the will of God 
is not an option; it is an obligation. We cannot “take it 
or leave it.” Because He is the Creator and we are the 
creatures, we must obey Him. Because He is the Savior 
and Lord, and we are His children and servants, we 
must obey Him. To treat the will of God lightly is to 
invite the chastening of God in our lives. 

Many people have the mistaken idea that the will of 
God is a formula for misery. Just the opposite is true! It 
is disobeying the Lord’s will that leads to misery. The 
Bible and human experience are both witnesses to this 
truth. And even if a disobedient Christian seems to 
escape difficulty in this life, what will he say when he 
faces the Lord? “And that servant which knew his lord’s 
will, and prepared not himself, neither did according to 
his will, shall be beaten with many stripes. But he that 
knew not, and did commit things worthy of stripes, 
shall be beaten with few stripes” (Luke 12:47—48). 

What happens to Christians who deliberately dis- 
obey the known will of God? They are chastened by 
their loving Father until they submit (Heb. 12:5-11). 
If a professed believer is not chastened, it is evidence 
that he has never truly been born again but is a coun- 
terfeit. God’s chastening is an evidence of His love, not 
His hatred. Just as we earthly fathers spank our chil- 
dren to help them respect our will and obey, so our 
heavenly Father chastens His own. Though chastening 
is hard to take, it has a comforting truth of sonship 
with it. 

But there is also the danger of losing heavenly 
rewards. In 1 Corinthians 9:24-27, Paul compared the 
believer to a runner in the Greek races. In order to 
qualify for a crown, he had to obey the rules of the 
game. If any contestant was found to have disobeyed 
the rules, he was disqualified and humiliated. The word 
castaway in 1 Corinthians 9:27 does not refer to the 
loss of salvation, but the loss of reward. “Disqualified” 
would be a good translation. 

Disobeying God’s will today may not seem a serious 
thing, but it will appear very serious when the Lord 
returns and examines our works (Col. 3:22—25). 


Obeying God’s Will (4:15) 


“If the Lord will” is not just a statement on a believer's 
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lips: it is the constant attitude of his heart. “My food,” 
said Jesus, “is to do the will of him who sent me and to 
finish his work” (John 4:34). Often in his letters, Paul 
referred to the will of God as he shared his plans with 
his friends (Rom. 1:10; 15:32; 1 Cor. 4:19; 16:7). Paul 
did not consider the will of God a chain that shackled 
him; rather, it was a key that opened doors and set him 
free. 

Everything in this universe operates according to 
laws. If we cooperate with these laws and obey them, 
then the universe works with us. But if we fight these 
laws and disobey them, the universe will work against 
us. For example, certain laws govern flight. The engi- 
neer who obeys those laws in designing and building 
the plane and the pilot who obeys those laws in flying 
the plane will both have the joy of seeing the great 
machine operate perfectly. But if they disobey the basic 
laws that govern flight, the result will be a crash and the 
loss of life and money. 

God’s will for our lives is comparable to the laws He 
has built within the universe, with this exception: those 
laws are general, but the will He has planned for our 
lives is specifically designed for us. No two lives are 
planned according to the same pattern. 

To be sure, there are some things that must be true 
of all Christians. It is God’s will that we yield ourselves 
to Him (2 Cor. 8:5). It is God’s will that we avoid sex- 
ual immorality (1 Thess. 4:3). All Christians should 
rejoice, pray, and thank God (1 Thess. 5:16-18). Every 
commandment in the Bible addressed to believers is 
part of the will of God and must be obeyed. But God 
does not call each of us to the same work in life, or to 
exercise the same gifts and ministry. The will of God is 
“tailor-made” for each of us! 

It is important that we have the right attitude 
toward the will of God. Some people think God’s will 
is a cold, impersonal machine. God starts it going and 
it is up to us to keep it functioning smoothly. If we dis- 
obey Him in some way, the machine grinds to a halt, 
and we are out of God’s will for the rest of our lives. 

God’s will is not a cold, impersonal machine. You 
do not determine God’s will in some mechanical way, 
like getting a soft drink out of a vending machine. The 
will of God is a living relationship between God and the 
believer. This relationship is not destroyed when the 
believer disobeys, for the Father still deals with His 
child, even if He must chasten. 

Rather than looking at the will of God as a cold, 
impersonal machine, I prefer to see it as a warm, grow- 
ing, living body. If something goes wrong with my 
body, I don't die: the other parts of the body compen- 
sate for it until I get that organ working properly again. 
There is pain; there is also weakness; but there is not 
necessarily death. 

When you and I get out of God’s will, it is not the 
end of everything. We suffer, to be sure, but when God 
cannot rule, He overrules. Just as the body compen- 
sates for the malfunctioning of one part, so God 
adjusts things to bring us back into His will. You see 


this illustrated clearly in the lives of Abraham and 
Jonah. 

The believer's relationship to the will of God is a 
growing experience. First, we should know His will 
(Acts 22:14). The will of God is not difficult to dis- 
cover. If we are willing to obey, He is willing to reveal 
(John 7:17). It has been said that “obedience is the 
organ of spiritual knowledge.” This is true. God does 
not reveal His will to the curious or the careless, but to 
those who are ready and willing to obey Him. 

But we must not stop with merely knowing some of 
God’s will. God wants us to be “filled with the knowl- 
edge of his will and all wisdom and spiritual 
understanding” (Col. 1:9). It is wrong to want to know 
God’s will about some matters and ignore His will in 
other matters. Everything in our lives is important to 
God, and He has a plan for each detail. 

God wants us to understand His will (Eph. 5:17). 
This is where spiritual wisdom comes in. A child can 
know the will of his father, but he may not understand 
his will. The child knows the “what” but not the “why.” 
As the “friends” of Jesus Christ, we have the privilege of 
knowing why God does what He does (John 15:15). 
“He made known his ways unto Moses, his acts unto 
the children of Israel” (Ps. 103:7). The Israelites knew 
what God was doing, but Moses understood why He 
was doing it. 

We must also prove Gods will (Rom. 12:2). The 
Greek verb means “to prove by experience.” We learn 
to determine the will of God by working at it. The 
more we obey, the easier it is to discover what God 
wants us to do. It is something like learning to swim or 
play a musical instrument. You eventually “get the feel” 
of what you are doing, and it becomes second nature to 
you. 
People who keep asking, “How do I determine 
God’s will for my life?” may be announcing to every- 
body that they have never really tried to do God’s will. 
You start with the thing you know you ought to do, 
and you do that. Then God opens the way for the next 
step. You prove by experience what the will of God is. 
We learn both from successes and failures. “Take my 
yoke upon you, and learn of me” (Matt. 11:29). The 
yoke suggests doing things together, putting into prac- 
tice what God has taught you. 

Finally, we must do Gods will from the heart (Eph. 
6:6). Jonah knew the will of God, and (after a spank- 
ing) did the will of God, but he did not do it from his 
heart. Jonah 4 indicates that the angry prophet did not 
love the Lord, nor did he love the people of Nineveh. 
He merely did God’s will to keep from getting another 
spanking! 

What Paul said about giving can also be applied to 
living: “not grudgingly, or of necessity, for God loveth 
a cheerful giver” (2 Cor. 9:7). Grudgingly means “reluc- 
tantly, painfully.” They get absolutely no joy out of 
doing God’s will. Of necessity means “under compul- 
sion.” These people obey because they have to, not 
because they want to. Their heart is not in it. 
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The secret of a happy life is to delight in duty. 
When duty becomes delight, then burdens become 
blessings. “Thy statutes have been my songs in the 
house of my pilgrimage” (Ps. 119:54). When we love 
God, then His statutes become songs, and we enjoy 
serving Him. When we serve God grudgingly, or 
because we have to, we may accomplish His work but 
we ourselves will miss the blessing. It will be toil, not 
ministry. But when we do God’s will from the heart, we 
are enriched, no matter how difficult the task might 
have been. 

We must never think that a failure in knowing or 
doing God’s will permanently affects our relationship 
with the Lord. We can confess our sins and receive His 
forgiveness (1 John 1:9). We can learn from the mis- 
takes. The important thing is a heart that loves God and 
wants sincerely to do His will and glorify His name. 

What are the benefits of doing the will of God? For 
one thing, you enjoy a deeper fellowship with Jesus 
Christ (Mark 3:35). You have the privilege of knowing 
God’s truth (John 7:17) and seeing your prayers 
answered (1 John 5:14-15). There is an eternal quality 
to the life and works of the one who does the will of 
God (1 John 2:15-17). Certainly, there is the expecta- 
tion of reward at the return of Jesus Christ (Matt. 
25:34). 

Which of these three attitudes do you have toward 
the will of God? Do you totally ignore God’s will as you 
make your daily plans and decisions? Or, do you know 
God’s will and yet refuse to obey it? Each attitude is 
wrong and can only bring sorrow and ruin to the life of 
the person who holds it. 

But the Christian who knows, loves, and obeys the 
will of God will enjoy God’s blessing. His life may not 
be easier, but it will be holier and happier. His very 
food will be the will of God (John 4:34); it will be the 
joy and delight of his heart (Ps. 40:8). 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 
James 5:1-6 


MONEY TALKS 


f money talks,” said a popular comedian, “all it ever 
says to me is goodbye!” But money was not saying 

goodbye to the men James addressed in this section 
of his letter. These men were rich, and their riches were 
sinful. They were using their wealth for selfish purposes 
and were persecuting the poor in the process. 

One of the themes that runs through James 5 is 
“trouble.” We meet poor people deprived of their wages 
(James 5:4), as well as people who are physically 
afflicted (James 5:13-16) and spiritually backslidden 
(James 5:19-20). A second theme that James intro- 
duced is “prayer.” The poor laborers cry out to God 
(James 5:4). The sick and afflicted should pray (James 
5:13-16). He cited Elijah as an example of one who 
believed in prayer (James 5:17—18). 
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When you join these two themes, you arrive at the 
fifth mark of the mature Christian: he is prayerful in 
troubles. Instead of giving up when troubles come, the 
mature believer turns to God in prayer and seeks divine 
help. The immature person trusts in his own experience 
and skill, or else turns to others for help. While it is true 
that God often meets our needs through the hands of 
other people, this aid must be the result of prayer. 

James did not say it was a sin to be rich. After all, 
Abraham was a wealthy man, yet he walked with God 
and was greatly used of God to bless the whole world. 
James was concerned about the selfishness of the rich 
and advised them to “weep and howl.” He gave three 
reasons for his exhortation. 


The Way They Got Their Wealth (5:4, 6a) 

The Bible does not discourage the acquiring of wealth. 
In the law of Moses, specific rules are laid down for get- 
ting and securing wealth. The Jews in Canaan owned 
their own property, worked it, and benefited from the 
produce. In several of His parables, Jesus indicated His 
respect for personal property and private gain. There is 
nothing in the Epistles that contradicts the right of pri- 
vate ownership and profit. 

What the Bible does condemn is acquiring wealth 
by illegal means or for illegal purposes. The prophet 
Amos thundered a message of judgment against the 
wealthy upper crust who robbed the poor and used 
their stolen wealth for selfish luxuries. Isaiah and 
Jeremiah also exposed the selfishness of the rich and 
warned that judgment was coming. It is in this spirit 
that James wrote. He gave two illustrations of how the 
rich acquired their wealth. 

Holding back wages (v. 4). Laborers were hired 
and paid by the day and did not have any legal con- 
tracts with their employers. The parable of the laborers 
in Matthew 20:1-16 gives some idea of the system in 
that day. In the law, God gave definite instructions 
concerning the laboring man in order to protect him 
from the oppressive employer. 

“You shall not oppress a hired servant who is poor 
and needy, whether he is one of your countrymen or 
one of your aliens who is in your land in your towns. 
You shall give him his wages on his day before the sun 
sets, for he is poor and sets his heart on it; so that he 
may not cry against you to the Lord and it become sin 
in you” (Deut. 24:14-15 Nass). 

“You shall not oppress your neighbor, nor rob him. 
The wages of a hired man are not to remain with you 
all night until morning” (Lev. 19:13 Nass). 

“Woe to him that buildeth his house by unright- 
eousness, and his chambers by wrong; that useth his 
neighbor's service without wages, and giveth him not 
for his work” (Jer. 22:13). 

These rich men had hired the laborers and prom- 
ised to pay them a specific amount. The men had 
completed their work but had not been paid. The tense 
of the verb “kept back” in the original Greek indicates 
that the laborers never will get their salaries. 
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“Thou shalt not steal” is still the law of God, and it 
is a law He will enforce. As Christians, it behooves us 
to be faithful to pay our bills. As a pastor, I find myself 
embarrassed when unsaved men tell me about 
Christians who owe them money and apparently have 
no intention of paying. 

I recall meeting a doctor friend while I was visiting 
in the hospital. “How are things going?” I asked, and 
he replied, “Oh, I guess things are OK.” 

“I pray for you,” I told him, wanting to be an 
encouragement 

“I appreciate that,” he replied. “But while you're at 
it, pray for all the people who owe me money. Itd help 
if they would pay up!” 

Controlling the courts (v. 6a). It is often the case 
that those who have wealth also have political power 
and can get what they want. “What is the Golden 
Rule?” asked a character in a comic strip. His friend 
answered, “Whoever has the gold makes the rules!” 
James asked, “Do not the rich men oppress you and 
draw you before the judgment seats?” (James 2:6). 

When the name Watergate is mentioned, nobody 
thinks of a beautiful hotel. That word reminds us of an 
ugly episode in American history that led to the revela- 
tion of lies and the resignation of the president of the 
United States. Each side accused the other of obstruct- 
ing justice and manipulating the laws. 

When God established Israel in her land, He gave 
the people a system of courts (see Deut. 17:8-13). He 
warned the judges not to be greedy (Ex. 18:21). They 
were not to be partial to the rich or the poor (Lev. 
19:15). No judge was to tolerate perjury (Deut. 
19:16-21). Bribery was condemned by the Lord (Isa. 
33:15; Mic. 3:11; 7:3). The prophet Amos denounced 
the judges in his day who took bribes and “fixed” cases 
(Amos 5:12, 15). 

The courts in James’ day were apparently easy to 
control if you had enough money. The poor workers 
could not afford expensive lawsuits, so they were 
beaten down every time. The workers had the just 
cause, but they were not given justice. Instead, they 
were abused and ruined. (“Killed” should probably be 
taken in a figurative way, as in James 4:2, though it is 
possible that the rich men could so oppress the poor 
that the poor would die.) The poor man did not resist 
the rich man because he had no weapons with which to 
fight. All he could do was call on the Lord for justice. 

The Bible warns us against the securing of wealth 
by illegal means. God owns all wealth (Ps. 50:10); He 
permits us to be stewards of His wealth for His glory. 
“Wealth obtained by fraud dwindles, but the one who 
gathers by labor increases it” (Prov. 13:11 Nass). It is 
“the hand of the diligent that makes rich” (Prov. 10:4). 
“Do not weary yourself to gain wealth” (Prov. 23:4). 
We must put God first in our lives, and He will see to 
it that we always have all that we need (Matt. 6:33). 


The Way the Rich Used Their Wealth (5:3-5) 


It is bad enough to gain wealth in a sinful way, but to 


use that wealth in sinful ways just makes the sin 
greater. 

They stored it up (v. 3). Of course, there is noth- 
ing sinful about saving. “For the children ought not to 
lay up for the parents, but the parents for the children” 
(2 Cor. 12:14). “But if any provide not for his own, 
and specially for those of his own house, he hath 
denied the faith, and is worse than an infidel” (1 Tim. 
5:8). “Then you ought to have put my money in the 
bank, and on my arrival I would have received my 
money back with interest” (Matt. 25:27 Nass). 

But it is wrong to store up wealth when you owe 
money to your employees. These rich men were hoard- 
ing grain, gold, and garments. They thought that they 
were rich because they had these possessions. Instead of 
laying up treasures in heaven by using their wealth for 
God’s glory (Matt. 6:19ff.), they were selfishly guard- 
ing it for their own security and pleasure. Not more 
than ten years after James wrote this letter, Jerusalem 
fell to the Romans, and all this accumulated wealth was 
taken. 

What did Jesus mean by “laying up treasures in 
heaven”? Did He mean we should “sell everything and 
give to the poor” as He instructed the rich young ruler? 
I think not. He spoke that way to the rich ruler because 
covetousness was the young man’s besetting sin, and 
Jesus wanted to expose it. To lay up treasures in heaven 
means to use all that we have as stewards of God’s 
wealth. You and I may possess many things, but we do 
not own them. God is the Owner of everything, and we 
are His stewards. 

What we possess and use are merely things, apart 
from the will of God. When we yield to His will and 
use what He gives us to serve Him, then things become 
treasures and we are investing in eternity. What we do 
on earth is recorded in heaven, and God keeps the 
books and pays the interest. 

What a tragedy it is to see people “heap up treasures 
for the last days” instead of “laying up treasures in 
heaven.” The Bible does not discourage saving, or even 
investing; but it does condemn hoarding. 

They kept others from benefiting from it (v. 4). 
By fraudulent means, the rich men robbed the poor. 
The rich men were not using their own wealth, but 
they would not pay their laborers and permit them to 
use the wealth. Perhaps they were waiting for salaries to 
go down. 

Since we are stewards of God’s wealth, we have cer- 
tain responsibilities toward our Master. We must be 
faithful to use what He gives us for the good of others 
and the glory of God. “Moreover, it is required in stew- 
ards, that a man be found faithful” (1 Cor. 4:2). Joseph 
was a faithful steward in Potiphar’s house, and Potiphar 
prospered. There are ways that we can use God’s wealth 
to help others. 

They lived in luxury (v. 5). “You have lived in 
high style on the earth!” (James 5:5, literal translation). 
Luxury is waste, and waste is sin. 

A magazine advertisement told of the shopping 
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spree of an oil-rich sultan. He purchased nineteen 
Cadillacs, one for each of his nineteen wives, and paid 
extra to have the cars lengthened. He also bought two 
Porsches, six Mercedes, a $40,000 speedboat and a 
truck for hauling it. Add to the list sixteen refrigerators, 
$47,000 worth of women’s luggage, two Florida grape- 
fruit trees, two reclining chairs, and one slot machine. 
His total bill was $1.5 million, and he had to pay 
another $194,500 to have everything delivered. Talk 
about living in luxury! 

All of us are grateful for the good things of life, and 
we would certainly not want to return to primitive 
conditions. But we recognize the fact that there is a 
point of diminishing returns. “Tell me what thou dost 
need,” said the Quaker to his neighbor, “and I will tell 
thee how to get along without it.” Jesus said, “Beware 
and be on your guard against every form of greed; for 
not even when one has an abundance does his life con- 
sist of his possessions” (Luke 12:15 Nass). These rich 
men James addressed were feeding themselves on their 
riches and starving to death. The Greek word pictures 
cattle being fattened for the slaughter. 

There is a great difference between enjoying what 
God has given us (1 Tim. 6:17) and living extrava- 
gantly on what we have withheld from others. Even if 
what we have has been earned lawfully and in the will 
of God, we must not waste it on selfish living. There 
are too many needs to be met. 

Luxury has a way of ruining character. It is a form 
of self-indulgence. If you match character with wealth, 
you can produce much good, but if you match self- 
indulgence with wealth, the result is sin. The rich man 
Jesus described in Luke 16:19-31 would have felt right 
at home with the rich men James wrote to! 


What Their Riches Will Do (5:1-4) 

The rich thought they had it made because of their 
wealth, but God thought otherwise. “Howl for your 
miseries that shall come upon you” (James 5:1). James 
described the consequences of misusing riches. 

Riches will vanish (vv. 2—3a). Grain will rot (“cor- 
rupted” in James 5:2); gold will rust; and garments will 
become moth-eaten. Nothing material in this world 
will last forever. The seeds of death and decay are found 
in all of creation. 

It is a great mistake to think there is security in 
wealth. Paul wrote, “Instruct those who are rich in this 
present world not to be conceited, or to fix their hope 
on the uncertainty of riches” (1 Tim. 6:17). Riches are 
uncertain. The money market fluctuates from hour to 
hour, and so does the stock market. Actually, gold does 
not rust the way iron does, but the idea is the same: the 
gold is losing its value. Add to this the fact that life is 
brief, and we cannot take wealth with us, and you can 
see how foolish it is to live for the things of this world. 
God said to the rich man, “Thou fool, this night thy 
soul shall be required of thee: then whose shall those 
things be, which thou hast provided?” (Luke 12:20). 

Misused riches erode character (v. 3). “Their 
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corrosion ... will eat your flesh like fire” (James 5:3 
Niv). This is a present judgment: the poison of wealth 
has infected them and they are being eaten alive. Of 
itself, money is not sinful; it is neutral. But “the love of 
money is the root of all evil” (1 Tim. 6:10). “Thou 
shalt not covet” is the last of the Ten Commandments, 
but it is the most dangerous. Covetousness will make a 
person break all the other nine commandments. 

Abraham was a rich man, but he maintained his 
faith and character. When Lot became rich, it ruined 
his character and ultimately ruined his family. It is 
good to have riches in your hand provided they do not 
get into your heart. “If riches increase, set not your 
heart upon them” (Ps. 62:10). “A good name is rather 
to be chosen than great riches, and loving favor rather 
than silver and gold” (Prov. 22:1). 

Judgment is a certainty (vv. 3, 5). James not only 
saw a present judgment (their wealth decaying, their 
character eroding), but also a future judgment before 
God. Jesus Christ will be the Judge (James 5:9), and 
His judgment will be righteous. 

Note the witnesses that God will call on that day of 
judgment. First, the rich men’s wealth will witness 
against them (James 5:3). Their rotten grain, rusted gold 
and silver, and moth-eaten garments will bear witness of 
the selfishness of their hearts. There is a bit of irony here: 
the rich men saved their wealth to help them, but their 
hoarded riches will only testify against them. 

The wages they held back will also witness against 
them in court (James 5:4a). Money talks! These stolen 
salaries cry out to God for justice and judgment. God 
heard Abel’s blood cry out from the ground (Gen. 
4:10), and He hears this stolen money cry out too. 

The workers will also testify against them (James 
5:4). There will be no opportunities for the rich to 
bribe the witnesses or the Judge. God hears the cries of 
His oppressed people and He will judge righteously. 

This judgment is a serious thing. The lost will stand 
before Christ at the Great White Throne (Rev. 
20:11-15). The saved will stand before the Judgment 
Seat of Christ (Rom. 14:10-12; 2 Cor. 5:9-10). God 
will not judge our sins, because they have already been 
judged on the cross, but He will judge our works and 
our ministry. If we have been faithful in serving and 
glorifying Him, we will receive a reward; if we have 
been unfaithful, we shall lose our reward but not our 
salvation (1 Cor. 3:1-15). 

The loss of a precious opportunity (v. 3). “The 
last days” indicates that James believed that the coming 
of the Lord was near (see James 5:8-9). We must “buy 
up the opportunity” (Eph. 5:16, literal translation) and 
work while it is day (John 9:4). Think of the good that 
could have been accomplished with that hoarded 
wealth. There were poor people in that congregation 
who could have been helped (James 2:1—6). There were 
workers who deserved their wages. Sad to say, in a few 
years the Jewish nation was defeated and scattered, and 
Jerusalem destroyed. 

It is good to have the things that money can buy, 
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provided you also have the things that money cannot 
buy. What good is a $500,000 house if there is no 
home? Or a million-dollar diamond ring if there is no 
love? James did not condemn riches or rich people; he 
condemned the wrong use of riches, and rich people 
who use their wealth as a weapon and not as a tool with 
which to build. 

It is possible to be “poor in this world” (James 2:5) 
and yet rich in the next world. It is also possible to be 
“rich in this world” (1 Tim. 6:17) and poor in the next 
world. The return of Jesus Christ will make some peo- 
ple poor and others rich, depending on the spiritual 
condition of their hearts. “For where your treasure is, 
there will your heart be also” (Matt. 6:21). 

What we keep, we lose. What we give to God, we 
keep, and He adds interest to it. A famous preacher, 
known for his long sermons, was asked to give the 
annual “charity sermon” for the poor. It was suggested 
that if he preached too long, the congregation might 
not give as much as they should. 

The preacher read his text from Proverbs 19:17— 
“He that hath pity upon the poor lendeth unto the 
Lord; and that which he hath given will He pay him 
again.” His sermon indeed was brief: “If you like the 
terms, then put down your money.” 

Yes, money talks. What will it say to you at the last 
judgment? 


CHAPTER TWELVE 
James 5:7-12 


THE POWER OF PATIENCE 


ames was still addressing the suffering saints when 
J he wrote, “Be patient.” This was his counsel at the 

beginning of his letter (James 1:1-5), and his 
counsel as his letter came to a close. God is not going 
to right all the wrongs in this world until Jesus Christ 
returns, and we believers must patiently endure—and 
expect. 

Three times James reminded us of the coming of 
the Lord (James 5:7-9). This is the “blessed hope” of 
the Christian (Titus 2:13). We do not expect to have 
everything easy and comfortable in this present life. “In 
the world ye shall have tribulation” (John 16:33). Paul 
reminded his converts that “we must through much 
tribulation enter into the kingdom of God” (Acts 
14:22). We must patiently endure hardships and 
heartaches until Jesus returns. 

James used two different words for patience. In 
James 5:7-8, 10 it was the word long-tempered. The 
words endure and patience in James 5:11 literally mean 
“to remain under” and speak of endurance under great 
stress. Patience means “to stay put and stand fast when 
youd like to run away.” Many Greek scholars think 
that “longsuffering” refers to patience with respect to 
persons, while “endurance” refers to patience with 
respect to conditions or situations. 


But the question we must answer is How can we as 
Christians experience this kind of patient endurance as 
we wait for the Lord to return? To answer that question 
(and need), James gave three encouraging examples of 
patient endurance. 


The Farmer (5:7-9) 

If a man is impatient, then he had better not become a 
farmer. No crop appears overnight (except perhaps a 
crop of weeds), and no farmer has control over the 
weather. Too much rain can cause the crop to rot, and 
too much sun can burn it up. An early frost can kill the 
crop. How longsuffering the farmer must be with the 
weather! 

He must also have patience with the seed and the 
crop, for it takes time for plants to grow. Jewish farm- 
ers would plow and sow in what to us are the autumn 
months. The “early rain” would soften the soil. The 
“latter rain” would come in the early spring (our 
February-March) and help to mature the harvest. The 
farmer had to wait many weeks for his seed to produce 
fruit. 

Why did he willingly wait so long? Because the fruit 
is “precious” (James 5:7). The harvest is worth waiting 
for. “to due season we shall reap, if we faint not” (Gal. 
6:9). “For the earth produces crops by itself; first the 
blade, then the head, then the mature grain in the 
head. But when the crop permits, he immediately puts 
in the sickle, because the harvest has come” (Mark 
4:28-29 NASB). 

James pictured the Christian as a “spiritual farmer” 
looking for a spiritual harvest. “Be ye also patient, sta- 
blish your hearts” (James 5:8). Our hearts are the soil, 
and the “seed is the word of God” (Luke 8:11). There 
are seasons to the spiritual life just as there are seasons 
to the soil. Sometimes, our hearts become cold and 
“wintry,” and the Lord has to “plow them up” before 
He can plant the seed (Jer. 4:3). He sends the sunshine 
and the rains of His goodness to water and nurture the 
seeds planted, but we must be patient to wait for the 
harvest. 

Here, then, is a secret of endurance when the going 
is tough: God is producing a harvest in our lives. He 
wants the “fruit of the Spirit” to grow (Gal. 5:22-23), 
and the only way He can do it is through trials and 
troubles. Instead of growing impatient with God and 
with ourselves, we must yield to the Lord and permit 
the fruit to grow. We are “spiritual farmers” looking for 
a harvest. 

You can enjoy this kind of a harvest only if your 
heart is established (James 5:8). One of the purposes of 
the spiritual ministry of the local church is to establish 
the heart (Rom. 1:11). Paul sent Timothy to 
Thessalonica to establish the young Christians in their 
faith (1 Thess. 3:1-3), and Paul also prayed for them 
that they might be established (1 Thess. 3:10-13). The 
ministry of the Word of God and prayer are important 
if the heart is going to be established. A heart that is 
not established cannot bear fruit. 
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Keep in mind that the farmer does not stand 
around doing nothing: he is constantly at work as he 
looks toward the harvest. James did not tell these suf- 
fering believers to put on white robes, climb a hill, and 
wait for Jesus to return. “Keep working and waiting” 
was his admonition. “Blessed is that servant, whom his 
lord when he cometh shall find so doing” (Luke 
12:43). 

Nor does the farmer get into fights with his neigh- 
bors. One of the usual marks of farmers is their 
willingness to help one another. Nobody on the farm 
has time or energy for disputes with the neighbors. 
James must have had this in mind when he added, 
“Dont grumble against each other, brothers, or you 
will be judged” (James 5:9 nrv). Impatience with God 
often leads to impatience with God’s people, and this is 
a sin we must avoid. If we start using the sickles on 
each other, we will miss the harvest! 


The Prophets (5:10) 

A Jewish congregation would understand this simple 
reference that James made to the Old Testament 
prophets. In His Sermon on the Mount, Jesus also used 
the prophets as an example of victory over persecution 
(Matt. 5:10-12). What encouragements do we receive 
from their example? 

For one thing, they were in the will of God, yet they 
suffered. They were preaching “in the name of the 
Lord,” yet they were persecuted. Satan tells the faithful 
Christian that his suffering is the result of sin or 
unfaithfulness, and yet his suffering might well be 
because of faithfulness! “Yea, and all that will live godly 
in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution” (2 Tim. 3:12). 
We must never think that obedience automatically pro- 
duces ease and pleasure. Our Lord was obedient, and it 
led to a cross! 

The prophets encourage us by reminding us that 
God cares for us when we go through sufferings for His 
sake. Elijah announced to wicked King Ahab that there 
would be a drought in the land for three and one-half 
years, and Elijah himself had to suffer in that drought. 
But God cared for him, and God gave him victory over 
the evil priests of Baal. It has been said, “The will of 
God will never lead you where the grace of God cannot 
keep you.” 

Many of the prophets had to endure great trials 
and sufferings, not only at the hands of unbelievers, 
but at the hands of professed believers. Jeremiah was 
arrested as a traitor and even thrown into an aban- 
doned well to die. God fed Jeremiah and protected 
him throughout that terrible siege of Jerusalem, even 
though at times it looked as though the prophet was 
going to be killed. Both Ezekiel and Daniel had their 
share of hardships, but the Lord delivered them. And 
even those who were not delivered, who died for the 
faith, received that special reward for those who are 
true to Him. 

Why is it that those who “speak in the name of the 
Lord” often must endure difficult trials? It is so that 
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their lives might back up their messages. The impact of 
a faithful, godly life carries much power. We need to 
remind ourselves that our patience in times of suffering 
is a testimony to others around us. 

But have not many faithful Christians suffered and 
died without any notice or recognition? Yes, but when 
Jesus returns, these “obscure heroes” will receive their 
rewards. The prophets were killed and buried, but 
today their names are honored. When our Lord comes 
again, He will bring His reward with Him (Rev. 
22:12). 

This example that James used from the Old 
Testament prophets ought to encourage us to spend 
more time in the Bible, getting acquainted with these 
heroes of faith. “For everything that was written in the 
past was written to teach us, so that through endurance 
and the encouragement of the Scriptures we might 
have hope” (Rom. 15:4 niv). The better we know the 
Bible, the more God can encourage us in the difficult 
experiences of life. The important thing is that, like the 
farmer, we keep working, and, like the prophets, we 
keep witnessing, no matter how trying the circum- 
stances may be. 


Job (5:11-12) 

“As you know, we consider blessed those who have 
persevered” (James 5:11 Nrv). But you cannot perse- 
vere unless there is a trial in your life. There can be 
no victories without battles; there can be no peaks 
without valleys. If you want the blessing, you must 
be prepared to carry the burden and fight the battle. 

I once heard a young Christian pray, “O Lord, 
please teach me the deep truths of Thy Word! I want 
to be lifted up to the heavens to hear and see the 
wonderful things that are there!” It was a sincere 
prayer, but the young man did not realize what he 
was praying. Paul went to the third heaven and 
learned things too marvelous for words, and as a 
result, God had to give Paul a thorn in the flesh to keep 
him humble (2 Cor. 12:1-10). God has to balance 
privileges with responsibilities, blessings with bur- 
dens, or else you and I will become spoiled, 
pampered children. 

When do “blessings” come? In the midst of trials 
we may experience God’s blessings, as did the three 
Hebrew children in the fiery furnace (Dan. 3), but 
James taught that there is a blessing after we have 
endured. His example was Job. 

The book of Job is a long book, and the chapters 
are filled with speeches that, to the Western mind, 
seem long and tedious. In the first three chapters you 
have Jobs distress: he loses his wealth, his family 
(except for his wife, and she told him to commit sui- 
cide), and his health. In Job 4-31 we read Jobs 
defense, as he debates with his three friends and 
answers their false accusations. Job 38-42 presents 
Job’ deliverance: first God humbles Job, and then He 
honors Job and gives him twice as much as he had 
before. 
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In studying the experience of Job, it is important 
to remember that Job did not know what was going 
on “behind the scenes” between God and Satan. Job’s 
friends accused him of being a sinner and a hyp- 
ocrite. “There must be some terrible sin in your life,” 
they argued, “or God would never have permitted 
this suffering.” Job disagreed with them and main- 
tained his innocence (but not perfection) during the 
entire conversation. The friends were wrong: God 
had no cause against Job (Job 2:3), and in the end, 
God rebuked the friends for telling lies about Job 
(Job 42:7). 

It is difficult to find a greater example of suffering 
than Job. Circumstances were against him, for he lost 
his wealth and his health. He also lost his beloved 
children. His wife was against him, for she said, 
“Curse God and die” (Job 2:9). His friends were 
against him, for they accused him of being a hyp- 
ocrite, deserving of the judgment of God. And it 
seemed like God was against him! When Job cried 
out for answers to his questions, there was no reply 
from heaven. 

Yet, Job endured. Satan predicted that Job would 
get impatient with God and abandon his faith, but 
that did not happen. It is true that Job questioned 
God’s will, but Job did not forsake his faith in the 
Lord. “Though He slay me, I will hope in Him. 
Nevertheless, I will argue my ways before Him” (Job 
13:15 Nass). Job was so sure of God’s perfections 
that he persisted in arguing with Him, even though 
he did not understand all that God was doing. That 
is endurance. 

God made a covenant with Israel that He would 
bless them if they would obey His laws (see Deut. 
11). This led to the idea that, if you were wealthy and 
comfortable, you were blessed of God, but if you 
were suffering and poor, you were cursed of God. Sad 
to say, many people have that same erroneous idea 
today. When Jesus said it was difficult for a rich man 
to enter heaven, the disciples were shocked. “Who 
then can be saved?” they asked (Matt. 19:23-26). 
“The rich are especially blessed of God,” they were 
saying. “If they cant make it, nobody can!” 

The book of Job refutes that idea, for Job was a 
righteous man, and yet he suffered. God found no evil 
in him, and even Satan could not find any. Job’s 
friends could not prove their accusations. Job teaches 
us that God has higher purposes in suffering than the 
punishing of sin. Job’s experience paved the way for 
Jesus, the perfect Son of God who suffered, not for 
His own sins, but for the sins of the world. 

In Job’s case, what was “the end [purpose] of the 
Lord”? To reveal Himself as full of pity and tender 
mercy. Certainly, there were other results from Job’s 
experience, for God never wastes the sufferings of His 
saints. Job met God in a new and deeper way (Job 
42:1-6), and after that, Job received greater blessings 
from the Lord. 

“But if God is so merciful,” someone may argue, 


“why didn’t He protect Job from all that suffering to 
begin with?” To be sure, there are mysteries to God’s 
working that our finite minds cannot fathom, but 
this we know: God was glorified and Job was purified 
through this difficult experience. If there is nothing 
to endure, you cannot learn endurance. 

What did Job’s story mean to the believers James 
wrote to, and what does it mean to us today? It 
means that some of the trials of life are caused 
directly by satanic opposition. God permits Satan to 
try His children, but He always limits the extent of 
the enemy’s power (Job 1:12; 2:6). When you find 
yourself in the fire, remember that God keeps His 
gracious hand on the thermostat! “But he knoweth 
the way that I take: when he hath tried me, I shall 
come forth as gold” (Job 23:10). 

Satan wants us to get impatient with God, for an 
impatient Christian is a powerful weapon in the 
devil’s hands. You will recall from our study of James 
1 that Moses’ impatience robbed him of a trip to the 
Holy Land; Abraham’s impatience led to the birth of 
Ishmael, the enemy of the Jews; and Peter’s impa- 
tience almost made him a murderer. When Satan 
attacks us, it is easy for us to get impatient and run 
ahead of God and lose God’s blessing as a result. 

What is the answer? “My grace is sufficient for 
thee” (2 Cor. 12:7—9)! Paul’s thorn in the flesh was a 
“messenger of Satan.” Paul could have fought it, 
given up under it, or tried to deny that the thorn 
existed; but he did not. Instead, he trusted God for 
the grace he needed, and he turned Satan’s weapon 
into a tool for the building up of his own spiritual 
life. 

When you find yourself in the furnace, go to the 
throne of grace and receive from the Lord all the 
grace you need to endure (Heb. 4:14-16). Remind 
yourself that the Lord has a gracious purpose in all of 
this suffering, and that He will work out His pur- 
poses in His time and for His glory. You are not a 
robot caught in the jaws of fate. You are a loving 
child of God, privileged to be a part of a wonderful 
plan. There is a difference! 

The exhortation in James 5:12 seems out of place, 
for what does “speaking oaths” have to do with the 
problem of suffering? If you have ever suffered, you 
know the answer: it is easy to say things you do not 
mean, and even make bargains with God, when you 
are going through difficulties. Go back to Job for an 
example. The patriarch said, “Naked came I out of 
my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return thither: 
the Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken away; blessed 
be the name of the Lord. In all this Job sinned not, 
nor charged God foolishly” (Job 1:21-22). Job did 
curse the day he was born (Job 3:1ff.), but he never 
cursed God or spoke with a foolish oath. Neither did 
he try to bargain with God. 

Surely James was reminding us of our Lord’s 
teaching in the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 
5:34-37). The Jews were great ones for using various 
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oaths to back up their statements. They were careful, 
however, not to use the name of God in their oaths, 
lest they blaspheme God. So, they would swear by 
heaven, or earth, or Jerusalem, or even by their own 
heads! But Jesus taught that it is impossible to avoid 
God in such oaths. Heaven is His throne, earth is His 
footstool, and Jerusalem is the “city of the great 
King.” As for swearing by your head, what good is it? 
“Thou canst not make one hair black or white” 
(Matt. 5:36)—or even keep one hair on your head. 

It is a basic principle that true Christian character 
requires few words. The person who must use many 
words (including oaths) to convince us has some- 
thing wrong with his character and must bolster this 
weakness by using words. If you are a true Christian, 
with integrity, then all you have to say is yes or no 
and people will believe you. Jesus warned us that 
anything more than this is from the evil one. 

One of the purposes of suffering is the building of 
character. Certainly Job was a better man for having 
gone through the furnace. (James explained this 
process to us, James 1:2-12.) If words are a test of 
character, then oaths would indicate that there is yet 
work to be done. When Peter poured out those oaths 
in the courtyard (Matt. 26:71), he was giving evi- 
dence that his character was still in need of a 
transformation. 

As you review this section, you can see the prac- 
ticality of it. James wanted to encourage us to be 
patient in times of suffering. Like the farmer, we 
are waiting for a spiritual harvest, for fruit that will 
glorify God. Like the prophets, we look for oppor- 
tunities for witness, to share the truth of God. 
And, like Job, we wait for the Lord to fulfill His 
loving purpose, knowing that He will never cause 
His children to suffer needlessly. And, like Job, we 
shall have a clearer vision of the Lord and come to 
know Him better for having been in the furnace of 
affliction. 

“Be patient, for the coming of the Lord draweth 
nigh!” 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
James 5:13-20 


LET US PRAY 


he gift of speech is a marvelous blessing, if it is 
T used to the glory of God. As we have seen, James 

had a great deal to say about the tongue, and this 
chapter is no exception. He mentioned some of the 
lowest uses of the tongue: complaining (James 5:9) and 
swearing (James 5:12). But he also named some of the 
highest uses of the tongue: proclaiming God’s Word 
(James 5:10) and praying and praising God (James 
5:13). 

Prayer is certainly a high and holy privilege. To 
think that, as God’s children, we can come freely and 
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boldly to His throne and share with Him our needs! 
Seven times in this section James mentioned prayer. 
The mature Christian is prayerful in the troubles of 
life. Instead of complaining about his situation, he 
talks to God about it, and God hears and answers his 
prayers. “Taking it to the Lord in prayer” is certainly a 
mark of spiritual maturity. 

In this section, James encouraged us to pray by 
describing four situations in which God answers 


prayer. 


Prayer for the Suffering (5:13) 

The word afflicted means “suffering in difficult circum- 
stances.” The phrase “in trouble” is a good translation. 
Paul used this word to describe the circumstances he 
was in as he suffered for the gospel’s sake (2 Tim. 2:9). 
As God’s people go through life, they often must 
endure difficulties that are not the results of sin or the 
chastening of God. 

What should we do when we find ourselves in such 
trying circumstances? We must not grumble and criti- 
cize the saints who are having an easier time of it 
(James 5:9), nor should we blame the Lord. We should 
pray, asking God for the wisdom we need to under- 
stand the situation and use it to His glory (James 1:5). 

Prayer can remove affliction, if that is God’s will. 
But prayer can also give us the grace we need to endure 
troubles and use them to accomplish God’s perfect will. 
God can transform troubles into triumphs. “He giveth 
more grace” (James 4:6). Paul prayed that God might 
change his circumstances, but instead, God gave Paul 
the grace he needed to turn his weakness into strength 
(2 Cor. 12:7-10). Our Lord prayed in Gethsemane 
that the cup might be removed, and it was not, yet the 
Father gave Him the strength He needed to go to the 
cross and die for our sins. 

James indicated that everybody does not go 
through troubles at the same time: “Is any merry? Let 
him sing psalms” (James 5:13). God balances our 
lives and gives us hours of suffering and days of 
singing. The mature Christian knows how to sing 
while he is suffering. (Anybody can sing after the trou- 
ble has passed.) God is able to give “songs in the 
night” (Job 35:10). He did this for Paul and Silas 
when they were suffering in that Philippian jail. “And 
at midnight Paul and Silas prayed, and sang praises 
unto God” (Acts 16:25). 

Praying and singing were important elements in 
worship in the early church, and they should be 
important to us. Our singing ought to be an expres- 
sion of our inner spiritual life. The believer’s praise 
should be intelligent (1 Cor. 14:15) and not just the 
mouthing of words or ideas that mean nothing to 
him. It should come from the heart (Eph. 5:19) and 
be motivated by the Holy Spirit (Eph. 5:18). 
Christian singing must be based on the Word of God 
(Col. 3:16) and not simply on the clever ideas of 
men. If a song is not biblical, it is not acceptable to 


God. 
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Prayer for the Sick (5:14-16) 

I do not think that James gave us a blanket formula for 
healing the sick. In the churches I have pastored, the 
elders and I have prayed for the sick, and sometimes 
God has given healing. But other times He has not seen 
fit to heal the person. I recall two cases within one week 
of each other: the one lady was restored in an almost 
miraculous way, but the other one had to enter the hos- 
pital for surgery, and eventually the Lord called her 
home. 

What are the special characteristics of this case that 
James was describing? 

The person is sick because of sin (vv. 15b-16). 
The Greek text says, “If he has been constantly sin- 
ning.” This parallels 1 Corinthians 11:30, “For this 
cause many are weak and sickly among you, and 
many sleep” (have died). James has described a church 
member who is sick because he is being disciplined by 
God. This explains why the elders of the assembly are 
called: the man cannot go to church to confess his 
sins, so he asks the spiritual leaders to come to him. 
The leaders would be in charge of the discipline of the 
congregation. 

The person confesses his sins (v. 16). In the early 
church, the believers practiced church discipline. First 
Corinthians 5 is a good example. Paul told the believers 
at Corinth to dismiss the sinning member from the 
assembly until he repented of his sins and made things 
right. The little word “therefore” belongs in James 
5:16— “Confess your sins therefore to one another, and 
pray for one another, that you may be healed” (literal 
translation). The word faults in the Authorized Version 
gives the impression that the man’s deeds were not too 
evil; they were only faults. But it is the word hamartia 
that James used, and this word means “sin.” It is the 
same word used in James 1:15, where the subject is def- 
initely sin. 

The person is healed by “the prayer of faith” (v. 
15). It is not the anointing that heals, but the pray- 
ing. The Greek word translated “anointing” is a 
medicinal term; it could be translated “massaging.” 
This may be an indication that James suggests using 
available means for healing along with asking the 
Lord for His divine touch. God can heal with or with- 
out means; in each case, it is God who does the 
healing. 

But what is “the prayer of faith” that heals the 
sick? The answer is in 1 John 5:14-15—“And this is 
the confidence that we have in him, that, if we ask 
anything according to his will, he heareth us: and if 
we know that he hear us, whatsoever we ask, we know 
that we have the petitions that we desired of him.” 
The “prayer of faith” is a prayer offered when you 
know the will of God. The elders would seek the mind 
of God in the matter, and then pray according to His 
will. 

As I visit the sick among my congregation, I do 
not always know how to pray for them. (Paul had the 
same problem; read Rom. 8:26.) Is it God’s will to 


heal? Is God planning to call His child home? I do not 
know; therefore, I must pray, “If it is Your will, heal 
Your child.” Those who claim that God heals every 
case, and that it is not His will for His children to be 
sick, are denying both Scripture and experience. But 
where we have the inner conviction from the Word 
and the Spirit that it is God’s will to heal, then we can 
pray “the prayer of faith” and expect God to work. 

Keep in mind that it is not one individual who is 
praying: it is the body of elders—spiritual men of 
God—who seek God’s will and pray. James did not 
instruct the believer to send for a faith healer. The 
matter is in the hands of the leaders of the local 
church. 

There are some practical lessons from this section 
that we must not overlook. For one thing, disobedience 
to God can lead to sickness. This was David’s experi- 
ence when he tried to hide his sins (Ps. 32). Second, sin 
affects the whole church. We can never sin alone, for 
sin has a way of growing and infecting others. This 
man had to confess his sins to the church because he 
had sinned against the church. Third, there is healing 
(physical and spiritual) when sin is dealt with. “He that 
covereth his sins shall not prosper, but whoso confes- 
seth and forsaketh them shall find mercy” (Prov. 
28:13). James wrote, “Make it a habit to confess your 
sins to each other” (literal translation). Do not hide sin 
or delay confession. 

The “confessing” that James wrote about is done 
among the saints. He was not suggesting confessing 
our sins to a preacher or priest. We confess our sins first 
of all to the Lord (1 John 1:9), but we must also con- 
fess them to those who have been affected by them. We 
must never confess sin beyond the circle of that sins influ- 
ence. Private sin requires private confession; public sin 
requires public confession. It is wrong for Christians to 
“hang dirty wash in public,” for such “confessing” 
might do more harm than the original sin. 


Prayer for the Nation (5:17-18) 

James cited Elijah as an example of a “righteous man” 
whose prayers released power. “The prayer of a righ- 
teous man is powerful and effective” (James 5:16 Nrv). 

The background of this incident is found in 1 
Kings 17—18. Wicked King Ahab and Jezebel, his 
queen, had led Israel away from the Lord and into the 
worship of Baal. God punished the nation by holding 
back the rain that they needed (see Deut. 28:12, 23). 
For three and one-half years, the heavens were as brass 
and the earth unable to produce the crops so necessary 
for life. 

Then Elijah challenged the priests of Baal on 
Mount Carmel. All day long the priests cried out to 
their god, but no answer came. At the time of the 
evening sacrifice, Elijah repaired the altar and prepared 
the sacrifice. He prayed but once, and fire came from 
heaven to consume the sacrifice. He had proven that 
Jehovah was the true God. 

But the nation still needed rain. Elijah went to the 
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top of Carmel and fell down before the Lord in prayer. 
He prayed and sent his servant seven times to see if 
there was evidence of rain, and the seventh time his ser- 
vant saw a little cloud. Before long, there was a great 
rain, and the nation was saved. 

Do we need “showers of blessing” today? We cer- 
tainly do! 

“But Elijah was a special prophet of God,” we 
might argue. “We can expect God to answer his prayers 
in a wonderful way.” 

“Elijah was a man just like us,” stated James (5:17 
Niv). He was not perfect; in fact, right after his vic- 
tory on Mount Carmel, Elijah became afraid and 
discouraged and ran away. But he was a “righteous 
man,” that is, obedient to the Lord and trusting Him. 
God’s promises of answered prayer are for all His chil- 
dren, not just for ones we may call the spiritual elite. 

Elijah prayed in faith, for God told him He would 
send the rain (1 Kings 18:1). “Prayer,” said Robert 
Law, “is not getting man’s will done in heaven. It’s get- 
ting God’s will done on earth.” You cannot separate the 
Word of God and prayer, for in His Word He gives us 
the promises that we claim when we pray. 

Elijah was not only believing in his praying, but he 
was persistent. “He prayed ... and he prayed again” 
(James 5:17-18). On Mount Carmel, Elijah continued 
to pray for rain until his servant reported “a cloud the 
size of a man’s hand.” Too many times we fail to get 
what God promises because we stop praying. It is true 
that we are not heard “for our much praying” (Matt. 
6:7), but there is a difference between vain repetitions 
and true believing persistence in prayer. Our Lord 
prayed three times in the garden, and Paul prayed three 
times that his thorn in the flesh might be taken from 
him. 

Elijah was determined and concerned in his pray- 
ing. “He prayed earnestly” (James 5:17 ntv). The 
literal Greek reads, “and he prayed in prayer.” Many 
people do not pray in their prayers. They just lazily say 
religious words, and their hearts are not in their 
prayers. 

A church member was “praying around the world” 
in a prayer meeting, and one of the men present was 
growing tired of the speech. Finally the man cried out, 
“Ask Him something!” That is what prayer is all about: 
“Ask Him something!” 

Prayer power is the greatest power in the world 
today. “Tremendous power is made available through a 
good man’s earnest prayer” (James 5:16 pH). History 
shows how mankind has progressed from manpower to 
horsepower, and then to dynamite and TNT, and now 
to nuclear power. 

But greater than nuclear power is prayer power. 
Elijah prayed for his nation, and God answered prayer. 
We need to pray for our nation today, that God will 
bring conviction and revival, and that “showers of 
blessing” will come to the land. One of the first respon- 
sibilities of the local church is to pray for government 
leaders (1 Tim. 2:1-3). 
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Prayer for the Straying (5:19-20) 

While James did not specifically name prayer in these 
verses, the implication is there. If we pray for the 
afflicted and the sick, surely we must pray for the 
brother who wanders from the truth. 

These verses deal with our ministry to a fellow 
believer who strays from the truth and gets into sin. 
The verb evr means “to wander,” and suggests a gradual 
moving away from the will of God. The Old Testament 
term for this is “backsliding.” Sad to say, we see this 
tragedy occurring in our churches regularly. Sometimes 
a brother is “overtaken in a fault” (Gal. 6:1), but usu- 
ally the sin is the result of slow, gradual spiritual 
decline. 

Such a condition is, of course, very dangerous. It is 
dangerous to the offender because he may be disci- 
plined by the Lord (Heb. 12). He also faces the danger 
of committing “sin unto death” (1 John 5:16-17). God 
disciplined the sinning members of the Corinthian 
church, even to the point of taking some of them to 
heaven (1 Cor. 11:30). 

But this backsliding is also dangerous to the church. 
A wandering offender can influence others and lead 
them astray. “One sinner destroys much good” (Eccl. 
9:18 Nass). This is why the spiritual members of the 
church must step in and help the man who has wan- 
dered away. 

The origin of this problem is found in the statement 
“wander from the truth’ (James 5:19). The truth 
means, of course, the Word of God. “Thy word is 
truth” (John 17:17). Unless the believer stays close to 
the truth, he will start to drift away. “For this reason we 
must pay much closer attention to what we have heard, 
lest we drift away from it” (Heb. 2:1 Nass). Jesus 
warned Peter that Satan was at hand to tempt him, and 
Peter refused to believe the Word. He even argued with 
the Lord! When he should have been praying, Peter 
was sleeping. No wonder he denied three times. 

The outcome of this wandering is “sin” and possible 
“death” (James 5:20). The sinner here is a believer, not 
an unbeliever; and sin in the life of a Christian is worse 
than sin in the life of an unbeliever. We expect 
unsaved people to sin, but God expects His children to 
obey His Word. 

What are we to do when we see a fellow believer 
wandering from the truth? We should pray for him, to 
be sure, but we must also seek to help him. He needs 
to be “converted”—turned back into the right path 
again. Do believers need to be converted? Yes, they do! 
Jesus said to Peter, “When thou art converted, 
strengthen thy brethren” (Luke 22:32). 

It is important that we seek to win the lost, but it 
is also important to win the saved. If a brother has 
sinned against us, we should talk to him privately and 
seek to settle the matter. If he listens, then we have 
gained our brother (Matt. 18:15). That word gained 
means “won.” It is the same word translated “get gain” 
in James 4:13. It is important to win the saved as well 
as the lost. 
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If we are going to help an erring brother, we must 
have an attitude of love, for “love shall cover the mul- 
titude of sins” (1 Peter 4:8). Both James and Peter 
learned this principle from Proverbs 10:12—“Hate 
stirreth up strife: but love covereth all sins.” 

This does not mean that love “sweeps the dirt 
under the carpet.” Where there is love, there must 
also be truth (“speaking the truth in love” said Paul in 
Eph. 4:15), and where there is truth, there is honest 
confession of sin and cleansing from God. Love not 
only helps the offender to face his sins and deal with 
them, but love also assures the offender that those 
sins, once forgiven, are remembered no more. 

While the basic interpretation of these verses is as I 
have explained, the application can be made to the lost 
sinner. After all, if a straying brother needs to be 
restored, how much more does a lost sinner need to be 
brought to the Savior. If the wandering believer loses 
his life, he at least goes to heaven, but the lost sinner is 
condemned to an eternal hell. 

“Seeking the lost” is a common Bible picture of 
soul-winning. In Luke 15, Jesus pictured the lost sheep, 
the lost coin, and the lost son, all of whom needed to 
be found and brought back to where they belonged. 
Our Lord also compared winning souls to catching fish 
(Mark 1:17). Peter caught one fish individually with 
his hook (Matt. 17:24-27), but he also worked with 
his helpers and used the nets to catch many fish at one 
time. There is a place for both personal and collective 
evangelism. 

Proverbs 11:30 compares evangelism to hunting: 
“He that catcheth souls is wise” (literal translation). Sin 
is out to catch and kill (James 1:13-15), but we ought 
to be out to catch and make alive. 

The soul-winner is also an ambassador of peace (2 
Cor. 5:20). God has not declared war on this world; He 
has declared peace! One day He will declare war, and 
judgment will fall. 

Both Zechariah 3:2 and Jude 23 picture the soul- 
winner as a fireman, pulling brands out of the burning. 
John Wesley applied Zechariah 3:2 to himself, for 
when he was but a child, he was pulled from a burning 
house when it looked as though it was too late. 
Sometimes we must take risks of love to snatch people 
from the fires of judgment. 

Jesus compared evangelism to sowing and reaping 
(John 4:34-38) and Paul used the same illustration (1 
Cor. 3:6-9). There are seasons of sowing and seasons of 
reaping; and many people are needed for the work. We 
are “laborers together with God” (1 Cor. 3:9). Both the 
sower and the reaper will receive their rewards, for 
there is no competition in the Lord’s fields. 

This brings us to the end of our study of James. His 
emphasis has been spiritual maturity. This would be a 
good time for us to examine our own hearts to see how 
mature we really are. Here are a few questions to assist 
you: 

1. Am I becoming more and more patient in the 
testings of life? 


2. Do I play with temptation or resist it from the start? 

3. Do I find joy in obeying the Word of God, or do 
I merely study it and learn it? 

á. Are there any prejudices that shackle me? 

5. Am I able to control my tongue? 

6. Am I a peacemaker rather than a troublemaker? 
Do people come to me for spiritual wisdom? 

7. Am Ia friend of God or a friend of the world? 

8. Do I make plans without considering the will of 


God? 
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9. Am I selfish when it comes to money? Am I 
unfaithful in the paying of my bills? 

10. Do I naturally depend on prayer when I find 
myself in some kind of trouble? 

11. Am I the kind of person others seek for prayer 
support? 

12. What is my attitude toward the wandering 
brother? Do I criticize and gossip, or do I seek to 
restore him in love? 

Don’t just grow old—grow up! 
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1 Peter 1 


CHAPTER ONE 
1 Peter 1:1; 5:12-14 


WHERE THERE’S CHRIST, THERE’S 
HOPE 


hile there’s life, there’s hope!” That ancient 
ices saying is still quoted today and, like 

most adages, it has an element of truth but no 
guarantee of certainty. It is not the fact of life that 
determines hope, but the faith of life. A Christian 
believer has a “living hope” (1 Peter 1:3 Nass) because 
his faith and hope are in God (1 Peter 1:21). This “liv- 
ing hope” is the major theme of Peter’s first letter. He 
is saying to all believers, “Be hopeful!” 

Before we study the details of this fascinating letter, 
let’s get acquainted with the man who wrote it, the 
people to whom he sent it, and the particular situation 
that prompted him to write. 


The Writer (1:1) 

He identified himself as “Peter, an apostle of Jesus 
Christ” (1 Peter 1:1). Some liberals have questioned 
whether a common fisherman could have penned this 
letter, especially since Peter and John were both called 
“unlearned and ignorant men” (Acts 4:13). However, 
this phrase only means “laymen without formal school- 
ing”; that is, they were not professional religious 
leaders. We must never underestimate the training 
Peter had for three years with the Lord Jesus, nor 
should we minimize the work of the Holy Spirit in his 
life. Peter is a perfect illustration of the truth expressed 
in 1 Corinthians 1:26-31. 

His given name was Simon, but Jesus changed it to 
Peter, which means “a stone” (John 1:35—-42). The 
Aramaic equivalent of “Peter” is “Cephas,” so Peter was 
a man with three names. Nearly fifty times in the New 
Testament, he is called “Simon,” and often he is called 
“Simon Peter.” Perhaps the two names suggest a 
Christian’s two natures: an old nature (Simon) that is 
prone to fail, and a new nature (Peter) that can give vic- 
tory. As Simon, he was only another human piece of 
clay, but Jesus Christ made a rock out of him! 

Peter and Paul were the two leading apostles in the 
early church. Paul was assigned especially to minister to 
the Gentiles, and Peter to the Jews (Gal. 2:1-10). The 
Lord had commanded Peter to strengthen his brethren 
(Luke 22:32) and to tend the flock (John 21:15-17; 
also see 1 Peter 5:1—4), and the writing of this letter 
was a part of that ministry. Peter told his readers that 
this was a letter of encouragement and personal witness 
(1 Peter 5:12). Some writings are manufactured out of 
books, the way freshmen students write term papers, 
but this letter grew out of a life lived to the glory of 
God. A number of events in Peter’s life are woven into 
the fabric of this epistle. 

This letter is also associated with Silas (Silvanus, 1 
Peter 5:12). He was one of the “chief men” in the early 
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church (Acts 15:22) and a prophet (Acts 15:32). This 
means that he communicated God’s messages to the 
congregations as he was directed by the Holy Spirit (see 
1 Cor. 14). The apostles and prophets worked together 
to lay the foundation of the church (Eph. 2:20), and, 
once that foundation was laid, they passed off the 
scene. There are no apostles and prophets in the New 
Testament sense in the church today. 

It is interesting that Silas was associated with Peter’s 
ministry, because originally he went with Paul as a 
replacement for Barnabas (Acts 15:36-41). Peter also 
mentioned John Mark (1 Peter 5:13) whose failure on 
the mission field helped to cause the rupture between 
Paul and Barnabas. Peter had led Mark to faith in 
Christ (“Mark, my son”) and certainly would maintain 
a concern for him. No doubt one of the early assem- 
blies met in John Mark’s home in Jerusalem (Acts 
12:12). In the end, Paul forgave and accepted Mark as 
a valued helper in the work (2 Tim. 4:11). 

Peter indicated that he wrote this letter “at Babylon” 
(1 Peter 5:13) where there was an assembly of believers. 
There is no evidence either from church history or tra- 
dition that Peter ministered in ancient Babylon which, 
at that time, did have a large community of Jews. There 
was another town called “Babylon” in Egypt, but we 
have no proof that Peter ever visited it. “Babylon” is 
probably another name for the city of Rome, and we 
do have reason to believe that Peter ministered in 
Rome and was probably martyred there. Rome is called 
“Babylon” in Revelation 17:5 and 18:10. It was not 
unusual for persecuted believers during those days to 
write or speak in “code.” 

In saying this, however, we must not assign more to 
Peter than is due him. He did mot found the church in 
Rome nor serve as its first bishop. It was Paul’s policy 
not to minister where any other apostle had gone 
(Rom. 15:20); so Paul would not have ministered in 
Rome had Peter arrived there first. Peter probably 
arrived in Rome after Paul was released from his first 
imprisonment, about the year AD 62. First Peter was 
written about the year 63. Paul was martyred about 64, 
and perhaps that same year, or shortly after, Peter laid 
down his life for Christ. 


The Recipients (1:1) 
Peter called them “strangers” (1 Peter 1:1), which 
means “resident aliens, sojourners.” They are called 
“strangers and pilgrims” in 1 Peter 2:11. These people 
were citizens of heaven through faith in Christ (Phil. 
3:20), and therefore were not permanent residents on 
earth. Like Abraham, they had their eyes of faith cen- 
tered on the future city of God (Heb. 11:8-16). They 
were in the world, but not of the world (John 17:16). 
Because Christians are “strangers” in the world, 
they are considered to be “strange” in the eyes of the 
world (1 Peter 4:4). Christians have standards and val- 
ues different from those of the world, and this gives 
opportunity both for witness and for warfare. We will 
discover in this epistle that some of the readers were 


experiencing suffering because of their different 
lifestyle. 

These believers were a “scattered” people as well as 
a “strange” people. The word translated “scattered” 
(diaspora) was a technical term for the Jews who lived 
outside of Palestine. It is used this way in John 7:35 
and James 1:1. However, Peter’s use of this word does 
not imply that he was writing only to Jewish 
Christians, because some statements in his letter sug- 
gest that some of his readers were converted out of 
Gentile paganism (1 Peter 1:14, 18; 2:9-10; 4:1-1). 
There was undoubtedly a mixture of both Jews and 
Gentiles in the churches that received this letter. We 
will notice a number of Old Testament references and 
allusions in these chapters. 

These Christians were scattered in five different 
parts of the Roman Empire, all of them in northern 
Asia Minor (modern Turkey). The Holy Spirit did not 
permit Paul to minister in Bithynia (Acts 16:7), so he 
did not begin this work. There were Jews at Pentecost 
from Pontus and Cappadocia (Acts 2:9), and perhaps 
they carried the gospel to their neighboring province. 
Possibly Jewish believers who had been under Peter’s 
ministry in other places had migrated to towns in these 
provinces. People were “on the move” in those days, 
and dedicated believers shared the Word wherever they 
went (Acts 8:4). 

The important thing for us to know about these 
“scattered strangers” is that they were going through a 
time of suffering and persecution. At least fifteen times 
in this letter Peter referred to suffering, and he used 
eight different Greek words to do so. Some of these 
Christians were suffering because they were living 
godly lives and doing what was good and right (1 Peter 
2:19-23; 3:14-18; 4:1-4, 15-19). Others were suffer- 
ing reproach for the name of Christ (1 Peter 4:14) and 
being railed at by unsaved people (1 Peter 3:9-10). 
Peter wrote to encourage them to be good witnesses to 
their persecutors, and to remember that their suffering 
would lead to glory (1 Peter 1:6-7; 4:13-14; 5:10). 

But Peter had another purpose in mind. He knew 
that a “fiery trial” was about to begin—official persecu- 
tion from the Roman Empire (1 Peter 4:12). When the 
church began in Jerusalem, it was looked on as a “sect” 
of the traditional Jewish faith. The first Christians were 
Jews, and they met in the temple precincts. The 
Roman government took no official action against the 
Christians since the Jewish religion was accepted and 
approved. But when it became clear that Christianity 
was not a “sect” of Judaism, Rome had to take official 
steps. 

Several events occurred that helped to precipitate 
this “fiery trial.” To begin with, Paul had defended the 
Christian faith before the official court in Rome (Phil. 
1:12-24). He had been released but then was arrested 
again. This second defense failed, and he was martyred 
(2 Tim. 4:16-18). Second, the deranged emperor, 
Nero, blamed the fire of Rome (July AD 64) on the 
Christians, using them as a scapegoat. Peter was prob- 
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ably in Rome about that time and was slain by Nero, 
who had also killed Paul. Nero’s persecution of 
Christians was local at first, but it probably spread. At 
any rate, Peter wanted to prepare the churches. 

We must not get the idea that all Christians in every 
part of the empire were going through the same trials 
to the same degree at the same time. It varied from 
place to place, though suffering and opposition were 
pretty general (1 Peter 5:9). Nero introduced official 
persecution of the church, and other emperors fol- 
lowed his example in later years. Peter’s letter must have 
been a tremendous help to Christians who suffered 
during the reigns of Trajan (98-117), Hadrian 
(117-138), and Diocletian (284-305). Christians in 
the world today may yet learn the value of Peter’s letter 
when their own “fiery trials” of persecution begin. 
While I personally believe that the church will not go 
through żhe tribulation, I do believe that these latter 
days will bring much suffering and persecution to the 
people of God. 

It is possible that Silas was the bearer of this letter 
to the believers in the provinces, and also the secretary 
who wrote the epistle. 


The Message (5:12) 

First Peter is a letter of encouragement (1 Peter 5:12). 
We have noted that the theme of suffering runs 
throughout the letter, but so also does the theme of 
glory (see 1 Peter 1:7-8, 11, 21; 2:12; 4:11-16; 5:1, 4, 
10-11). One of the encouragements that Peter gives 
suffering saints is the assurance that their suffering will 
one day be transformed into glory (1 Peter 1:6-7; 
4:13-14; 5:10). This is possible only because the Savior 
suffered for us and then entered into His glory (1 Peter 
1:11; 5:1). The sufferings of Christ are mentioned 
often in this letter (1 Peter 1:11; 3:18; 4:1, 13; 5:1). 

Peter is preeminently the apostle of hope, as Paul is 
the apostle of faith and John of Jove. As believers, we 
have a “living hope” because we trust a living Christ (1 
Peter 1:3). This hope enables us to keep our minds 
under control and “hope to the end” (1 Peter 1:13) 
when Jesus shall return. We must not be ashamed of 
our hope but be ready to explain and defend it (1 Peter 
3:15). Like Sarah, Christian wives can hope in God (1 
Peter 3:5, where “trusted” should be translated 
“hoped”). Since suffering brings glory, and because 
Jesus is coming again, we can indeed be hopeful! 

But suffering does not automatically bring glory to 
God and blessing to God’s people. Some believers have 
fainted and fallen in times of trial and have brought 
shame to the name of Christ. It is only when we 
depend on the grace of God that we can glorify God in 
times of suffering. Peter also emphasized God’s grace in 
this letter. “I have written to you briefly, encouraging 
you and testifying that this is the true grace of God. 
Stand fast in it” (1 Peter 5:12 nrv). 

The word grace is used in every chapter of 1 Peter: 
1:2, 10, 13; 2:19 (“thankworthy”), 20 (“acceptable”); 
3:7; 4:10; 5:5, 10, 12. Grace is God’s generous favor to 
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undeserving sinners and needy saints. When we 
depend on God’s grace, we can endure suffering and 
turn trials into triumphs. It is grace alone that saves us 
(Eph. 2:8-10). God’s grace can give us strength in 
times of trial (2 Cor. 12:1-10). Grace enables us to 
serve God in spite of difficulties (1 Cor. 15:9-10). 
Whatever begins with God’s grace will always lead to 
glory (Ps. 84:11; 1 Peter 5:10). 

As we study 1 Peter, we will see how the three 
themes of suffering, grace, and glory unite to form an 
encouraging message for believers experiencing times 
of trial and persecution. These themes are summarized 
in 1 Peter 5:10, a verse we would do well to memorize. 

The cynical editor and writer H. L. Mencken once 
defined hope as “a pathological belief in the occurrence 
of the impossible.” But that definition does not agree 
with the New Testament meaning of the word. True 
Christian hope is more than “hope so.” It is confident 
assurance of future glory and blessing. 

An Old Testament believer called God “the hope of 
Israel” (Jer. 14:8). A New Testament believer affirms 
that Jesus Christ is his hope (1 Tim. 1:1; see Col. 1:27). 
The unsaved sinner is “without hope” (Eph. 2:12), and 
if he dies without Christ, he will be hopeless forever. 
The Italian poet Dante, in his Divine Comedy, put this 
inscription over the world of the dead: “Abandon all 
hope, you who enter here!” 

This confident hope gives us the encouragement 
and enablement we need for daily living. It does not 
put us in a rocking chair where we complacently await 
the return of Jesus Christ. Instead, it puts us in the 
marketplace, on the battlefield, where we keep on 
going when the burdens are heavy and the battles are 
hard. Hope is not a sedative; it is a shot of adrenaline, 
a blood transfusion. Like an anchor, our hope in Christ 
stabilizes us in the storms of life (Heb. 6:18-19), but 
unlike an anchor, our hope moves us forward, it does 
not hold us back. 

It is not difficult to follow Peter’s train of thought. 
Everything begins with salvation, our personal relation- 
ship to God through Jesus Christ. If we know Christ as 
Savior, then we have hope! If we have hope, then we 
can walk in holiness and in harmony. There should be 
no problem submitting to those around us in society, 
the home, and the church family. Salvation and sub- 
mission are preparation for suffering; but if we focus on 
Christ, we can overcome, and God will transform suf- 
fering into glory. 


CHAPTER TWO 
1 Peter 1:2-12 


IT’S GLORY ALL THE WAY! 


0 n a balmy summer day, my wife and I visited one 
of the world’s most famous cemeteries located at 
Stoke Poges, a little village not far from Windsor 
Castle in England. On this site Thomas Gray penned 
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his famous “Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard,” 
a poem most of us had to read at one time or another 
in school. 

As we stood quietly in the midst of ancient graves, 
one stanza of that poem came to mind: 


The boast of heraldry, the pomp of power, 
And all that beauty, all that wealth e’er gave, 
Awaits alike the inevitable hour, 

The paths of glory lead but to the grave. 


Man’s glory simply does not last, but God’s glory is 
eternal, and He has deigned to share that glory with us! 
In this first section of his letter, Peter shared four won- 
derful discoveries that he had made about the glory of 
God. 


Christians Are Born for Glory (1:2-4) 

Because of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, 
believers have been “begotten again” to a living hope, 
and that hope includes the glory of God. But, what do 
we mean by “the glory of God”? 

The glory of God means the sum total of all that 
God is and does. “Glory” is not a separate attribute or 
characteristic of God, such as His holiness, wisdom, or 
mercy. Everything that God is and does is characterized 
by glory. He is glorious in wisdom and power, so that 
everything He thinks and does is marked by glory. He 
reveals His glory in creation (Ps. 19), in His dealings 
with the people of Israel, and especially in His plan of 
salvation for lost sinners. 

When we were born the first time, we were not 
born for glory. “For all flesh is like grass, and all the 
glory of man like the flower of grass” (1 Peter 1:24, 
quoted from Isa. 40:6). Whatever feeble glory man has 
will eventually fade and disappear; but the glory of the 
Lord is eternal. The works of man done for the glory of 
God will last and be rewarded (1 John 2:17). But the 
selfish human achievements of sinners will one day 
vanish to be seen no more. One reason that we have 
encyclopedias is so that we can learn about the famous 
people who are now forgotten! 

Peter gave two descriptions to help us better under- 
stand this wonderful truth about glory. 

A Christian’s birth described (vv. 2—3). This mir- 
acle all began with God: we were chosen by the Father 
(Eph. 1:3-4). This took place in the deep counsels of 
eternity, and we knew nothing about it until it was 
revealed to us in the Word of God. This election was not 
based on anything we had done, because we were 
not even on the scene. Nor was it based on anything 
God saw that we would be or do. God’s election was 
based wholly on His grace and love. We cannot explain 
it (Rom. 11:33-36), but we can rejoice in it. 

“Foreknowledge” does not suggest that God merely 
knew ahead of time that we would believe, and there- 
fore He chose us. This would raise the question, “Who 
or what made us decide for Christ?” and would take 
our salvation completely out of God’s hands. In the 


Bible, to foreknow means “to set one’s love on a person 
or persons in a personal way.” It is used this way in 
Amos 3:2: “You only have I known of all the families 
of the earth.” God set His electing love on the nation 
of Israel. Other verses that use “know” in this special 
sense are Psalm 1:6; Matthew 7:23; John 10:14, 27; 
and 1 Corinthians 8:3. 

But the plan of salvation includes more than the 
Father's electing love; it also includes the work of the 
Spirit in convicting the sinner and bringing him to 
faith in Christ. The best commentary on this is 2 
Thessalonians 2:13-14. Also, the Son of God had to 
die on the cross for our sins, or there could be no sal- 
vation. We have been chosen by the Father, purchased 
by the Son, and set apart by the Spirit. It takes all three 
if there is to be a true experience of salvation. 

As far as God the Father is concerned, I was saved 
when He chose me in Christ before the foundation of 
the world. As far as the Son is concerned, I was saved 
when He died for me on the cross. But as far as the 
Spirit is concerned, I was saved one night in May 1945 
when I heard the gospel and received Christ. Then it all 
came together, but it took all three Persons of the 
Godhead to bring me to salvation. If we separate these 
ministries, we will either deny divine sovereignty or 
human responsibility, and that would lead to heresy. 

Peter did not deny man’s part in God’s plan to save 
sinners. In 1 Peter 1:23 he emphasized the fact that the 
gospel was preached to these people, and that they 
heard it and believed (see also 1 Peter 1:12). Peter’s own 
example at Pentecost is proof that we do not “leave it all 
with God” and never urge lost sinners to come to Christ 
(Acts 2:37—40). The same God who ordains the end— 
our salvation—also ordains the means to the end—the 
preaching of the gospel of the grace of God. 

A Christians hope described (vv. 3—4). To begin 
with, it is a living hope because it is grounded on the 
living Word of God (1 Peter 1:23) and was made pos- 
sible by the living Son of God who arose from the 
dead. A “living hope” is one that has life in it and there- 
fore can give life to us. Because it has life, it grows and 
becomes greater and more beautiful as time goes on. 
Time destroys most hopes; they fade and then die. But 
the passing of time only makes a Christian’s hope that 
much more glorious. 

Peter called this hope an inheritance (1 Peter 1:4). 
As the children of the King, we share His inheritance 
in glory (Rom. 8:17-18; Eph. 1:9-12). We are 
included in Christ’s last will and testament, and we 
share the glory with Him (John 17:22-24). 

Note the description of this inheritance, for it is 
totally unlike any earthly inheritance. For one thing, it 
is incorruptible, which means that nothing can ruin it. 
Because it is undefiled, it cannot be stained or cheap- 
ened in any way. It will never grow old because it is 
eternal; it cannot wear out, nor can it disappoint us in 
any way. 

In 1 Peter 1:5 and 9, this inheritance is called “sal- 
vation.” The believer is already saved through faith in 
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Christ (Eph. 2:8-9), but the completion of that salva- 
tion awaits the return of the Savior. Then we shall have 
new bodies and enter into a new environment, the 
heavenly city. In 1 Peter 1:7, Peter called this hope “the 
appearing of Jesus Christ.” Paul called this “the blessed 
hope” (Titus 2:13). 

What a thrilling thing it is to know that we were 
born for glory! When we were born again, we 
exchanged the passing glory of man for the eternal 


glory of God! 


Christians Are Kept for Glory (1:5) 

Not only is the glory being “reserved” for us, but we are 
being kept for the glory! In my travels, I have some- 
times gone to a hotel or motel, only to discover that the 
reservations have been confused or cancelled. This will 
not happen to us when we arrive in heaven, for our 
future home and inheritance are guaranteed and 
reserved. 

“But suppose we don’t make it?” a timid saint might 
ask. But we will; for all believers are being “kept by the 
power of God.” The word translated “kept” is a mili- 
tary word that means “guarded, shielded.” The tense of 
the verb reveals that we are constantly being guarded by 
God, assuring us that we shall safely arrive in heaven. 
This same word is used to describe the soldiers guard- 
ing Damascus when Paul made his escape (2 Cor. 
11:32). See also Jude 24-25 and Romans 8:28-39. 

Believers are not kept by their own power, but by 
the power of God. Our faith in Christ has so united us 
to Him that His power now guards us and guides us. 
We are not kept by our strength, but by His faithful- 
ness. How long will He guard us? Until Jesus Christ 
returns and we will share in the full revelation of His 
great salvation. This same truth is repeated in 1 Peter 
1:9. 

It is encouraging to know that we are “guarded for 
glory.” According to Romans 8:30, we have already 
been glorified. All that awaits is the public revelation of 
this glory (Rom. 8:18-23). If any believer were lost, it 
would rob God of His glory. God is so certain that we 
will be in heaven that He has already given us His glory 
as the assurance (John 17:24; Eph. 1:13-14). 

The assurance of heaven is a great help to us today. 
As Dr. James M. Gray expressed it in one of his songs, 
“Who can mind the journey, when the road leads 
home?” If suffering today means glory tomorrow, then 
suffering becomes a blessing to us. The unsaved have 
their “glory” now, but it will be followed by eternal suf- 
fering away from the glory of God (2 Thess. 1:3-10). In 
the light of this, ponder 2 Corinthians 4:7—18—and 
rejoice! 


Christians Are Being Prepared for Glory (1:6-7) 

We must keep in mind that all God plans and performs 
here is preparation for what He has in store for us in 
heaven. He is preparing us for the life and service yet to 
come. Nobody yet knows all that is in store for us in 
heaven, but this we do know: life today is a school in 
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which God trains us for our future ministry in eternity. 
This explains the presence of trials in our lives: they are 
some of God’s tools and textbooks in the school of 
Christian experience. 

Peter used the word ¢rials rather than tribulations or 
persecutions, because he was dealing with the general 
problems that Christians face as they are surrounded by 
unbelievers. He shared several facts about trials. 

Trials meet needs. The phrase “if need be” indi- 
cates that there are special times when God knows that 
we need to go through trials. Sometimes trials disci- 
pline us when we have disobeyed God’s will (Ps. 
119:67). At other times, trials prepare us for spiritual 
growth, or even help to prevent us from sinning (2 Cor. 
12:1-9). We do not always know the need being met, 
but we can trust God to know and to do what is best. 

Trials are varied. Peter used the word manifold, 
which literally means “variegated, many-colored.” He 
used the same word to describe God’s grace in 1 Peter 
4:10. No matter what “color” our day may be—a 
“blue” Monday or a “gray” Tuesday—God has grace 
sufficient to meet the need. We must not think that 
because we have overcome one kind of trial that we will 
automatically “win them all.” Trials are varied, and 
God matches the trial to our strengths and needs. 

Trials are not easy. Peter did not suggest that we 
take a careless attitude toward trials, because this would 
be deceitful. Trials produce what he called “heaviness.” 
The word means “to experience grief or pain.” It is used 
to describe our Lord in Gethsemane (Matt. 26:37) and 
the sorrow of saints at the death of loved ones (1 Thess. 
4:13). To deny that our trials are painful is to make 
them even worse. Christians must accept the fact that 
there are difficult experiences in life and not put on a 
brave front just to appear “more spiritual.” 

Trials are controlled by God. They do not last for- 
ever; they are “for a season.” When God permits His 
children to go through the furnace, He keeps His eye 
on the clock and His hand on the thermostat. If we 
rebel, He may have to reset the clock, but if we submit, 
He will not permit us to suffer one minute too long. 
The important thing is that we learn the lesson He 
wants to teach us and that we bring glory to Him 
alone. 

Peter illustrated this truth by referring to the gold- 
smith. No goldsmith would deliberately waste the 
precious ore. He would put it into the smelting furnace 
long enough to remove the cheap impurities; then he 
would pour it out and make from it a beautiful article 
of value. It has been said that the Eastern goldsmith 
kept the metal in the furnace until he could see his face 
reflected in it. So our Lord keeps us in the furnace of 
suffering until we reflect the glory and beauty of Jesus 
Christ. 

The important point is that this glory is not fully 
revealed until Jesus returns for His church. Our trying 
experiences today are preparing us for glory tomorrow. 
When we see Jesus Christ, we will bring “praise and 
honor and glory” to Him if we have been faithful in the 
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sufferings of this life (see Rom. 8:17—18). This explains 
why Peter associated rejoicing with suffering. While we 
may not be able to rejoice as we look around, in our tri- 
als, we can rejoice as we look ahead. The word this in 1 
Peter 1:6 (NasB) refers back to the “salvation” (the 
return of Christ) mentioned in 1 Peter 1:5. 

Just as the assayer tests the gold to see if it is pure 
gold or counterfeit, so the trials of life test our faith to 
prove its sincerity. A faith that cannot be tested cannot 
be trusted! Too many professing Christians have a “false 
faith,” and this will be revealed in the trials of life. The 
seed that fell on shallow soil produced rootless plants, 
and the plants died when the sun came up (see Matt. 
13:1-9, 18-23). The sun in the parable represents 
“tribulation or persecution.” The person who abandons 
his “faith” when the going gets tough is only proving 
that he really had no faith at all. 

The patriarch Job went through many painful tri- 
als, all of them with God’s approval, and yet he 
understood somewhat of this truth about the refiner’s 
fire. “But he knoweth the way that I take; when he hath 
tried me, I shall come forth as gold” (Job 23:10). And 
he did! 

It is encouraging to know that we are born for glory, 
kept for glory, and being prepared for glory. But the 
fourth discovery Peter shared with his readers is per- 
haps the most exciting of all. 


Christians Can Enjoy the Glory Now (1:8-12) 

The Christian philosophy of life is not “pie in the sky 
by and by.” It carries with it a present dynamic that can 
turn suffering into glory today, Peter gave four direc- 
tions for enjoying the glory now, even in the midst of 
trials. 

Love Christ (v. 8). Our love for Christ is not based 
on physical sight, because we have not seen Him. It is 
based on our spiritual relationship with Him and what 
the Word has taught us about Him. The Holy Spirit 
has poured out God’s love into our hearts (Rom. 5:5), 
and we return that love to Him. When you find your- 
self in some trial, and you hurt, immediately lift your 
heart to Christ in true love and worship. Why? Because 
this will take the poison out of the experience and 
replace it with healing medicine. 

Satan wants to use life’s trials to bring out the worst 
in us, but God wants to bring out the best in us. If we 
love ourselves more than we love Christ, then we will 
not experience any of the glory now. The fire will burn 
us, not purify us. 

Trust Christ (v. 8). We must live by faith and not 
by sight. An elderly lady fell and broke her leg while 
attending a summer Bible conference. She said to the 
pastor who visited her, “I know the Lord led me to the 
conference. But I don’t see why this had to happen! 
And I don't see any good coming from it.” Wisely, the 
pastor replied, “Romans 8:28 doesn’t say that we see all 
things working together for good. It says that we know 
it. 

Faith means surrendering all to God and obeying 


His Word in spite of circumstances and consequences. 
Love and faith go together: when you love someone, 
you trust him. And faith and love together help to 
strengthen hope, for where you find faith and love, you 
will find confidence for the future. 

How can we grow in faith during times of testing 
and suffering? The same way we grow in faith when 
things seem to be going well: by feeding on the Word 
of God (Rom. 10:17). Our fellowship with Christ 
through His Word not only strengthens our faith, but 
it also deepens our love. It is a basic principle of 
Christian living that we spend much time in the Word 
when God is testing us and Satan is tempting us. 

Rejoice in Christ (v. 8). You may not be able to 
rejoice over the circumstances, but you can rejoice in 
them by centering your heart and mind on Jesus 
Christ. Each experience of trial helps us learn some- 
thing new and wonderful about our Savior. Abraham 
discovered new truths about the Lord on the mount 
where he offered his son (Gen. 22). The three Hebrew 
children discovered His nearness when they went 
through the fiery furnace (Dan. 3). Paul learned the 
sufficiency of His grace when he suffered with a thorn 
in the flesh (2 Cor. 12). 

Note that the joy He produces is “unspeakable and 
full of glory.” This joy is so deep and so wonderful that 
we cannot even express it. Words fail us! Peter had seen 
some of the glory on the Mount of Transfiguration 
where Jesus discussed with Moses and Elijah His own 
impending suffering and death (Luke 9:28-36). 

Receive from Christ (vv. 9-12). “Believing ... 
receiving” is God’s way of meeting our needs. If we love 
Him, trust Him, and rejoice in Him, then we can 
receive from Him all that we need to turn trials into tri- 
umphs. First Peter 1:9 can be translated, “For you are 
receiving the consummation of your faith, that is, the 
final salvation of your souls.” In other words, we can 
experience today some of that future glory. Charles 
Spurgeon used to say, “Little faith will take your soul to 
heaven, but great faith will bring heaven to your soul.” 
It is not enough that we long for heaven during times 
of suffering, for anybody can do that. What Peter urged 
his readers to do was exercise love, faith, and rejoicing, 
so that they might experience some of the glory of 
heaven in the midst of suffering now. 

The amazing thing is that this “salvation” we are 
awaiting—the return of Christ—was a part of God’s 
great plan for us from eternity. The Old Testament 
prophets wrote about this salvation and studied closely 
what God revealed to them. They saw the sufferings of 
the Messiah, and also the glory that would follow, but 
they could not fully understand the connection 
between the two. In fact, in some of the prophecies, the 
Messiah’s sufferings and glory are blended in one verse 
or paragraph. 

When Jesus came to earth, the Jewish teachers were 
awaiting a conquering Messiah who would defeat 
Israel’s enemies and establish the glorious kingdom 
promised to David. Even His own disciples were not 
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clear about the need for His death on the cross (Matt. 
16:13-28). They were still inquiring about the Jewish 
kingdom even after His resurrection (Acts 1:1-8). If 
the disciples were not clear about God’s program, cer- 
tainly the Old Testament prophets could be excused! 

God told the prophets that they were ministering 
for a future generation. Between the suffering of 
Messiah and His return in glory comes what we call 
“the age of the church.” The truth about the church 
was a hidden “mystery” in the Old Testament period 
(Eph. 3:1-13). The Old Testament believers looked 
ahead by faith and saw, as it were, two mountain peaks: 
Mount Calvary, where Messiah suffered and died (Isa. 
53), and Mount Olivet, where He will return in glory 
(Zech. 14:4). They could not see the “valley” in 
between, the present age of the church. 

Even the angels are interested in what God is doing 
in and through His church! Read 1 Corinthians 4:9 
and Ephesians 3:10 for further information on how 
God is “educating” the angels through the church. 

If the Old Testament prophets searched so dili- 
gently into the truths of salvation and yet had so little 
to go on, how much more ought we to search into this 
subject, now that we have a complete Word from God! 
The same Holy Spirit who taught the prophets and, 
through them, wrote the Word of God, can teach us 
the truths in it John 16:12-15). 

Furthermore, we can learn these truths from the 
Old Testament as well as from the New Testament. You 
can find Christ in every part of the Old Testament 
Scriptures (Luke 24:25-27). What a delight it is to 
meet Christ in the Old Testament law, the types, the 
Psalms, and the writings of the prophets. In times of 
trial, you can turn to the Bible, both the Old and New 
Testaments, and find all that you need for encourage- 
ment and enlightenment 

Yes, for Christians, it is glory all the way! When we 
trusted Christ, we were born for glory. We are being 
kept for glory. As we obey Him and experience trials, 
we are being prepared for glory. When we love Him, 
trust Him, and rejoice in Him, we experience the glory 
here and now. 

Joy unspeakable and full of glory! 


CHAPTER THREE 
1 Peter 1:13-21 


STAYING CLEAN IN A POLLUTED 
WORLD 


walking in hope, but now his emphasis is walking in 
holiness. The two go together, for “every man that hath 
this hope in him purifieth himself, even as he is pure” (1 
John 3:3). 
The root meaning of the word translated “holy” is 
“different.” A holy person is not an odd person, but a 


| n the first section of this chapter, Peter emphasized 


897 


1 Peter 1 


different person. His life has a quality about it that is 
different. His present “lifestyle” is not only different 
from his past way of life, but it is different from the 
“lifestyles” of the unbelievers around him. A Christian's 
life of holiness appears strange to the lost (1 Peter 4:4), 
but it is not strange to other believers. 

However, it is not easy to live in this world and 
maintain a holy walk. The anti-God atmosphere 
around us that the Bible calls “the world” is always 
pressing against us, trying to force us to conform. In 
this paragraph, Peter presented to his readers five spiri- 
tual incentives to encourage them (and us) to maintain 
a different lifestyle, a holy walk in a polluted world. 


The Glory of God (1:13) 

“The revelation of Jesus Christ” is another expression 
for the “living hope” and “the appearing of Jesus 
Christ.” Christians live in the future tense; their pres- 
ent actions and decisions are governed by this future 
hope. Just as an engaged couple makes all their plans in 
the light of that future wedding, so Christians today 
live with the expectation of seeing Jesus Christ. 

“Gird up the loins of your mind” simply means, 
“Pull your thoughts together! Have a disciplined 
mind!” The image is that of a robed man, tucking his 
skirts under the belt, so he can be free to run. When 
you center your thoughts on the return of Christ and 
live accordingly, you escape the many worldly things 
that would encumber your mind and hinder your spir- 
itual progress. Peter may have borrowed the idea from 
the Passover supper, because later in this section he 
identified Christ as the Lamb (1 Peter 1:19). The Jews 
at Passover were supposed to eat the meal in haste, 
ready to move (Ex. 12:11). 

Outlook determines outcome; attitude determines 
action. A Christian who is looking for the glory of God 
has a greater motivation for present obedience than a 
Christian who ignores the Lord’s return. The contrast 
is illustrated in the lives of Abraham and Lot (Gen. 
12-13; Heb. 11:8-16). Abraham had his eyes of faith 
on that heavenly city, so he had no interest in the 
world’s real estate. But Lot, who had tasted the pleas- 
ures of the world in Egypt, gradually moved toward 
Sodom. Abraham brought blessing to his home, but 
Lot brought judgment. Outlook determined outcome. 

Not only should we have a disciplined mind, but 
we should also have a sober mind. The word means “to 
be calm, steady, controlled; to weigh matters.” 
Unfortunately some people get “carried away” with 
prophetic studies and lose their spiritual balance. The 
fact that Christ is coming should encourage us to be 
calm and collected (1 Peter 4:7). The fact that Satan is 
on the prowl is another reason to be sober-minded (1 
Peter 5:8). Anyone whose mind becomes undisci- 
plined, and whose life “falls apart” because of prophetic 
studies, is giving evidence that he does not really 
understand Bible prophecy. 

We should also have an optimistic mind. “Hope to 
the end” means “set your hope fully.” Have a hopeful 


898 


outlook! A friend of mine sent me a note one day that 
read: “When the outlook is gloomy, try the uplook!” 
Good advice, indeed! It has to be dark for the stars to 
appear. 

The result of this spiritual mind-set is that a 
believer experiences the grace of God in his life. To be 
sure, we will experience grace when we see Jesus Christ; 
but we can also experience grace today as we look for 
Him to return. We have been saved by grace and we 
depend moment by moment on God’s grace (1 Peter 
1:10). Looking for Christ to return strengthens our 
faith and hope in difficult days, and this imparts to us 
more of the grace of God. Titus 2:10-13 is another 
passage that shows the relationship between grace and 
the coming of Jesus Christ. 


The Holiness of God (1:14-15) 

The argument here is logical and simple. Children 
inherit the nature of their parents. God is holy; there- 
fore, as His children, we should live holy lives. We are 
“partakers of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4) and ought 
to reveal that nature in godly living. 

Peter reminded his readers of what they were before 
they trusted Christ. They had been children of disobedi- 
ence (Eph. 2:1-3), but now they were to be obedient 
children. True salvation always results in obedience 
(Rom. 1:5; 1 Peter 1:2). They had also been imitators 
of the world, “fashioning themselves” after the standards 
and pleasures of the world. Romans 12:2 translates this 
same word as “conformed to this world.” Unsaved peo- 
ple tell us that they want to be “free and different,” yet 
they all imitate one another! 

The cause of all this is zgnorance that leads to indul- 
gence. Unsaved people lack spiritual intelligence, and 
this causes them to give themselves to all kinds of 
fleshly and worldly indulgences (see Acts 17:30; Eph. 
4:17ff.). Since we were born with a fallen nature, it was 
natural for us to live sinful lives. Nature determines 
appetites and actions. A dog and a cat behave differ- 
ently because they have different natures. 

We would still be in that sad sinful plight were it 
not for the grace of God. He called us! One day, Jesus 
called to Peter and his friends and said, “Come, follow 
me ... and I will make you fishers of men” (Mark 1:17 
niv). They responded by faith to His call, and this 
completely changed their lives. 

Perhaps this explains why Peter used the word 
called so often in this letter. We are called to be holy (1 
Peter 1:15). We are called “out of darkness into his 
marvelous light” (1 Peter 2:9). We are called to suffer 
and follow Christ’s example of meekness (1 Peter 2:21). 
In the midst of persecution, we are called “to inherit a 
blessing” (1 Peter 3:9). Best of all, we are called to “his 
eternal glory” (1 Peter 5:10). God called us before we 
called on Him for salvation. It is all wholly of grace. 

But God’s gracious election of sinners to become 
saints always involves responsibility, and not just privi- 
lege. He has chosen us in Christ “that we should be 
holy and without blame before him” (Eph. 1:4). God 


has called us to Himself, and He is holy; therefore, we 
should be holy. Peter quoted from the Old Testament 
law to back up his admonition (Lev. 11:44-45; 19:2; 
20:7, 26). 

God’s holiness is an essential part of His nature. 
“God is light, and in him is no darkness at all” (1 John 
1:5). Any holiness that we have in character and con- 
duct must be derived from Him. Basically, to be 
sanctified means to be “set apart for God’s exclusive use 
and pleasure.” It involves separation from that which is 
unclean and complete devotion to God (2 Cor. 6:14— 
7:1). We are to be holy “in all manner of conversation 
[behavior],” so that everything we do reflects the holi- 
ness of God. 

To a dedicated believer, there is no such thing as 
“secular” and “sacred.” All of life is holy as we live to 
glorify God. Even such ordinary activities as eating and 
drinking can be done to the glory of God (1 Cor. 
10:31). If something cannot be done to the glory of 
God, then we can be sure it must be out of the will of 


God. 


The Word of God (1:16) 

“It is written!” is a statement that carries great author- 
ity for the believer. Our Lord used the Word of God to 
defeat Satan, and so may we (Matt. 4:1-11; see Eph. 
6:17). But the Word of God is not only a sword for 
battle; it is also a light to guide us in this dark world 
(Ps. 119:105; 2 Peter 1:19), food that strengthens us 
(Matt. 4:4; 1 Peter 2:2), and water that washes us (Eph. 
5:25-27). 

The Word of God has a sanctifying ministry in the 
lives of dedicated believers (John 17:17). Those who 
delight in God’s Word, meditate on it, and seek to obey 
it will experience God’s direction and blessing in their 
lives (Ps. 1:1-3). The Word reveals God’s mind, so we 
should ¿earn it; God’s heart, so we should Jove it; God’s 
will, so we should dive it. Our whole being—mind, 
will, and heart—should be controlled by the Word of 
God. 

Peter quoted from the book of Leviticus, “Ye shall 
be holy; for I am holy” (Lev. 11:44). Does this mean 
that the Old Testament law is authoritative today for 
New Testament Christians? Keep in mind that the early 
Christians did not even have the New Testament. The 
only Word of God they possessed was the Old 
Testament, and God used that Word to direct and nur- 
ture them. Believers today are not under the 
ceremonial laws given to Israel; however, even in these 
laws we see moral and spiritual principles revealed. 
Nine of the Ten Commandments are repeated in the 
Epistles, so we must obey them. (The Sabbath com- 
mandment was given especially to Israel and does not 
apply to us today. See Rom. 14:1-9.) As we read and 
study the Old Testament, we will learn much about 
God’s character and working, and we will see truths 
pictured in types and symbols. 

The first step toward keeping clean in a filthy world 
is to ask, “What does the Bible say?” In the Scriptures, 
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we will find precepts, principles, promises, and persons 
to guide us in today’s decisions. If we are really willing 
to obey God, He will show us His truth (John 7:17). 
While God’s methods of working may change from age 
to age, His character remains the same and His spiri- 
tual principles never vary. We do not study the Bible 
just to get to know the Bible. We study the Bible that 
we might get to know God better. Too many earnest 
Bible students are content with outlines and explana- 
tions, and do not really get to know God. It is good to 
know the Word of God, but this should help us better 
know the God of the Word. 


The Judgment of God (1:17) 

As God’s children, we need to be serious about sin and 
about holy living. Our heavenly Father is a holy (John 
17:11) and righteous Father (John 17:25). He will not 
compromise with sin. He is merciful and forgiving, but 
He is also a loving disciplinarian who cannot permit 
His children to enjoy sin. After all, it was sin that sent 
His Son to the cross. If we call God “Father,” then we 
should reflect His nature. 

What is this judgment that Peter wrote about? It is 
the judgment of a believer’s works. It has nothing to do 
with salvation, except that salvation ought to produce 
good works (Titus 1:16; 2:7, 12). When we trusted 
Christ, God forgave our sins and declared us righteous 
in His Son (Rom. 5:1—10; 8:1—4; Col. 2:13). Our sins 
have already been judged on the cross (1 Peter 2:24), 
and therefore they cannot be held against us (Heb. 
10:10-18). 

But when the Lord returns, there will be a time of 
judgment called “the judgment seat of Christ” (Rom. 
14:10-12; 2 Cor. 5:9-10). Each of us will give an 
account of his works, and each will receive the appro- 
priate reward. This is a “family judgment,” the Father 
dealing with His beloved children. The Greek word 
translated “judgeth” carries the meaning “to judge in 
order to find something good.” God will search into 
the motives for our ministry; He will examine our 
hearts. But He assures us that His purpose is to glorify 
Himself in our lives and ministries, “and then shall 
every man have praise of God” (1 Cor. 4:5). What an 
encouragement! 

God will give us many gifts and privileges as we 
grow in the Christian life; but He will never give us the 
privilege to disobey and sin. He never pampers His 
children or indulges them. He is no respecter of per- 
sons. He “shows no partiality and accepts no bribes” 
(Deut. 10:17 niv). “For God does not show favoritism” 
(Rom. 2:11 nrv). Years of obedience cannot purchase 
an hour of disobedience. If one of His children dis- 
obeys, God must chasten (Heb. 12:1-13). But when 
His child obeys and serves Him in love, He notes that 
and prepares the proper reward. 

Peter reminded his readers that they were only 
“sojourners” on earth. Life was too short to waste in 
disobedience and sin (see 1 Peter 4:1—6). It was when 
Lot stopped being a sojouner and became a resident in 
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Sodom that he lost his consecration and his testimony. 
Everything he lived for went up in smoke! Keep 
reminding yourself that you are a “stranger and pil- 
grim” in this world (1 Peter 1:1; 2:11). 

In view of the fact that the Father lovingly disci- 
plines His children today and will judge their works in 
the future, we ought to cultivate an attitude of godly 
fear. This is not the cringing fear of a slave before a 
master, but the loving reverence of a child before his 
father. It is not fear of judgment (1 John 4:18), but a 
fear of disappointing Him or sinning against His love. 
It is “godly fear” (2 Cor. 7:1), a sober reverence for the 
Father. 

I sometimes feel that there is today an increase in 
carelessness, even flippancy, in the way we talk about 
God or talk to God. Nearly a century ago, Bishop B. 
F. Westcott said, “Every year makes me tremble at the 
daring with which people speak of spiritual things.” 
The godly bishop should hear what is said today! A 
worldly actress calls God “the Man upstairs.” A base- 
ball player calls Him “the great Yankee in the sky.” An 
Old Testament Jew so feared God that he would not 
even pronounce His holy name, yet we today speak of 
God with carelessness and irreverence. In our public 
praying, we sometimes get so familiar that other peo- 
ple wonder whether we are trying to express our 
requests or impress the listeners with our nearness to 


God! 


The Love of God (1:18-21) 

This is the highest motive for holy living. In this para- 
graph, Peter reminded his readers of their salvation 
experience, a reminder that all of us regularly need. 
This is one reason our Lord established the Lord’s 
Supper, so that regularly His people would remember 
that He died for them. Note the reminders that Peter 
gave. 

He reminded them of what they were. To begin 
with, they were slaves who needed to be set free. The 
word redeemed is, to us, a theological term, but it car- 
ried a special meaning to people in the first-century 
Roman Empire. There were probably sixty million 
slaves in the empire! Many slaves became Christians 
and fellowshipped in the local assemblies. A slave could 
purchase his own freedom if he could collect sufficient 
funds; or his master could sell him to someone who 
would pay the price and set him free. Redemption was 
a precious thing in that day. 

We must never forget the slavery of sin (Titus 3:3). 
Moses urged Israel to remember that they had been 
slaves in Egypt (Deut. 5:15; 16:12; 24:18, 22). The 
generation that died in the wilderness forgot the 
bondage of Egypt and wanted to go back! 

Not only did we have a life of slavery, but it was also 
a life of emptiness. Peter called it “the empty way of life 
handed down to you from your forefathers” (1 Peter 
1:18 nv), and he described it more specifically in 1 
Peter 4:1-4. At the time, these people thought their 
lives were “full” and “happy,” when they were really 
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empty and miserable. Unsaved people today are blindly 
living on substitutes. 

While ministering in Canada, I met a woman 
who told me she had been converted early in life but 
had drifted into a “society life” that was exciting and 
satisfied her ego. One day, she was driving to a card 
party and happened to tune in a Christian radio 
broadcast. At that very moment, the speaker said, 
“Some of you women know more about cards than 
you do your Bible!” Those words arrested her. God 
spoke to her heart, she went back home, and from 
that hour her life was dedicated fully to God. She saw 
the futility and vanity of a life spent out of the will 
of God. 

Peter not only reminded them of what they were, 
but he also reminded them of what Christ did. He 
shed His precious blood to purchase us out of the 
slavery of sin and set us free forever. To redeem means 
“to set free by paying a price.” A slave could be freed 
with the payment of money, but no amount of money 
can set a lost sinner free. Only the blood of Jesus 
Christ can redeem us. 

Peter was a witness of Christs sufferings (1 Peter 
5:1) and mentioned His sacrificial death often in this 
letter (1 Peter 2:21ff 3:18; 4:1, 13; 5:1). In calling 
Christ “a lamb,” Peter was reminding his readers of an 
Old Testament teaching that was important in the early 
church, and that ought to be important to us today. It 
is the doctrine of substitution: an innocent victim giv- 
ing his life for the guilty. 

The doctrine of sacrifice begins in Genesis 3, when 
God killed animals that He might clothe Adam and 
Eve. A ram died for Isaac (Gen. 22:13), and the 
Passover lamb was slain for each Jewish household (Ex. 
12). Messiah was presented as an innocent Lamb in 
Isaiah 53. Isaac asked the question, “Where is the 
lamb?” (Gen. 22:7), and John the Baptist answered it 
when he pointed to Jesus and said, “Behold the Lamb 
of God, which taketh away the sin of the world” (John 
1:29). In heaven, the redeemed and the angels sing, 
“Worthy is the Lamb” (Rev. 5:11-14)! 

Peter made it clear that Christ’s death was an 
appointment, not an accident; for it was ordained by 
God before the foundation of the world (Acts 2:23). 
From the human perspective, our Lord was cruelly 
murdered; but from the divine perspective, He laid 
down His life for sinners (John 10:17—18). But He was 
raised from the dead! Now, anyone who trusts Him 
will be saved for eternity. 

When you and I meditate on the sacrifice of Christ 
for us, certainly we should want to obey God and live 
holy lives for His glory. When only a young lady, 
Frances Ridley Havergal saw a picture of the crucified 
Christ with this caption under it: “I did this for thee. 
What hast thou done for Me?” Quickly, she wrote a 
poem, but was dissatisfied with it and threw it into the 
fireplace. The paper came out unharmed! Later, at her 
father’s suggestion, she published the poem, and today 
we sing it. 


I gave My life for thee, 

My precious blood I shed; 
That thou might ransomed be, 
And quickened from the dead. 
I gave, I gave, My life for thee, 
What hast thou given for Me? 


A good question, indeed! I trust we can give a good 
answer to the Lord. 


CHAPTER FOUR 
1 Peter 1:22—2:10 


CHRISTIAN TOGETHERNESS 


ne of the painful facts of life is that the people of 

God do not always get along with each other. You 
would think that those who walk in hope and 
holiness would be able to walk in harmony, but this is 
not always true. From God’s divine point of view, there 
is only one body (see Eph. 4:4-6), but what we see 
with human eyes is a church divided and sometimes at 
war. There is today a desperate need for spiritual unity. 
In this section of his letter, Peter emphasized spiri- 
tual unity by presenting four vivid pictures of the 


church. 


We Are Children in the Same Family (1:22—2:3) 
When you consider the implications of this fact, you 
will be encouraged to build and maintain unity among 
God’s people. 

We have experienced the same birth (1:23-25). 
The only way to enter God’s spiritual family is by a 
spiritual birth, through faith in Jesus Christ (John 
3:1-16). Just as there are two parents in physical birth, 
so there are two parents in spiritual birth: the Spirit of 
God (John 3:5—6) and the Word of God (1 Peter 1:23). 
The new birth gives to us a new nature (2 Peter 1:4) as 
well as a new and living hope (1 Peter 1:3). 

Our first birth was a birth of “flesh,” and the flesh 
is corruptible. Whatever is born of flesh is destined to 
die and decay. This explains why mankind cannot hold 
civilization together: it is all based on human flesh and 
is destined to fall apart. Like the beautiful flowers of 
spring, man’s works look successful for a time, but then 
they start to decay and die. All the way from the Tower 
of Babel in Genesis 11, to “Babylon the Great” in 
Revelation 17—18, man’s great attempts at unity are 
destined to fail. 

If we try to build unity in the church on the basis 
of our first birth, we will fail, but if we build unity on 
the basis of the new birth, it will succeed. Each believer 
has the same Holy Spirit dwelling within (Rom. 8:9). 
We call on the same Father (1 Peter 1:17) and share His 
divine nature. We trust the same Word, and that Word 
will never decay or disappear. We have trusted the same 
gospel and have been born of the same Spirit. The 
externals of the flesh that could divide us mean nothing 
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when compared with the eternals of the Spirit that 
unite us. 

We express the same love (v. 22). Peter used two 
different words for love: philadelphia, which is “broth- 
erly love,” and agape, which is godlike sacrificial love. 
It is important that we share both kinds of love. We 
share brotherly love because we are brothers and sisters 
in Christ and have likenesses. We share agape love 
because we belong to God and therefore can overlook 
differences. 

By nature, all of us are selfish, so it took a miracle 
of God to give us this love. Because we “obey[ed] the 
truth through the Spirit,” God purified our souls and 
poured His love into our hearts (Rom. 5:5). Love for 
the brethren is an evidence that we truly have been 
born of God (1 John 4:7-21). Now we are “obedient 
children” (1 Peter 1:14) who no longer want to live in 
the selfish desires of the old life. 

It is tragic when people try to “manufacture” love, 
because the product is obviously cheap and artificial. 
“The words of his mouth were smoother than butter, 
but war was in his heart: his words were softer than oil, 
yet were they drawn swords” (Ps. 55:21). The love that 
we share with each other, and with a lost world, must 
be generated by the Spirit of God. It is a constant power 
in our lives, and not something that we turn on and off 
like a radio. 

Not only is this love a spiritual love, but it is a sin- 
cere love (“unfeigned”). We love “with a pure heart.” 
Our motive is not to get but to give. There is a kind of 
“success psychology” popular today that enables a per- 
son to subtly manipulate others in order to get what he 
wants. If our love is sincere and from a pure heart, we 
could never “use people” for our own advantage. 

This love is also a fervent love, and this is an athletic 
term that means “striving with all of one’s energy.” 
Love is something we have to work at, just as an 
Olympic contestant has to work at his particular skills. 
Christian love is not a feeling; it is a matter of the will. 
We show love to others when we treat them the same 
way God treats us. God forgives us, so we forgive oth- 
ers. God is kind to us, so we are kind to others. It is not 
a matter of feeling but of willing, and this is something 
we must constantly work at if we are to succeed. 

We have two wonderful “assistants” to help us: the 
Word of God and the Spirit of God. The same truth 
that we trusted and obeyed to become God’s children 
also nurtures and empowers us. It is impossible to love 
the truth and hate the brethren. The Spirit of God pro- 
duces the “fruit of the Spirit” in our lives, and the first 
of these is love (Gal. 5:22—23). If we are filled with the 
Word of God (Col. 3:16ff.) and the Spirit of God 
(Eph. 5:18ff), we will manifest the love of God in our 
daily experiences. 

We enjoy the same nourishment (2:1-3). Gods 
Word has life, gives life, and nourishes life. We should 
have appetites for the Word just like hungry newborn 
babes! We should want the pure Word, unadulterated, 
because this alone can help us grow. When I was a 
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child, I did not like to drink milk (and my father 
worked for the Borden Dairy!), so my mother used to 
add various syrups and powders to make my milk 
tastier. None of them really ever worked. It is sad when 
Christians have no appetite for God’s Word, but must 
be “fed” religious entertainment instead. As we grow, 
we discover that the Word is milk for babes, but also 
strong meat for the mature (1 Cor. 3:1-4; Heb. 
5:11-14). It is also bread (Matt. 4:4) and honey (Ps. 
119:103). 

Sometimes children have no appetite because they 
have been eating the wrong things. Peter warned his 
readers to “lay aside” certain wrong attitudes of heart 
that would hinder their appetite and spiritual growth. 
“Malice” means wickedness in general. “Guile” is 
craftiness, using devious words and actions to get what 
we want. Of course, if we are guilty of malice and guile, 
we will try to hide it, and this produces “hypocrisies.” 
Often the cause of ill will is envy, and one result of envy 
is evil speaking, conversation that tears the other person 
down. If these attitudes and actions are in our lives, we 
will lose our appetite for the pure word of God. If we 
stop feeding on the Word, we stop growing, and we 
stop enjoying (“tasting”) the grace that we find in the 
Lord. When Christians are growing in the Word, they 
are peacemakers, not troublemakers, and they promote 
the unity of the church. 


We Are Stones in the Same Building (2:4-8) 

There is only one Savior, Jesus Christ, and only one 
spiritual building, the church. Jesus Christ is the chief 
cornerstone of the church (Eph. 2:20), binding the 
building together. Whether we agree with each other or 
not, all true Christians belong to each other as stones 
in God’s building. 

Peter gave a full description of Jesus Christ, the 
stone. He is a Living stone because He was raised from 
the dead in victory. He is the chosen stone of the Father, 
and He is precious. Peter quoted Isaiah 28:16 and Psalm 
118:22 in his description and pointed out that Jesus 
Christ, though chosen by God, was rejected by men. 
He was not the kind of Messiah they were expecting, so 
they stumbled over Him. Jesus referred to this same 
Scripture when He debated with the Jewish leaders 
(Matt. 21:42ff; see Ps. 118:22). Though rejected by 
men, Jesus Christ was exalted by God! 

The real cause of this Jewish stumbling was their 
refusal to submit to the Word (1 Peter 2:8). Had they 
believed and obeyed the Word, they would have 
received their Messiah and been saved. Of course, peo- 
ple today still stumble over Christ and His cross (1 Cor. 
1:18ff). Those who believe on Christ “shall not be con- 
founded [ashamed].” 

In His first mention of the church, Jesus compared 
it to a building: “I will build my church” (Matt. 16:18). 
Believers are living stones in His building. Each time 
someone trusts Christ, another stone is quarried out of 
the pit of sin and cemented by grace into the building. 
It may look to us that the church on earth is a pile of 
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rubble and ruins, but God sees the total structure as it 
grows (Eph. 2:19-22). What a privilege we have to be 
a part of His church, “an habitation of God through 
the Spirit.” 

Peter wrote this letter to believers living in five dif- 
ferent provinces, yet he said that they all belonged to 
one “spiritual house.” There is a unity of God’s people 
that transcends all local and individual assemblies and 
fellowships. We belong to each other because we 
belong to Christ. This does not mean that doctrinal 
and denominational distinctives are wrong, because 
each local church must be fully persuaded by the Spirit. 
But it does mean that we must not permit our differ- 
ences to destroy the spiritual unity we have in Christ. 
We ought to be mature enough to disagree without in 
any sense becoming disagreeable. 

A contractor in Michigan was building a house and 
the construction of the first floor went smoothly. But 
when they started on the second floor, they had noth- 
ing but trouble. None of the materials from the 
lumberyard would fit properly. Then they discovered 
the reason: they were working with two different sets of 
blueprints! Once they got rid of the old set, everything 
went well and they built a lovely house. 

Too often, Christians hinder the building of the 
church because they are following the wrong plans. 
When Solomon built his temple, his workmen fol- 
lowed the plans so carefully that everything fit together 
on the construction site (1 Kings 6:7). If all of us 
would follow God’s blueprints given in His Word, we 
would be able to work together without discord and 
build His church for His glory. 


We Are Priests in the Same Temple (2:5, 9) 

We are a “holy priesthood” and a “royal priesthood.” 
This corresponds to the heavenly priesthood of our 
Lord, for He is both King and Priest (see Heb. 7). In 
the Old Testament no king in Israel served as a priest; 
and the one king who tried was judged by God (2 
Chron. 26:16-21). Our Lord’s heavenly throne is a 
throne of grace from which we may obtain by faith all 
that we need to live for Him and serve Him (Heb. 
4:14-16). 

In the Old Testament period, God’s people had a 
priesthood, but today, God’s people are a priesthood. 
Each individual believer has the privilege of coming 
into the presence of God (Heb. 10:19-25). We do not 
come to God through any person on earth, but only 
through the one Mediator, Jesus Christ (1 Tim. 2:1-8). 
Because He is alive in glory, interceding for us, we can 
minister as holy priests. 

This means that our lives should be lived as though 
we were priests in a temple. It is indeed a privilege to 
serve as a priest. No man in Israel could serve at the 
altar or enter the tabernacle or temple holy places, 
except those born into the tribe of Levi and conse- 
crated to God for service. Each priest and Levite had 
different ministries to perform, yet they were together 


under the high priest, serving to glorify God. As God’s 


priests today, we must work together at the direction of 
our Great High Priest. Each ministry that we perform 
for His glory is a service to God. 

Peter mentioned especially the privilege of offering 
“spiritual sacrifices.” Christians today do not bring ani- 
mal sacrifices as did the Old Testament worshippers, 
but we do have our own sacrifices to present to God. 
We ought to give our bodies to Him as living sacrifices 
(Rom. 12:1-2), as well as the praise of our lips (Heb. 
13:15) and the good works we do for others (Heb. 
13:16). The money and other material things we share 
with others in God’s service are also spiritual sacrifices 
(Phil. 4:10-20). Even the people we win to Christ are 
sacrifices for His glory (Rom. 15:16). We offer these 
sacrifices through Jesus Christ, for only then are they 
acceptable with God. If we do any of this for our own 
pleasure or glory, then it will not be accepted as a spir- 
itual sacrifice. 

God wanted His people Israel to become “a king- 
dom of priests” (Ex. 19:6), a spiritual influence for 
godliness, but Israel failed Him. Instead of being a pos- 
itive influence on the godless nations around them, 
Israel imitated those nations and adopted their prac- 
tices. God had to discipline His people many times for 
their idolatry, but they still persisted in sin. Today, 
Israel has no temple or priesthood. 

It is important that we, as God’s priests, maintain 
our separated position in this world. We must not be 
isolated, because the world needs our influence and 
witness, but we must not permit the world to infect us 
or change us. Separation is not isolation; it is contact 
without contamination. 

The fact that each individual believer can go to God 
personally and offer spiritual sacrifices should not 
encourage selfishness or “individualism” on our part. 
We are priests together, serving the same High Priest, 
ministering in the same spiritual temple. The fact that 
there is but ove High Priest and heavenly Mediator 
indicates unity among the people of God. While we 
must maintain our personal walk with God, we must 
not do it at the expense of other Christians by ignoring 
or neglecting them. 

Several social scientists have written books dealing 
with what they call the “me complex” in modern soci- 
ety. The emphasis today is on taking care of yourself 
and forgetting about others. This same attitude has 
crept into the church, as I see it. Too much modern 
church music centers on the individual and ignores the 
fellowship of the church. Many books and sermons 
focus on personal experience to the neglect of ministry 
to the whole body. I realize that the individual must 
care for himself if he is to help others, but there must 
be balance. 


We Are Citizens of the Same Nation (2:9-10) 

The description of the church in these verses parallels 
God’s description of Israel in Exodus 19:5-6 and 
Deuteronomy 7:6. In contrast to the disobedient and 
rebellious nation of Israel, God’s people today are His 
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chosen and holy nation. This does not suggest that 
God is through with Israel, for I believe He will fulfill 
His promises and His covenants and establish the 
promised kingdom. But it does mean that the church 
today is to God and the world what Israel was meant to 
be. 

We are a chosen generation, which immediately 
speaks of the grace of God. God did not choose Israel 
because they were a great people, but because He loved 
them (Deut. 7:7-8). God has chosen us purely because 
of His love and grace. “You did not choose me, but I 
chose you” (John 15:16 niv). 

We are a holy nation. We have been set apart to 
belong exclusively to God. Our citizenship is in heaven 
(Phil. 3:20), so we obey heaven's laws and seek to please 
heaven's Lord. Israel forgot that she was a holy nation 
and began to break down the walls of separation that 
made her special and distinct. God commanded them 
to put a “difference between holy and unholy, and 
between unclean and clean” (Lev. 10:10), but they 
ignored the differences and disobeyed God. 

We are the people of God. In our unsaved condition, 
we were not God’s people, because we belonged to 
Satan and the world (Eph. 2:1-3, 11-19). Now that we 
have trusted Christ, we are a part of God’s people. We 
are a “people of his own special possession,” because He 
purchased us with the blood of His own Son (Acts 
20:28). 

All of these privileges carry with them one big 
responsibility: revealing the praises of God to a lost 
world. The verb translated “show forth” means “to tell 
out, to advertise.” Because the world is “in the dark,” 
people do not know the “excellencies” of God, but they 
should see them in our lives. Each dozen of heaven is a 
living “advertisement” for the virtues of God and the 
blessings of the Christian life. Our lives should radiate 
the “marvelous light” into which God has graciously 
called us. 

After all, we have obtained mercy from God! Were 
it not for His mercy, we would be lost and on the way 
to eternal judgment! God reminded Israel many times 
that He had delivered them from the bondage of Egypt 
that they might glorify and serve Him, but the nation 
soon forgot and the people drifted back into their sin- 
ful ways. We are God’s chosen people only because of 
His mercy, and it behooves us to be faithful to Him. 

We are living in enemy territory, and the enemy is 
constantly watching us, looking for opportunities to 
move in and take over. As citizens of heaven, we must 
be united. We must present to the world a united 
demonstration of what the grace and mercy of God can 
do. As I write these words, the newspapers are report- 
ing “dissensions” among the men who serve with the 
president of the United States. These men are not pre- 
senting a united front, and the nation is a bit uneasy. I 
wonder what the unsaved people think when they see 
the citizens of heaven and servants of God fighting 
among themselves. 

Each of these four pictures emphasizes the importance 
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of unity and harmony. We belong to one family of God 
and share the same divine nature. We are living stones 
in one building and priests serving in one temple. We 
are citizens of the same heavenly homeland. It is Jesus 
Christ who is the source and center of this unity. If we 
center our attention and affection on Him, we will walk 
and work together; if we focus on ourselves, we will 
only cause division. 

Unity does not eliminate diversity. Not all children 
in a family are alike, nor are all the stones in a building 
identical. In fact, it is diversity that gives beauty and 
richness to a family or building. The absence of diver- 
sity is not unity; it is uniformity, and uniformity is dull. 
It is fine when the choir sings in unison, but I prefer 
that they sing in harmony. 

Christians can differ and still get along. All who 
cherish the “one faith” and who seek to honor the “one 
Lord” can love each other and walk together (Eph. 
4:1-6). God may call us into different ministries, or to 
use different methods, but we can still love each other 
and seek to present a united witness to the world. 

After all, one day all of us will be together in heaven 
(John 17:24), so it might be a good idea if we learned 
to love each other down here! 

St. Augustine said it perfectly: “In essentials, unity. 
In nonessentials, liberty. In all things, charity.” 


CHAPTER FIVE 
1 Peter 2:11-25 


SOMEBODY'S WATCHING YOU! 


he central section of Peter’s letter (1 Peter 2:11— 
T emphasizes submission in the life of a 

believer. This is certainly not a popular topic in 
this day of lawlessness and the quest for “personal ful- 
fillment,” but it is an important one. Peter applied the 
theme of submission to the life of a believer as a citizen 
(1 Peter 2:11—17), a worker (1 Peter 2:18—25), a mar- 
riage partner (1 Peter 3:1-7), and a member of the 
Christian assembly (1 Peter 3:8-12). 

Submission does not mean slavery or subjugation 
but simply the recognition of God’s authority in our 
lives. God has established the home, human govern- 
ment, and the church, and He has the right to tell us 
how these institutions should be run. God wants each 
of us to exercise authority, but before we can exercise 
authority, we must be under authority. Satan’s offer to 
our first parents was freedom without authority, but 
they ended up losing both freedom and authority. The 
Prodigal Son found his freedom when he yielded to his 
father’s will. 

Peter shared with his readers three excellent motives 
for submitting to authority and thus living dedicated, 
obedient Christian lives. 


For the Sake of the Lost (2:11-12) 


As Christians, we must constantly remind ourselves 
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who we are; and Peter did this in 1 Peter 2:11. To begin 
with, we are Gods dearly beloved children. Eight times 
in his two epistles, Peter reminded his readers of God’s 
love for them (1 Peter 2:11; 4:12; 2 Peter 1:7; 3:1, 8, 
14-15, 17). In ourselves, there is nothing that God can 
love; but He loves us because of Jesus Christ. “This is 
my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” (2 Peter 
1:17). Because of our faith in Jesus Christ, we are 
“accepted in the beloved” (Eph. 1:6). 

Our “love relationship” to Jesus Christ ought to be 
motivation enough for us to live godly lives in this god- 
less world. “If ye love me, keep my commandments” 
(John 14:15). There is something deeper than obedi- 
ence because of duty, and that is obedience because of 
devotion. “If a man love me, he will keep my words” 
(John 14:23). 

Not only are we God’s beloved children, but we are 
also “strangers [sojourners] and pilgrims” in this world. 
We are “resident aliens” who have our citizenship in 
another country—heaven. Like the patriarchs of old, 
we are temporary in this life, traveling toward the heav- 
enly city (Heb. 11:8-16). If you have ever lived in a 
foreign land, you know that the citizens watch you and 
are prone to find things to criticize. (In all fairness, we 
must confess that sometimes we are critical of foreign- 
ers in our own country.) Some years ago, a bestselling 
novel called The Ugly American depicted the struggles 
of an American as he tried to meet the needs of a for- 
eign people and still maintain his credibility with his 
fellow Americans, who, unfortunately, completely mis- 
understood the situation. 

We are also soldiers involved in a spiritual battle. 
There are sinful desires that war against us and want to 
defeat us (see Gal. 5:16—26). Our real battle is not with 
people around us, but with passions within us. D. L. 
Moody said, “I have more trouble with D. L. Moody 
than with any man I know.” If we yield to these sinful 
appetites, then we will start living like the unsaved 
around us and will become ineffective witnesses. The 
word translated “war” carries the idea of “a military 
campaign.” We do not win one battle and the war is 
over! It is a constant warfare, and we must be on our 
guard. 

Most of all, we are witnesses to the lost around us. 
The word Gentiles here has nothing to do with race, 
since it is a synonym for “unsaved people” (1 Cor. 5:1; 
12:2; 3 John 7). Unsaved people are watching us, 
speaking against us (1 Peter 3:16; 4:4), and looking for 
excuses to reject the gospel. 

If we are going to witness to the lost people around 
us, we must live “honest” lives. This word implies 
much more than telling the truth and doing what is 
right. It carries with it the idea of beauty, comeliness, 
that which is admirable and honorable. To use a cliche 
of the ’60s, we must be “beautiful people” in the best 
sense of the word. 

We do not witness only with our lips; we must 
back up our “talk” with our “walk.” There should be 


nothing in our conduct that will give the unsaved 


ammunition to attack Christ and the gospel. Our 
good works must back up our good words. Jesus said 
this in Matthew 5:16, and the entire Bible echoes this 
truth. 

During my many years of ministry, I have seen the 
powerful impact Christians can make on the lost when 
they combine a godly life with a loving witness. I 
remember many instances of some wonderful conver- 
sions simply because dedicated Christians let their 
lights shine. On the other hand, I recall with grief some 
lost persons who rejected the Word because of the 
inconsistent lives of professed believers. 

Peter encouraged his readers to bear witness to the 
lost, by word and deed, so that one day God might visit 
them and save them. “The day of visitation” could 
mean that day when Christ returns and every tongue 
will confess that He is Lord. But I think the “visitation” 
Peter mentioned here is the time when God visits lost 
sinners and saves them by His grace. The word is used 
in this sense in Luke 19:44. When these people do 
trust Christ, they will glorify God and give thanks 
because we were faithful to witness to them even when 
they made life difficult for us. 

In the summer of 1805, a number of Native 
American chiefs and warriors met in council at Buffalo 
Creek, New York, to hear a presentation of the 
Christian message by a Mr. Cram from the Boston 
Missionary Society. After the sermon, a response was 
given by Red Jacket, one of the leading chiefs. Among 
other things, the chief said, “Brother, you say that there 
is but one way to worship and serve the Great Spirit. If 
there is but one religion, why do you white people dif- 
fer so much about it? Why not all agree, as you can all 
read the Book? 

“Brother, we are told that you have been preaching 
to the white people in this place. These people are our 
neighbors. We are acquainted with them. We will wait 
a little while and see what effect your preaching has 
upon them. If we find it does them good, makes them 
honest and less disposed to cheat Native Americans, we 
will then consider again of what you have said.” 


For the Lord’s Sake (2:13-17) 
Of course, everything we do should be for the glory of 
the Lord and the good of His kingdom! But Peter was 
careful to point out that Christians in society are repre- 
sentatives of Jesus Christ. It is our responsibility to 
“advertise God’s virtues” (1 Peter 2:9, author's transla- 
tion). This is especially true when it comes to our 
relationship to government and people in authority. 

As Christian citizens, we should submit to the 
authority vested in human government. The word 
translated “ordinance” in our Authorized Version sim- 
ply means “creation or institution.” It does not refer to 
each individual law, but to the institutions that make 
and enforce the laws. It is possible to submit to the 
institutions and still disobey the laws. 

For example, when Daniel and his three friends 
refused to obey the king’s dietary regulations, they dis- 
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obeyed the law, but the way that they did it proved that 
they honored the king and respected the authorities 
(Dan. 1). They were not rebels; they were careful not 
to embarrass the official in charge or get him into trou- 
ble; and yet they stood their ground. They glorified 
God and, at the same time, honored the authority of 
the king. 

Peter and the other apostles faced a similar chal- 
lenge shortly after Pentecost (Acts 4—5). The Jewish 
council commanded them to stop preaching in the 
name of Jesus, but Peter and his associates refused to 
obey (see Acts 4:19; 5:29). They did not cause a rebel- 
lion or in any way question or deny the authority of the 
council. They submitted to the institution, but they 
refused to stop preaching. They showed respect to their 
leaders even though these men were opposed to the 
gospel. 

It is important that we respect the office even 
though we cannot respect the man or woman in the 
office. As much as possible, we should seek to cooper- 
ate with the government and obey the law, but we must 
never allow the law to make us violate our conscience 
or disobey God’s Word. Unfortunately, some zealous 
but ignorant Christians use these differences as oppor- 
tunities for conflict and loud sermons about “freedom” 
and “separation of church and state.” 

When a local church constructs and furnishes a 
building, there is a local code that must be obeyed. (I 
have been through several building programs and I 
know!) The government has no right to control the 
pulpit or the business meeting, but it has every right to 
control matters that relate to safety and operation. If 
the law requires a certain number of exits, or fire extin- 
guishers, or emergency lights, the church must comply. 
The state is not persecuting when it sets up the code, 
nor is the church compromising when it obeys the 
code. But I know some overly zealous saints who have 
disgraced the name of the Lord by their attitudes and 
actions relating to these matters. 

Peter named the offices we are to respect. “The 
king” meant “the emperor.” In democratic nations, we 
have a president or premier. Peter did not criticize the 
Roman government or suggest that it be overthrown. 
God’s church has been able to live and grow in all kinds 
of political systems. The “governors” are those under 
the supreme authority who administer the laws and 
execute justice. Ideally, they should punish those who 
do evil and praise those who do good. This ideal was 
not always reached in Peters day (see Acts 24:24-27), 
nor is it reached in our own. Again, we must remind 
ourselves to respect the office even if we cannot respect 
the officer. 

Two phrases are important: “the will of God” (1 
Peter 2:15) and “the servants of God” (1 Peter 2:16). 
When we do something in the will of God and as the 
servants of God, then we are doing it “for the Lord’s 
sake.” God has willed that we silence the critics by 
doing good, not by opposing the authority. The word 
silence in 1 Peter 2:15 is literally “muzzle,” as though 
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the pagan critics were like a pack of yelping, snapping 
dogs! 

Someone may argue, “But, as Christians, are we not 
free?” Yes, we are free in Christ, but we must never use 
our freedom for ourselves. We must always use it for 
others. Sad to say, there are “religious racketeers” who 
prey on ignorant people and use “religion” to veil their 
evil actions. A true Christian submits himself to 
authority because he is first of all submitted to Christ. 
He uses his freedom as a tool to build with and not as 
a weapon to fight with. A good example of this attitude 
is Nehemiah, who willingly gave up his own rights that 
he might help his people and restore the walls of 
Jerusalem. 

If we are sincerely submitted to authority “for the 
Lord’s sake,” then we will show honor to all who 
deserve it. We may not agree with their politics or their 
practices, but we must respect their position (see Rom. 
13). We will also “love the brotherhood,” meaning, of 
course, the people of God in the church. This is a 
recurring theme in this letter (1 Peter 1:22; 3:8; 4:8; 
5:14). One way we show love to the brethren is by sub- 
mitting to the authority of the “powers that be,” for we 
are bound together with one another in our Christian 
witness. 

“Fear God” and “honor the king” go together, since 
“the powers that be are ordained of God” (Rom. 13:1). 
Solomon had the same counsel: “My son, fear thou the 
Lord and the king” (Prov. 24:21). We honor the king 
because we do fear the Lord. It is worth noting that the 
tenses of these verbs indicate that we should constantly 
maintain these attitudes. “Keep loving the brother- 
hood! Keep fearing God! Keep honoring the king!” 

As Christians, we must exercise discernment in our 
relationship to human government. There are times 
when the right thing is to set aside our own privileges, 
and there are other times when using our citizenship is 
the right thing. Paul was willing to suffer personally in 
Philippi (Acts 16:16-24), but he was unwilling to 
“sneak out of town” like a criminal (Acts 16:35—40). 
When he was arrested on false charges, Paul used his 
citizenship to protect himself (Acts 22:22-29) and to 
insist on a fair trial before Caesar (Acts 25:1—12). 


For Our Own Sake (2:18-25) 
In this paragraph Peter addressed the Christian slaves 
in the congregations, and again he stressed the impor- 
tance of submission. Some newly converted slaves 
thought that their spiritual freedom also guaranteed 
personal and political freedom, and they created prob- 
lems for themselves and the churches. Paul dealt with 
this problem in 1 Corinthians 7:20-24, and also 
touched on it in his letter to his friend Philemon. The 
gospel eventually overthrew the Roman Empire and 
the terrible institution of slavery, even though the early 
church did not preach against either one. 

There are no Christian slaves today, at least in the 
New Testament sense, but what Peter wrote does have 
application to employees. We are to be submissive to 


906 


those who are over us, whether they are kind or unkind 
to us. Christian employees must never take advantage 
of Christian employers. Each worker should do a good 
day’s work and honestly earn his pay. 

Sometimes a Christian employee may be wronged 
by an unbelieving coworker or supervisor. For con- 
science’ sake, he must “take it” even though he is not in 
the wrong. A Christian’s relationship to God is far 
more important than his relationship to men. “For this 
is grace [thankworthy]” to bear reproach when you are 
innocent (see Matt. 5:10-12). Anybody, including an 
unbeliever, can “take it patiently” when he is in the 
wrong! It takes a dedicated Christian to “take it” when 
he is in the right. “This is grace [acceptable] with 
God.” God can give us the grace to submit and “take 
it” and in this way glorify God. 

Of course, the human tendency is to fight back and 
to demand our rights. But that is the natural response 
of the unsaved person, and we must do much more 
than they do (Luke 6:32-34). Anybody can fight back; 
it takes a Spirit-filled Christian to submit and let God 
fight his battles (Rom. 12:16-21). 

In the Bible, duty is always connected with doc- 
trine. When Paul wrote to the slaves, he related his 
admonitions to the doctrine of the grace of God (Titus 
2:9-15). Peter connected his counsels to the example 
of Jesus Christ, God’s “Suffering Servant” (1 Peter 
2:21-25; see Isa. 52:13—53:12). Peter had learned in 
his own experience that God’s people serve through suf- 
fering. At first, Peter had opposed Christ’s suffering on 
the cross (Matt. 16:21ff.), but then he learned the 
important lesson that we lead by serving and serve by 
suffering. He also learned that this kind of suffering 
always leads to glory! 

Peter encouraged these suffering slaves by present- 
ing three “pictures” of Jesus Christ. 

He is our Example in His life (vv. 21-23). All 
that Jesus did on earth, as recorded in the four gospels, 
is a perfect example for us to follow. But He is espe- 
cially our example in the way He responded to 
suffering. In spite of the fact that He was sinless in both 
word and deed, He suffered at the hands of the author- 
ities. This connects, of course, to Peter’s words in 1 
Peter 2:19-20. We wonder how he would have 
responded in the same circumstances! The fact that 
Peter used his sword in the garden suggests that he 
might have fought rather than submitted to the will of 
God. 

Jesus proved that a person could be in the will of 
God, be greatly loved by God, and still suffer unjustly. 
There is a shallow brand of popular theology today that 
claims that Christians will not suffer if they are in the 
will of God. Those who promote such ideas have not 
meditated much on the cross. 

Our Lord’s humility and submission were not an 
evidence of weakness, but of power. Jesus could have 
summoned the armies of heaven to rescue Him! His 
words to Pilate in John 18:33-38 are proof that He was 
in complete command of the situation. It was Pilate 


who was on trial, not Jesus! Jesus had committed 
Himself to the Father, and the Father always judges 
righteously. 

We are not saved by following Christ’s example, 
because each of us would stumble over 1 Peter 2:22: 
“who did no sin.” Sinners need a Savior, not an 
Example. But after a person is saved, he will want to 
“follow closely upon His steps” (literal translation) and 
imitate the example of Christ. 

He is our Substitute in His death (v. 24). He 
died as the sinner’s Substitute. This entire section 
reflects that great “Servant Chapter,” Isaiah 53, espe- 
cially Isaiah 53:5-7, but also verses 9 and 12. Jesus 
did not die as a martyr; He died as a Savior, a sinless 
Substitute. The word translated “bare” means “to 
carry as a sacrifice.” The Jewish people did not crucify 
criminals; they stoned them to death. But if the vic- 
tim was especially evil, his dead body was hung on a 
tree until evening, as a mark of shame (Deut. 21:23). 
Jesus died on a tree—a cross—and bore the curse of 
the law (Gal. 3:13). 

The paradoxes of the cross never cease to amaze us. 
Christ was wounded that we might be healed. He died 
that we might live. We died with Him, and thus we are 
“dead to sin” (Rom. 6) so that we might “live unto 
righteousness.” The healing Peter mentioned in 1 Peter 
2:24 is not physical healing, but rather the spiritual 
healing of the soul (Ps. 103:3). One day, when we have 
glorified bodies, all sicknesses will be gone, but mean- 
while, even some of God’s choicest servants may have 
physical afflictions (see Phil. 2:25-30; 2 Cor. 12:1ff.). 

It is not Jesus the Example or the Teacher who saves 
us, but Jesus the spotless Lamb of God who takes away 
the sins of the world (John 1:29). 

He is our Watchful Shepherd in heaven (v. 25). 
In the Old Testament, the sheep died for the shepherd; 
but at Calvary, the Shepherd died for the sheep (John 
10). Every lost sinner is like a sheep gone astray: igno- 
rant, lost, wandering, in danger, away from the place of 
safety, and unable to help himself. The Shepherd went 
out to search for the lost sheep (Luke 15:1-7). He died 
for the sheep! 

Now that we have been returned to the fold and are 
safely in His care, He watches over us lest we stray and 
get into sin. The word bishop simply means “one who 
watches over, who oversees.” Just as the elder-bishop 
oversees the flock of God, the local church (1 Peter 
5:2), so the Savior in glory watches over His sheep to 
protect them and perfect them (Heb. 13:20-21). 

Here, then, is the wonderful truth Peter wanted to 
share: as we live godly lives and submit in times of suf- 
fering, we are following Christ’s example and becoming 
more like Him. We submit and obey, not only for the 
sake of lost souls and for the Lord’s sake, but also for 
our own sake, that we might grow spiritually and 
become more like Christ. 

The unsaved world is watching us, but the 
Shepherd in heaven is also watching over us; so we have 
nothing to fear. We can submit to Him and know that 
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He will work everything together for our good and His 
glory. 


CHAPTER SIX 
1 Peter 3:1-7 


WEDLOCK OR DEADLOCK? 


Aes situation exists in society today. We have 


more readily available information about sex and 

marriage than ever before, yet we have more mar- 
ital problems and divorces. Obviously something is 
wrong. It is not sufficient to say that God is needed in 
these homes, because even many Christian marriages 
are falling apart. 

The fact that a man and a woman are both saved is 
no guarantee that their marriage will succeed. Marriage 
is something that we have to work at; success is not 
automatic. And when one marriage partner is not a 
Christian, that can make matters even more difficult. 
Peter addressed this section of his letter to Christian 
wives who had unsaved husbands, telling them how to 
win their mates to Christ. Then he added some impor- 
tant admonitions for Christian husbands. 

No matter what your marital status may be, you 
can learn from Peter the essentials for a happy and suc- 
cessful marriage. 


The Example of Christ (3:1a, 7a) 

The phrases “in the same manner” and “in like man- 
ner” refer us back to Peters discussion of the example 
of Jesus Christ (1 Peter 2:21—25). Just as Jesus was sub- 
missive and obedient to God’s will, so a Christian 
husband and wife should follow His example. 

Much of our learning in life comes by way of imi- 
tation. Grandparents have a delightful time watching 
their grandchildren pick up new skills and words as 
they grow up. If we imitate the best models, we will 
become better people and better achievers, but if we 
imitate the wrong models, it will cripple our lives and 
possibly ruin our characters. The role models that we 
follow influence us in every area of life. 

While standing in the checkout line in a supermar- 
ket, I overheard two women discussing the latest 
Hollywood scandal that was featured on the front page 
of a newspaper displayed on the counter. As I listened 
(and I could not elp but hear them!) I thought, “How 
foolish to worry about the sinful lives of matinee idols. 
Why clutter up your mind with such trash? Why not 
get acquainted with decent people and learn from their 
lives?” A few days later, I overheard a conversation 
about the marital problems on a certain television 
“soap opera,” and the same thoughts came to me. 

When Christian couples try to imitate the world 
and get their standards from Hollywood instead of 
from heaven, there will be trouble in the home. But if 
both partners will imitate Jesus Christ in His submis- 
sion and obedience and His desire to serve others, then 
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there will be triumph and joy in the home. A psychia- 
trist friend of mine states that the best thing a Christian 
husband can do is pattern himself after Jesus Christ. In 
Christ we see a beautiful blending of strength and ten- 
derness, and that is what it takes to be a successful 
husband. 

Peter also pointed to Sarah as a model for Christian 
wives to follow. To be sure, Sarah was not perfect, but 
she proved to be a good helpmeet to Abraham, and she 
is one of the few women named in Hebrews 11. I once 
made a pastoral visit to a woman who said she had 
marital problems, and I noticed a number of “movie 
fan club magazines” in the magazine rack. After listen- 
ing to the woman’s problems, I concluded that she 
needed to follow some Bible examples and models and 
get her mind off of the worldly examples. 

We cannot follow Christ’s example unless we first 
know Him as our Savior, and then submit to Him as 
our Lord. We must spend time with Him each day, 
meditating on the Word and praying, and a Christian 
husband and wife must pray together and seek to 
encourage each other in the faith. 


Submission (3:1-6) 

‘Twice in this paragraph Peter reminded Christian wives 
that they were to be submissive to their husbands (1 
Peter 3:1, 5). The word translated “subjection” is a mil- 
itary term that means “to place under rank.” God has a 
place for everything; He has ordained various levels of 
authority (see 1 Peter 2:13-14). He has ordained that 
the husband be the head of the home (Eph. 5:21ff.) 
and that, as he submits to Christ, his wife should sub- 
mit to him. Headship is not dictatorship, but the 
loving exercise of divine authority under the lordship 
of Jesus Christ. 

Peter gave three reasons why a Christian wife 
should submit to her husband, even if the husband (as 
in this case) is not saved. 

Submission is an obligation (v. 1a). God has 
commanded it because, in His wisdom, He knows that 
this is the best arrangement for a happy, fulfilling mar- 
riage. Subjection does not mean that the wife is inferior 
to the husband. In fact, in 1 Peter 3:7, Peter made it 
clear that the husband and wife are “heirs together.” 
The man and woman are made by the same Creator 
out of the same basic material, and both are made in 
God’s image. God gave dominion to both Adam and 
Eve (Gen. 1:28), and in Jesus Christ Christian mates 
are one (Gal. 3:28). 

Submission has to do with order and authority, not 
evaluation. For example, the slaves in the average 
Roman household were superior in many ways to their 
masters, but they still had to be under authority. The 
buck private in the army may be a better person than 
the five-star general, but he is still a buck private. Even 
Christ Himself became a servant and submitted to 
God’s will. There is nothing degrading about submit- 
ting to authority or accepting God’s order. If anything, 
it is the first step toward fulfillment. And Ephesians 
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5:21 makes it clear that both husband and wife must 
first be submitted to Jesus Christ. 

Husbands and wives must be partners, not com- 
petitors. After a wedding ceremony, I often privately 
say to the bride and groom, “Now, remember, from 
now on it’s no longer mine or yours, but ours.” This 
explains why Christians must always marry other 
Christians, for a believer cannot enter into any kind of 
deep “oneness” with an unbeliever (2 Cor. 6:14-18). 

Submission is an opportunity (vv. 1b-2). An 
opportunity for what? To win an unsaved husband to 
Christ. God not only commands submission, but He 
uses it as a powerful spiritual influence in a home. This 
does not mean that a Christian wife “gives in” to her 
unsaved husband in order to subtly manipulate him 
and get him to do what she desires. This kind of selfish 
psychological persuasion ought never to be found in a 
Christian’s heart or home. 

An unsaved husband will not be converted by 
preaching or nagging in the home. The phrase “with- 
out the word” does not mean “without the Word of 
God,” because salvation comes through the Word 
(John 5:24). It means “without talk, without a lot of 
speaking.” Christian wives who preach at their hus- 
bands only drive them further from the Lord. I know 
one zealous wife who used to keep religious radio pro- 
grams on all evening, usually very loud, so that her 
unsaved husband would “hear the truth.” She only 
made it easier for him to leave home and spend his 
evenings with his friends. 

It is the character and conduct of the wife that will 
win the lost husband—not arguments, but such atti- 
tudes as submission, understanding, love, kindness, 
patience. These qualities are not manufactured; they 
are the fruit of the Spirit that come when we are sub- 
mitted to Christ and to one another. A Christian wife 
with “purity and reverence” will reveal in her life “the 
praises” of God (1 Peter 2:9) and influence her hus- 
band to trust Christ. 

One of the greatest examples of a godly wife and 
mother in church history is Monica, the mother of the 
famous St. Augustine. God used Monica’s witness and 
prayers to win both her son and her husband to Christ, 
though her husband was not converted until shortly 
before his death. Augustine wrote in his Confessions, 
“She served him as her lord; and did her diligence to 
win him unto Thee ... preaching Thee unto him by 
her conversation [behavior]; by which Thou orna- 
mentest her, making her reverently amiable unto her 
husband.” 

In a Christian home, we must minister to each 
other. A Christian husband must minister to his wife 
and help to “beautify her” in the Lord (Eph. 5:25-30). 
A Christian wife must encourage her husband and help 
him grow strong in the Lord. Parents and children 
must share burdens and blessings and seek to maintain 
an atmosphere of spiritual excitement and growth in 
the home. If there are unsaved people in the home, 
they will be won to Christ more by what they see in our 


lives and relationships than by what they hear in our 
witness. 

Submission is an ornament (vv. 3—6). The word 
translated “adorning” is kosmos in the Greek, and gives 
us our English words cosmos (the ordered universe) 
and cosmetic. It is the opposite of chaos. Peter warned 
the Christian wife not to major on external decorations 
but on internal character. Roman women were capti- 
vated by the latest fashions of the day and competed 
with each other in dress and hairdos. It was not 
unusual for the women to have elaborate coiffures, 
studded with gold and silver combs and even jewels. 
They wore elaborate and expensive garments, all for 
the purpose of impressing each other. 

A Christian wife with an unsaved husband might 
think that she must imitate the world if she is going to 
win her mate, but just the opposite is true. Glamour is 
artificial and external; true beauty is real and internal. 
Glamour is something a person can put on and take 
off, but true beauty is always present. Glamour is cor- 
ruptible; it decays and fades. True beauty from the 
heart grows more wonderful as the years pass. A 
Christian woman who cultivates the beauty of the 
inner person will not have to depend on cheap exter- 
nals. God is concerned about values, not prices. 

Of course, this does not mean that a wife should 
neglect herself and not try to be up-to-date in her 
apparel. It simply means that she is not majoring on 
being a fashion plate just to keep up with the crowd. 
Any husband is proud of a wife who is attractive, but 
that beauty must come from the heart, not the store. 
We are not of this world, but we must not look as 
though we came from out of this world! 

Peter did not forbid the wearing of jewelry any 
more than the wearing of apparel. The word “wearing” 
in 1 Peter 3:3 means “the putting around,” and refers 
to a gaudy display of jewelry. It is possible to wear jew- 
elry and still honor God, and we must not judge one 
another in this matter. 

Peter closed this section by pointing to Sarah as an 
example of a godly, submissive wife. Read Genesis 18 
for the background. Christian wives today would prob- 
ably embarrass their husbands if they called them 
“lord,” but their attitudes ought to be such that they 
could call them “lord” and people would believe it The 
believing wife who submits to Christ and to her hus- 
band, and who cultivates a “meek and quiet spirit” will 
never have to be afraid. (The “fear” in this verse means 
“terror,” while in 1 Peter 3:2 it means “reverence.”) 
God will watch over her even when her unsaved mate 
creates problems and difficulties for her. 


Consideration (3:7) 

Why did Peter devote more space to instructing the 
wives than the husbands? Because the Christian wives 
were experiencing a whole new situation and needed 
guidance. In general, women were kept down in the 
Roman Empire, and their new freedom in Christ cre- 
ated new problems and challenges. Furthermore, many 
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of them had unsaved husbands and needed extra 
encouragement and enlightenment. 

As Peter wrote to the Christian husbands, he 
reminded them of four areas of responsibility in their 
relationship with their mates. 

Physical—“dwell with them.” This implies much 
more than sharing the same address. Marriage is funda- 
mentally a physical relationship: “They two shall be 
one flesh” (Eph. 5:31). Of course, Christian mates 
enjoy a deeper spiritual relationship, but the two go 
together (1 Cor. 7:1-5). A truly spiritual husband will 
fulfill his marital duties and love his wife. 

The husband must make time to be home with his 
wife. Christian workers and church officers who get 
too busy running around solving other people’s prob- 
lems may end up creating problems of their own at 
home. One survey revealed that the average husband 
and wife had thirty-seven minutes a week together in 
actual communication! Is it any wonder that marriages 
fall apart after the children grow up and leave home? 
The husband and wife are left alone—to live with 
strangers! 

“Dwell with them” also suggests that the husband 
provide for the physical and material needs of the 
home. While it is not wrong for a wife to have a job or 
career, her first responsibility is to care for the home 
(Titus 2:4-5). It is the husband who should provide (1 
Tim. 5:8). 

Intellectual—“according to knowledge.” Some- 
body asked Mrs. Albert Einstein if she understood Dr. 
Einstein’s theory of relativity, and she replied, “No, 
but I understand the doctor.” In my premarital coun- 
seling as a pastor, I often gave the couple pads of 
paper and asked them to write down the three things 
each one thinks the other enjoys doing the most. Usu- 
ally, the prospective bride made her list immediately; 
the man would sit and ponder. And usually the girl 
was right but the man wrong! What a beginning for a 
marriage! 

It is amazing that two married people can live 
together and not really know each other! Ignorance is 
dangerous in any area of life, but it is especially danger- 
ous in marriage. A Christian husband needs to know 
his wife’s moods, feelings, needs, fears, and hopes. He 
needs to “listen with his heart” and share meaningful 
communication with her. There must be in the home 
such a protective atmosphere of love and submission 
that the husband and wife can disagree and still be 
happy together. 

“Speaking the truth in love” is the solution to the 
communications problem (Eph. 4:15). It has well been 
said that love without truth is hypocrisy, and truth 
without love is brutality. We need both truth and love 
if we are to grow in our understanding of one another. 
How can a husband show consideration for his wife if 
he does not understand her needs or problems? To say, 
“T never knew you felt that way!” is to confess that, at 
some point, one mate excommunicated the other. 
When either mate is afraid to be open and honest 
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about a matter, then he or she is building walls and not 
bridges. 

Emotional—“giving honor unto the wife.” 
Chivalry may be dead, but every husband must be a 
“knight in shining armor” who treats his wife like a 
princess. (By the way, the name Sarah means 
“princess.”) Peter did not suggest that a wife is “the 
weaker vessel” mentally, morally, or spiritually, but 
rather physically. There are exceptions, of course, but 
generally speaking, the man is the stronger of the two 
when it comes to physical accomplishments. The hus- 
band should treat his wife like an expensive, beautiful, 
fragile vase, in which is a precious treasure. 

When a young couple starts dating, the boy is cour- 
teous and thoughtful. After they get engaged, he shows 
even more courtesy and always acts like a gentleman. 
Sad to say, soon after they get married, many a husband 
forgets to be kind and gentlemanly and starts taking his 
wife for granted. He forgets that happiness in a home 
is made up of many /ittle things, including the small 
courtesies of life. 

Big resentments often grow out of small hurts. 
Husbands and wives need to be honest with each other, 
admit hurts, and seek for forgiveness and healing. 
“Giving honor unto the wife” does not mean “giving in 
to the wife.” A husband can disagree with his wife and 
still respect and honor her. As the spiritual leader in the 
home, the husband must sometimes make decisions 
that are not popular; but he can still act with courtesy 
and respect. 

“Giving honor” means that the husband respects 
his wife’s feelings, thinking, and desires. He may not 
agree with her ideas, but he respects them. Often 
God balances a marriage so that the husband needs 
what the wife has in her personality, and she likewise 
needs his good qualities. An impulsive husband often 
has a patient wife, and this helps to keep him out of 
trouble! 

The husband must be the “thermostat” in the 
home, setting the emotional and spiritual temperature. 
The wife often is the “thermometer,” letting him know 
what that temperature is! Both are necessary. The hus- 
band who is sensitive to his wife’s feelings will not only 
make her happy, but will also grow himself and help his 
children live in a home that honors God. 

Spiritual—“that your prayers be not hindered.” 
Peter assumed that husbands and wives would pray 
together. Often, they do not; and this is the reason for 
much failure and unhappiness. If unconverted people 
can have happy homes without prayer (and they do), 
how much happier Christian homes would be with 
prayer! In fact, it is the prayer life of a couple that indi- 
cates how things are going in the home. If something is 
wrong, their prayers will be hindered. 

A husband and wife need to have their own private, 
individual prayer time each day. They also need to pray 
together and to have a time of “family devotion.” How 
this is organized will change from home to home, and 
even from time to time as the children grow up and 
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schedules change. The Word of God and prayer are 
basic to a happy, holy home (Acts 6:4). 

A husband and wife are “heirs together.” If the wife 
shows submission and the husband consideration, and 
if both submit to Christ and follow His example, then 
they will have an enriching experience in their mar- 
riage. If not, they will miss God’s best and rob each 
other of blessing and growth. “The grace of life” may 
refer to children, who certainly are a heritage from God 
(Ps. 127:3), but even childless couples can enjoy spiri- 
tual riches if they will obey Peter’s admonitions. 

It might be good if husbands and wives occasionally 
took inventory of their marriages. Here are some ques- 
tions, based on what Peter wrote. 

1. Are we partners or competitors? 

2. Are we helping each other become more spiritual? 

3. Are we depending on the externals or the eter- 
nals? The artificial or the real? 

4. Do we understand each other better? 

5. Are we sensitive to each other’s feelings and ideas, 
or taking each other for granted? 

6. Are we seeing God answer our prayers? 

7. Are we enriched because of our marriage, or rob- 
bing each other of God’s blessing? 

Honest answers to these questions might make a 
difference! 


CHAPTER SEVEN 
1 Peter 3:8-17 


PREPARING FOR THE BEST! 


Ai pastor was facing serious surgery, and a 


friend visited him in the hospital to pray with 

him. “An interesting thing happened today,” the 
pastor told him. “One of the nurses looked at my chart 
and said, “Well, I guess you're preparing for the worst!’ 
I smiled at her and said, ‘No, Im preparing for the 
best. I’m a Christian, and God has promised to work all 
things together for good.’ Boy, did she drop that chart 
and leave this room in a hurry!” 

Peter wrote this letter to prepare Christians for a 
“fiery trial” of persecution, yet his approach was opti- 
mistic and positive. “Prepare for the best!” was his 
message. In this section, he gave them three instruc- 
tions to follow if they would experience the best 
blessings in the worst times. 


Cultivate Christian Love (3:8-12) 

We have noted that love is a recurring theme in Peter’s 
letters, not only God’s love for us, but also our love for 
others. Peter had to learn this important lesson himself, 
and he had a hard time learning it! How patient Jesus 
had to be with him! 

We should begin with Jove for God’ people (1 Peter 
3:8). The word finally means “to sum it all up.” Just as the 
whole of the law is summed up in love (Rom. 13:8-10), so 
the whole of human relationships is fulfilled in love. 


This applies to every Christian and to every area of 
life. 

This love is evidenced by a unity of mind (see Phil. 
2:1-11). Unity does not mean uniformity; it means 
cooperation in the midst of diversity. The members of 
the body work together in unity, even though they are 
all different. Christians may differ on how things are to 
be done, but they must agree on what is to be done and 
why. A man criticized D. L. Moody's methods of evan- 
gelism, and Moody said, “Well, Pm always ready for 
improvement. What are your methods?” The man con- 
fessed that he had none! “Then I'll stick to my own,” 
said Moody. Whatever methods we may use, we must 
seek to honor Christ, win the lost, and build the 
church. Some methods are definitely not scriptural, 
but there is plenty of room for variety in the church. 

Another evidence of love is compassion, a sincere 
“feeling for and with” the needs of others. Our English 
word sympathy comes from this word. We dare not get 
hardhearted toward each other. We must share both 
joys and trials (Rom. 12:15). The basis for this is the 
fact that we are brethren in the same family (see 1 Peter 
1:22; 2:17; 4:8; 5:14). We are “taught of God to love 
one another” (1 Thess. 4:9). 

Love reveals itself in pity, a tenderness of heart 
toward others. In the Roman Empire, this was not a 
quality that was admired, but the Christian message 
changed all of that. Today, we are deluged with so 
much bad news that it is easy for us to get insulated 
and unfeeling. We need to cultivate compassion and 
actively show others that we are concerned. 

“Be courteous” involves much more than acting like 
a lady or gentleman. “Be humble-minded” is a good 
translation, and, after all, humility is the foundation 
for courtesy, for the humble person puts others ahead 
of himself. 

Not only should we love God’s people, but we 
should also Zove our enemies (1 Peter 3:9). The recipi- 
ents of this letter were experiencing a certain amount of 
personal persecution because they were doing the will 
of God. Peter warned them that official persecution was 
just around the corner, so they had better prepare. The 
church today had better prepare, because difficult 
times are ahead. 

As Christians, we can live on one of three levels. We 
can return evil for good, which is the satanic level. We 
can return good for good and evil for evil, which is the 
human level. Or, we can return good for evil, which is 
the divine level. Jesus is the perfect example of this lat- 
ter approach (1 Peter 2:21-23). As God’s loving 
children, we must do more than give “an eye for an eye, 
and a tooth for a tooth” (Matt. 5:38—48), which is the 
basis for justice. We must operate on the basis of mercy, 
for that is the way God deals with us. 

This admonition must have meant much to Peter 
himself, because he once tried to fight Christ’s enemies 
with a sword (Luke 22:47-53). When he was an 
unconverted rabbi, Paul used every means possible to 
oppose the church; but when he became a Christian, 
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Paul never used human weapons to fight God’s battles 
(Rom. 12:17-21; 2 Cor. 10:1-G). When Peter and the 
apostles were persecuted, they depended on prayer and 
God’s power, not on their own wisdom or strength (see 
Acts 4:23ff.). 

We must always be reminded of our calling as 
Christians, for this will help us love our enemies and do 
them good when they treat us badly. We are called to 
“inherit a blessing.” The persecutions we experience on 
earth today only add to our blessed inheritance of glory 
in heaven someday (Matt. 5:10-12). But we also 
inherit a blessing today when we treat our enemies with 
love and mercy. By sharing a blessing with them, we 
receive a blessing ourselves! Persecution can be a time 
of spiritual enrichment for a believer. The saints and 
martyrs in church history all bear witness to this fact. 

We should love one another, love our enemies, and 
love life (1 Peter 3:10-12). The news of impending per- 
secution should not cause a believer to give up on life. 
What may appear to be “bad days” to the world can be 
“good days” for a Christian, if he will only meet certain 
conditions. 

First, we must deliberately decide to love life. This is 
an act of the will: “He who wills to love life.” It is an 
attitude of faith that sees the best in every situation. It 
is the opposite of the pessimistic attitude expressed in 
Ecclesiastes 2:17: “Therefore I hated life ... for all is 
vanity and vexation of spirit.” We can decide to endure 
life and make it a burden, escape life as though we were 
running from a battle, or enjoy life because we know 
God is in control. Peter was not suggesting some kind 
of unrealistic psychological gymnastics that refused to 
face facts. Rather, he was urging his readers to take a 
positive approach to life and dy faith make the most of 
every situation. 

Second, we must control our tongues. Many of the 
problems of life are caused by the wrong words, spoken 
in the wrong spirit. Every Christian should read James 
3 regularly and pray Psalm 141:3 daily. How well Peter 
knew the sad consequences of hasty speech! There is no 
place for lies in the life of a saint. 

Third, we must do good and hate evil. We need both 
the positive and the negative. The Old English word 
eschew means more than just “avoid.” It means “to 
avoid something because you despise and loathe it.” It 
is not enough for us to avoid sin because sin is wrong; 
we ought to shun it because we hate it. 

Finally, we must seek and pursue peace. “Blessed are 
the peacemakers: for they shall be called the children 
of God” (Matt. 5:9). If we go out and seek trouble, we 
will find it, but if we seek peace, we can find it as well. 
This does not mean “peace at any price,” because righ- 
teousness must always be the basis for peace (James 
3:13-18). It simply means that a Christian exercises 
moderation as he relates to people and does not create 
problems because he wants to have his own way. “If it 
be possible, as much as lieth in you, live peaceably 
with all men” (Rom. 12:18). Sometimes it is not pos- 
sible! See Romans 14:19, where we are also 


911 


1 Peter 3 


admonished to work hard to achieve peace. It does not 
come automatically. 

“But what if our enemies take advantage of us?” a 
persecuted Christian might ask. “We may be seeking 
peace, but they are seeking war!” Peter gave them the 
assurance that God’s eyes are on His people and His 
ears open to their prayers. (Peter learned that lesson 
when he tried to walk on the water without looking to 
Jesus—Matt. 14:22-33.) We must trust God to protect 
and provide, for He alone can defeat our enemies 
(Rom. 12:17-21). 

Peter quoted these statements from Psalm 
34:12-15, so it would be profitable for you to read the 
entire psalm. It describes what God means by “good 
days.” They are not necessarily days free from prob- 
lems, for the psalmist wrote about fears (Ps. 34:4), 
troubles (Ps. 34:6, 17), afflictions (Ps. 34:19), and even 
a broken heart (Ps. 34:18). A “good day” for the 
believer who “loves life” is not one in which he is pam- 
pered and sheltered, but one in which he experiences 
God’s help and blessing because of life’s problems and 
trials. It is a day in which he magnifies the Lord (Ps. 
34:1-3), experiences answers to prayer (Ps. 34:4-7), 
tastes the goodness of God (Ps. 34:8), and senses the 
nearness of God (Ps. 34:18). 

The next time you think you are having a “bad day” 
and you hate life, read Psalm 34, and you may discover 
you are really having a “good day” to the glory of God! 


Practice the Lordship of Christ (3:13-15) 

These verses introduce the third main section of 1 
Peter—God’s grace in suffering. They introduce the 
important spiritual principle that the fear of the Lord 
conquers every other fear. Peter quoted Isaiah 8:13-14 
to back up his admonition: “But in your hearts set 
apart Christ as Lord” (1 Peter 3:15 Nrv). 

The setting of the Isaiah quotation is significant. 
Ahaz, King of Judah, faced a crisis because of an 
impending invasion by the Assyrian army. The kings of 
Israel and Syria wanted Ahaz to join them in an 
alliance, but Ahaz refused, so Israel and Syria threat- 
ened to invade Judah! Behind the scenes, Ahaz 
confederated himself with Assyria! The prophet Isaiah 
warned him against ungodly alliances and urged him to 
trust God for deliverance. “Sanctify the Lord of hosts 
[armies] himself; and let him be your fear, and let him 
be your dread” (Isa. 8:13). 

As Christians, we are faced with crises, and we are 
tempted to give in to our fears and make the wrong 
decisions. But if we “sanctify Christ as Lord” in our 
hearts, we need never fear men or circumstances. Our 
enemies might /urt us, but they cannot harm us. Only 
we can harm ourselves if we fail to trust God. Generally 
speaking, people do not oppose us if we do good; but 
even if they do, it is better to suffer for righteousness’ 
sake than to compromise our testimony. Peter dis- 
cussed this theme in detail in 1 Peter 4:12-19. 

Instead of experiencing fear as we face the enemy, 
we can experience blessing, if Jesus Christ is Lord in 
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our hearts. The word /appy in 1 Peter 3:14 is the same 
as “blessed” in Matthew 5:10ff. This is a part of the 
“joy unspeakable and full of glory” (1 Peter 1:8). 

When Jesus Christ is Lord of our lives, each crisis 
becomes an opportunity for witness. We are “ready 
always to give an answer.” Our English word apology 
comes from the Greek word translated “answer,” but it 
does not mean “to say I am sorry.” Rather, it means “a 
defense presented in court.” “Apologetics” is the branch 
of theology that deals with the defense of the faith. 
Every Christian should be able to give a reasoned 
defense of his hope in Christ, especially in hopeless situ- 
ations. A crisis creates the opportunity for witness when 
a believer behaves with faith and hope, because the 
unbelievers will then sit up and take notice. 

This witness must be given “with meekness and fear 
[respect]” and not with arrogance and a know-it-all 
attitude. We are witnesses, not prosecuting attorneys! 
We must also be sure that our lives back up our 
defense. Peter did not suggest that Christians argue 
with lost people, but rather that we present to the 
unsaved an account of what we believe and why we 
believe it, in a loving manner. The purpose is not to 
win an argument but to win lost souls to Christ. 

What does it mean to “sanctify Christ as Lord” in 
our hearts? It means to turn everything over to Him, 
and to live only to please Him and glorify Him. It 
means to fear displeasing Him rather than fear what 
men might do to us. How wonderfully this approach 
simplifies our lives! It is Matthew 6:33 and Romans 
12:1-2 combined into a daily attitude of faith that 
obeys God’s Word in spite of consequences. It means 
being satisfied with nothing less than the will of God 
in our lives (John 4:31-34). One evidence that Jesus 
Christ is Lord in our lives is the readiness with which 
we witness to others about Him and seek to win them 
to Christ. 


Maintain a Good Conscience (3:16-17) 
Our word “conscience” comes from two Latin words: 
con, meaning “with,” and scio, meaning “to know.” The 
conscience is that internal judge that witnesses to us, 
that enables us to “know with,” either approving our 
actions or accusing (see Rom. 2:14-15). Conscience 
may be compared to a window that lets in the light of 
God’s truth. If we persist in disobeying, the window 
gets dirtier and dirtier, until the light cannot enter. 
This leads to a “defiled conscience” (Titus 1:15). A 
“seared conscience” is one that has been so sinned 
against that it no longer is sensitive to what is right and 
wrong (1 Tim. 4:2). It is even possible for the con- 
science to be so poisoned that it approves things that 
are bad and accuses when the person does good! This 
the Bible calls “an evil conscience” (Heb. 10:22). A 
criminal feels guilty if he “squeals” on his friends, but 
happy if he succeeds in his crime! 

Conscience depends on knowledge, the “light” 
coming through the window. As a believer studies the 


Word, he better understands the will of God, and his 


conscience becomes more sensitive to right and wrong. 
A “good conscience” is one that accuses when we think 
or do wrong and approves when we do right. It takes 
“exercise” to keep the conscience strong and pure (Acts 
24:16). If we do not grow in spiritual knowledge and 
obedience, we have a “weak conscience” that is upset 
very easily by trifles (1 Cor. 8). 

How does a good conscience help a believer in 
times of trial and opposition? For one thing, it fortifies 
him with courage because he knows he is right with 
God and men, so that he need not be afraid. Inscribed 
on Martin Luther’s monument at Worms, Germany 
are his courageous words spoken before the church 
council on April 18, 1521: “Here I stand; I can do no 
other. God help me. Amen.” His conscience, bound to 
God’s Word, gave him the courage to defy the whole 
established church! 

A good conscience also gives us peace in our hearts; 
and when we have peace within, we can face battles 
without. The restlessness of an uneasy conscience 
divides the heart and drains the strength of a person, so 
that he is unable to function at his best. How can we 
boldly witness for Christ if conscience is witnessing 
against us? 

A good conscience removes from us the fear of what 
other people may know about us, say against us, or do 
to us. When Christ is Lord and we fear only God, we 
need not fear the threats, opinions, or actions of our 
enemies. “The Lord is on my side; I will not fear: what 
can man do unto me?” (Ps. 118:6). It was in this mat- 
ter that Peter failed when he feared the enemy and 
denied the Lord. 

Peter made it clear that conscience alone is not the 
test of what is right or wrong. A person can be involved 
in either “welldoing” or “evildoing.” For a person to 
disobey God’s Word and claim it is right simply 
because his conscience does not convict him, is to 
admit that something is radically wrong with his con- 
science. Conscience is a safe guide only when the Word 
of God is the teacher. 

More and more, Christians in today’s society are 
going to be accused and lied about. Our personal stan- 
dards are not those of the unsaved world. As a rule, 
Christians do not create problems; they reveal them. 
Let a born-again person start to work in an office or 
move into a college dormitory, and in a short time 
there will be problems. Christians are lights in this dark 
world (Phil. 2:15), and they reveal “the unfruitful 
works of darkness” (Eph. 5:11). 

When Joseph began to serve as steward in 
Potiphar’s house and refused to sin, he was falsely 
accused and thrown into prison. The government offi- 
cials in Babylon schemed to get Daniel in trouble 
because his life and work were a witness against them. 
Our Lord Jesus Christ by His very life on earth revealed 
the sinful hearts and deeds of people, and this is why 
they crucified Him (see John 15:18-25). “Yea, and all 
that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecu- 
tion” (2 Tim. 3:12). 
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If we are to maintain a good conscience, we must 
deal with sin in our lives and confess it immediately (1 
John 1:9). We must “keep the window clean.” We must 
also spend time in the Word of God and “let in the 
light.” A strong conscience is the result of obedience 
based on knowledge, and a strong conscience makes for 
a strong Christian witness to the lost. It also gives us 
strength in times of persecution and difficulty. 

No Christian should ever suffer because of evildo- 
ing, and no Christian should be surprised if he suffers 
for welldoing. Our world is so mixed up that people 
“call evil good, and good evil” and “put darkness for 
light, and light for darkness” (Isa. 5:20). The religious 
leaders of Jesus’ day called Him “a malefactor,” which 
means “a person who does evil things” (John 
18:29-30). How wrong people can be! 

As times of difficulty come to the church, we must 
cultivate Christian love, for we will need one another's 
help and encouragement as never before. We must also 
maintain a good conscience, because a good conscience 
makes for a strong backbone and a courageous witness. 
The secret is to practice the lordship of Jesus Christ. If 
we fear God, we need not fear men. “Shame arises from 
the fear of men,” said Samuel Johnson. “Conscience, 


from the fear of God.” 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
1 Peter 3:18-22 


LEARNING FROM NOAH 


pastor was teaching a Bible study on Matthew 16, 
Peri the many interpretations of our Lord’s 

words to Peter: “Thou art Peter, and upon this 
rock I will build my church” (Matt. 16:18). Afterward, 
a woman said to him, “Pastor, Pll bet if Jesus had 
known all the trouble those words would cause, He 
would never have said them!” 

When Peter wrote this section of his letter, he had 
no idea that it would be classified as one of the most 
difficult portions of the New Testament. Good and 
godly interpreters have wrestled with these verses, 
debated and disagreed, and have not always left behind 
a great deal of spiritual help. We may not be able to 
solve all the problems found in this section, but we do 
want to get the practical help that Peter gave to encour- 
age Christians in difficult days. 

The section presents three different ministries. If we 
understand these ministries, we will be better able to 


suffer in the will of God and glorify Christ. 


The Ministry of Christ (3:18-22) 

Everything else in this paragraph is incidental to what 
Peter had to say about Jesus Christ. This material is 
parallel to what Peter wrote in 1 Peter 2:21ff. Peter pre- 
sented Jesus Christ as the perfect example of one who 


suffered unjustly, and yet obeyed God. 
The death of Christ (v. 18). In 1 Peter 3:17, Peter 
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wrote about suffering for well-doing rather than for 
evil-doing, and then he gave the example of Jesus 
Christ. Jesus was the “just One” (Acts 3:14), and yet 
He was treated unjustly. Why? That He might die for 
the unjust ones and bring them to God! He died as a 
substitute (1 Peter 2:24), and He died only once (Heb. 
9:24-28). In other words, Jesus suffered for well-doing; 
He did not die because of His own sins, for He had 
none (1 Peter 2:22). 

The phrase “bring us to God” is a technical term 
that means “gain audience at court.” Because of the 
work of Christ on the cross, we now have an open 
access to God (Eph. 2:18; 3:12). We may come boldly 
to His throne (Heb. 10:19ff.)! We also have access to 
His marvelous grace to meet our daily needs (Rom. 
5:2). When the veil of the temple was torn, it symbol- 
ized the new and open way to God through Jesus 
Christ. 

The proclamation of Christ (vv. 19-20). The 
phrase “made alive by the Spirit” (KJV, SRB) creates a 
problem for us. In the Greek manuscripts, there were 
no capital letters; so we have no authority to write 
“Spirit” rather than “spirit.” Greek scholars tell us that 
the end of 1 Peter 3:18 should read, “Being put to 
death with reference to the flesh, but made alive with 
reference to the spirit.” The contrast is between flesh 
and spirit, as in Matthew 26:41 and Romans 1:3-4, 
and not between Christ’s flesh and the Holy Spirit. 

Our Lord had a real body (Matt. 26:26), soul (John 
12:27), and spirit (Luke 23:46). He was not God 
inhabiting a man; He was the true God-Man. When 
He died, He yielded His spirit to the Father (Luke 
23:46; see James 2:26). However, it seems evident that, 
if He was “made alive in the spirit,” at some point His 
spirit must have died. It was probably when He was 
made sin for us and was forsaken by the Father (Mark 
15:34; 2 Cor. 5:21). The phrase “quickened in [with 
reference to] the spirit” cannot mean resurrection, 
because resurrection has to do with the body. 

So on the cross, our Lord suffered and died. His 
body was put to death, and His spirit died when He 
was made sin. But His spirit was made alive and He 
yielded it to the Father. Then according to Peter, some- 
time between His death and His resurrection Jesus 
made a special proclamation to “the spirits in prison.” 
This raises two questions: Who were these “spirits” that 
He visited? What did He proclaim to them? 

Those who say that these “spirits in prison” were 
the spirits of lost sinners in hell to whom Jesus brought 
the good news of salvation have some real problems to 
solve. To begin with, Peter referred to people as “souls” 
and not “spirits” (1 Peter 3:20). In the New Testament, 
the word spirits is used to describe angels or demons, 
not human beings, and 1 Peter 3:22 seems to argue for 
this meaning. Furthermore, nowhere in the Bible are 
we told that Jesus visited hell. Acts 2:31 states that He 
went to “hades” (Nass), but “hades” is not hell. The 
word hades refers to the realm of the unbelieving dead, 
a temporary place where they await the resurrection. 
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Read Revelation 20:11-15 in the New American 
Standard Bible or the New International Version and 
you will see the important distinction. Hell is the per- 
manent and final place of judgment for the lost. Hades 
is the temporary place. When a Christian dies, he goes 
to neither place, but to heaven to be with Christ (Phil. 
1:20-24). 

Our Lord yielded His spirit to the Father, died, and 
at some time between death and resurrection, visited 
the realm of the dead, where He delivered a message to 
spirit beings (probably fallen angels; see Jude 6) who 
were somehow related to the period before the flood. 
First Peter 3:20 makes this clear. The word translated 
“preached” simply means “to announce as a herald, to 
proclaim.” It is not the word that means “to preach the 
gospel” that Peter used in 1 Peter 1:12 and 4:6. Peter 
did not tell us what Jesus proclaimed to these impris- 
oned spirits, but it could not be a message of 
redemption, since angels cannot be saved (Heb. 2:16). 
It was probably a declaration of victory over Satan and 
his hosts (see Col. 2:15; 1 Peter 3:22). 

How these spirits were related to the pre-flood era, 
Peter did not explain. Some students believe that “the 
sons of God” named in Genesis 6:1—4 were fallen 
angels who cohabited with women and produced a race 
of giants, but I cannot accept this interpretation. The 
good angels who did not fall are called “sons of God,” 
but not the fallen angels (Job 1:6; 2:1, and note that 
Satan is distinguished from the “sons of God”). The 
world before the flood was unbelievably wicked, and 
no doubt these spirits had much to do with it (see Gen. 
6:5-13; Rom. 1:18ff.). 

The resurrection of Christ (v. 21). Since death 
comes when the spirit leaves the body (James 2:26), 
then resurrection involves the spirit returning to the 
body (Luke 8:55). The Father raised Jesus from the 
dead (Rom. 6:4; 8:11), but the Son also had authority 
to raise Himself (John 10:17—18). It was a miracle! It is 
because of His resurrection that Christians have the 
“living hope” (1 Peter 1:3-4). We shall see later how 
the resurrection of Christ relates to the experience of 
Noah. 

We must never minimize the importance of the res- 
urrection of Jesus Christ. It declares that He is God 
(Rom. 1:4), that the work of salvation is completed and 
accepted by the Father (Rom. 4:25), and that death has 
been conquered (1 Thess. 4:13—18; Rev. 1:17—18). The 
gospel message includes the resurrection (1 Cor. 
15:14), for a dead Savior can save nobody. It is the 
risen Christ who gives us the power we need on a daily 
basis for life and service (Gal. 2:20). 

The ascension of Christ (v. 22). Forty days after His 
resurrection, our Lord ascended to heaven to sit at the 
right hand of the Father, the place of exaltation (Ps. 
110:1; Acts 2:34-36; Phil. 2:5-11; Heb. 12:1-3). 
Believers are seated with Him in the heavenlies (Eph. 
2:4-6), and through Him we are able to “reign in life” 
(Rom. 5:17). He is ministering to the church as High 
Priest (Heb. 4:14-16; 7:25) and Advocate (1 John 


1:9-2:2). He is preparing a place for His people (John 
14:1-6) and will one day come to receive them to 
Himself. 

But the main point Peter wanted to emphasize was 
Christ's complete victory over all “angels and authori- 
ties and powers” (1 Peter 3:22), referring to the evil 
hosts of Satan (Eph. 6:10-12; Col. 2:15). The unfallen 
angels were always subject to Him. As Christians, we 
do not fight for victory, but from victory—the mighty 
victory that our Lord Jesus Christ won for us in His 
death, resurrection, and ascension. 


The Ministry of Noah 

The patriarch Noah was held in very high regard 
among Jewish people in Peter’s day, and also among 
Christians. He was linked with Daniel and Job, two 
great men, in Ezekiel 14:19-20, and there are many 
references to the flood in both the Psalms and the 
Prophets. Jesus referred to Noah in His prophetic ser- 
mon (Matt. 24:37—39; see Luke 17:26-27), and Peter 
mentioned him in his second letter (2 Peter 2:5; see 
3:6). He is named with the heroes of faith in Hebrews 
11:7. 

What relationship did Peter see between his readers 
and the ministry of Noah? For one thing, Noah was a 
“preacher of righteousness” (2 Peter 2:5) during a very 
difficult time in history. In fact, he walked with God 
and preached God’s truth for 120 years (Gen. 6:3), and 
during that time was certainly laughed at and opposed. 
The early Christians knew that Jesus had promised 
that, before His return, the world would become like 
the “days of Noah” (Matt. 24:37-39); and they were 
expecting Him soon (2 Peter 3:1-3). As they saw soci- 
ety decay around them, and persecution begin, they 
would think of our Lord’s words. 

Noah was a man of faith who kept doing the will of 
God even when he seemed to be a failure. This would 
certainly be an encouragement to Peter’s readers. If we 
measured faithfulness by results, then Noah would get 
a very low grade. Yet God ranked him very high! 

But there is another connection: Peter saw in the 
flood a picture (type) of a Christian’s experience of bap- 
tism. No matter what mode of baptism you may 
accept, it is certain that the early church practiced 
immersion. It is a picture of our Lord’s death, burial, 
and resurrection. Many people today do not take bap- 
tism seriously, but it was a serious matter in the early 
church. Baptism meant a clean break with the past, and 
this could include separation from a converts family, 
friends, and job. Candidates for baptism were interro- 
gated carefully, for their submission in baptism was a 
step of consecration, and not just an “initiation rite” to 
“join the church.” 

The flood pictures death, burial, and resurrection. 
The waters buried the earth in judgment, but they also 
lifted Noah and his family up to safety. The early 
church saw in the ark a picture of salvation. Noah and 
his family were saved by faith because they believed 
God and entered into the ark of safety. So sinners are 
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saved by faith when they trust Christ and become one 
with Him. 

When Peter wrote that Noah and his family were 
“saved by water,” he was careful to explain that this 
illustration does not imply salvation by baptism. 
Baptism is a “figure” of that which does save us, 
namely, “the resurrection of Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 
3:21). Water on the body, or the body placed in water, 
cannot remove the stains of sin. Only the blood of 
Jesus Christ can do that (1 John 1:7—2:2). However, 
baptism does save us from one thing: a bad conscience. 
Peter had already told his readers that a good con- 
science was important to a successful witness (see 1 
Peter 3:16), and a part of that “good conscience” is 
being faithful to our commitment to Christ as 
expressed in baptism. 

The word answer in 1 Peter 3:21 is a legal term 
meaning “a pledge, a demand.” When a person was 
signing a contract, he would be asked, “Do you pledge 
to obey and fulfill the terms of this contract?” His 
answer had to be, “Yes, I do,” or he could not sign. 
When converts were prepared for baptism, they would 
be asked if they intended to obey God and serve Him, 
and to break with their sinful past. If they had reserva- 
tions in their hearts, or deliberately lied, they would 
not have a good conscience if, under pressure of perse- 
cution, they denied the Lord. (Peter knew something 
about that!) So, Peter reminded them of their bap- 
tismal testimony to encourage them to be true to 
Christ. 

It may be worth noting that the chronology of the 
flood is closely related to our Lord’s day of resurrection. 
Noah’s ark rested on Ararat on the seventeenth day of 
the seventh month (Gen. 8:4). The Jewish civil year 
started with October; the religious year started with the 
Passover in April (Ex. 12:1-2), but that was not insti- 
tuted until Moses’ time. The seventh month from 
October is April. Our Lord was crucified on the four- 
teenth day, Passover (Ex. 12:6), and resurrected after 
three days. This takes us to the seventeenth day of the 
month, the date on which the ark rested on Mount 
Ararat. So, the illustration of Noah relates closely to 
Peter’s emphasis on the resurrection of the Savior. 

There is a sense in which our Lord’s experience on 
the cross was a baptism of judgment, not unlike the 
flood. He referred to His sufferings as a baptism (Matt. 
20:22; Luke 12:50). He also used Jonah to illustrate 
His experience of death, burial, and resurrection (Matt. 
12:38-41). Jesus could certainly have quoted Jonah 2:3 
to describe His own experience: “All thy billows and 
thy waves passed over me.” 


The Ministry of Christians Today 
It is easy to agree on the main lessons Peter was sharing 
with his readers, lessons that we need today. 

First of all, Christians must expect opposition. As the 
coming of Christ draws near, our well-doing will incite 
the anger and attacks of godless people. Jesus lived a 
perfect life on earth, and yet He was crucified like a 
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common criminal. If the just One who did no sin was 
treated cruelly, what right do we who are imperfect 
have to escape suffering? We must be careful, however, 
that we suffer because of well-doing, for righteousness’ 
sake, and not because we have disobeyed. 

A second lesson is that Christians must serve God by 
faith and not trust in results. Noah served God and kept 
only seven people from the flood, yet God honored 
him. From those seven people, we take courage! Jesus 
appeared a total failure when He died on the cross, yet 
His death was a supreme victory. His cause today may 
seem to fail, but He will accomplish His purposes in 
this world. The harvest is not the end of a meeting; it 
is the end of the age. 

Third, we can be encouraged because we are identi- 
fied with Christs victory. This is pictured in baptism, 
and the doctrine is explained in Romans 6. It is the 
baptism of the Spirit that identifies a believer with 
Christ (1 Cor. 12:12-13), and this is pictured in water 
baptism. It is through the Spirits power that we live 
for Christ and witness for Him (Acts 1:8). The oppo- 
sition of men is energized by Satan, and Christ has 
already defeated these principalities and powers. He 
has “all authority in heaven and on earth” (Matt. 
28:18 nrv), and therefore we can go forth with confi- 
dence and victory. 

Another practical lesson is that our baptism is 
important. It identifies us with Christ and gives witness 
that we have broken with the old life (see 1 Peter 
4:1—4) and will, by His help, live a new life. The act of 
baptism is a pledge to God that we shall obey Him. To 
use Peter’s illustration, we are agreeing to the terms of 
the contract. To take baptism lightly is to sin against 
God. Some people make too much of baptism by 
teaching that it is a means of salvation, while others 
minimize it. Both are wrong. If a believer is to have a 
good conscience, he must obey God. 

Having said this, I want to make it clear that 
Christians must not make baptism a test of fellow- 
ship or of spirituality. There are dedicated believers 
who disagree on these matters, and we respect them. 
When General William Booth founded the Salvation 
Army, he determined not to make it “another 
church,” so he eliminated the ordinances. There are 
Christian groups, such as the Quakers, who, because 
of conscience or doctrinal interpretation, do not 
practice baptism. I have stated my position, but I do 
not want to give the impression that I make this posi- 
tion a test of anything. “Let us therefore follow after 
the things which make for peace, and things where- 
with one may edify another” (Rom. 14:19). “Let 
every man be fully persuaded in his own mind” 
(Rom. 14:5). 

The important thing is that each Christian avow 
devotion to Christ and make it a definite act of com- 
mitment. Most Christians do this in baptism, but even 
the act of baptism can be minimized or forgotten. It is 
in taking up our cross daily that we prove we are true 
followers of Jesus Christ. 
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Finally, Jesus Christ is the only Savior, and the lost 
world needs to hear His gospel. Some people try to use 
this complex passage of Scripture to prove a “second 
chance for salvation after death.” Our interpretation of 
“spirits in prison” seems to prove that these were 
angelic beings, and not the souls of the dead. But even 
if these “spirits” were those of unsaved people, this pas- 
sage says nothing about their salvation. And why 
would Jesus offer salvation (if He did) only to sinners 
from Noahs day? And why did Peter use the verb “pro- 
claim as a herald” instead of the usual word for 
preaching the gospel? 

Hebrews 9:27 makes it clear that death ends the 
opportunity for salvation. This is why the church needs 
to get concerned about evangelism and missions, 
because people are dying who have never even heard 
the good news of salvation, let alone had the opportu- 
nity to reject it. It does us no good to quibble about 
differing interpretations of a difficult passage of 
Scripture, if what we do believe does not motivate us to 
want to share the gospel with others. 

Peter made it clear that difficult days give us multi- 
plied opportunities for witness. 

Are we taking advantage of our opportunities? 


CHAPTER NINE 
1 Peter 4:1-11 


THE REST OF YOUR TIME 


y wife and I were in Nairobi where I would be 
M ministering to several hundred national pastors 

at an Africa Inland Mission conference. We were 
very excited about the conference even though we were 
a bit weary from the long air journey. We could hardly 
wait to get started, and the leader of the conference 
detected our impatience. 

“You are in Africa now,” he said to me in a fatherly 
fashion, “and the first thing you want to do is to put 
away your watch.” 

In the days that followed, as we ministered in 
Kenya and Zaire, we learned the wisdom of his words. 
Unfortunately, when we returned to the States, we 
found ourselves caught up again in the clockwork 
prison of deadlines and schedules. 

Peter had a great deal to say about time (1 Peter 1:5, 
11, 17, 20; 4:2-3, 17; 5:6). Certainly the awareness of 
his own impending martyrdom had something to do 
with this emphasis (John 21:15-19; 2 Peter 1:12ff.). If 
a person really believes in eternity, then he will make 
the best use of time. If we are convinced that Jesus is 
coming, then we will want to live prepared lives. 
Whether Jesus comes first or death comes first, we 
want to make “the rest of the time” count for eternity. 

And we can! Peter described four attitudes that a 
Christian can cultivate in his lifetime (“the rest of his 
time”) if he desires to make his life all that God wants 
it to be. 


A Militant Attitude toward Sin (4:1-3) 

The picture is that of a soldier who puts on his equip- 
ment and arms himself for battle. Our attitudes are 
weapons, and weak or wrong attitudes will lead us to 
defeat. Outlook determines outcome, and a believer 
must have the right attitudes if he is to live a right life. 

A friend and I met at a restaurant to have lunch. It 
was one of those places where the lights are low, and 
you need a miners helmet to find your table. We had 
been seated several minutes before we started looking 
at the menu, and I remarked that I was amazed how 
easily I could read it. “Yes,” said my friend, “it doesn’t 
take us long to get accustomed to the darkness.” 

There is a sermon in that sentence: It is easy for 
Christians to get accustomed to sin. Instead of having 
a militant attitude that hates and opposes it, we gradu- 
ally get used to sin, sometimes without even realizing 
it. The one thing that will destroy “the rest of our time” 
is sin. A believer living in sin is a terrible weapon in the 
hands of Satan. Peter presented several arguments to 
convince us to oppose sin in our lives. 

Think of what sin did to Jesus (v. 1). He had to 
suffer because of sin (see 1 Peter 2:21; 3:18). How can 
we enjoy that which made Jesus suffer and die on the 
cross? If a vicious criminal stabbed your child to death, 
would you preserve that knife in a glass case on your 
mantel? I doubt it. You would never want to see that 
knife again. 

Our Lord came to earth to deal with sin and to con- 
quer it forever. He dealt with the ignorance of sin by 
teaching the truth and by living it before men’s eyes. 
He dealt with the consequences of sin by healing and 
forgiving, and, on the cross, He dealt the final death- 
blow to sin itself. He was armed, as it were, with a 
militant attitude toward sin, even though He had great 
compassion for lost sinners. 

Our goal in life is to “cease from sin.” We will not 
reach this goal until we die or are called home when the 
Lord returns; but this should not keep us from striving 
(1 John 2:28—3:9). Peter did not say that suffering of 
itself would cause a person to stop sinning. Pharaoh in 
Egypt went through great suffering in the plagues, and 
yet he sinned even more! I have visited suffering people 
who cursed God and grew more and more bitter 
because of their pain. 

Suffering, plus Christ in our lives, can help us have 
victory over sin. But the central idea here seems to be 
the same truth taught in Romans 6: We are identified 
with Christ in His suffering and death, and therefore 
can have victory over sin. As we yield ourselves to God, 
and have the same attitude toward sin that Jesus had, 
we can overcome the old life and manifest the new life. 

Enjoy the will of God (v. 2). The contrast is 
between the desires of men and the will of God. Our 
longtime friends cannot understand the change in our 
lives, and they want us to return to the same “excess of 
riot” that we used to enjoy. But the will of God is so 
much better! If we do the will of God, then we will 
invest “the rest of our time” in that which is lasting and 
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satisfying, but if we give in to the world around us, we 
will waste “the rest of our time” and regret it when we 
stand before Jesus. 

The will of God is not a burden that the Father 
places on us. Rather it is the divine enjoyment and 
enablement that makes all burdens light. The will of 
God comes from the heart of God (Ps. 33:11) and 
therefore is an expression of the love of God. We may 
not always understand what He is doing, but we know 
that He is doing what is best for us. We do not live on 
explanations; we live on promises. 

Remember what you were before you met Christ 
(v. 3). There are times when looking back at your past 
life would be wrong, because Satan could use those 
memories to discourage you. But God urged Israel to 
remember that they had once been slaves in Egypt 
(Deut. 5:15). Paul remembered that he had been a per- 
secutor of believers (1 Tim. 1:12ff.), and this 
encouraged him to do even more for Christ. We some- 
times forget the bondage of sin and remember only the 
passing pleasures of sin. 

“The will of the Gentiles” means “the will of the 
unsaved world” (see 1 Peter 2:12). Lost sinners imitate 
each other as they conform to the fashions of this world 
(Rom. 12:2; Eph. 3:1-3). “Lasciviousness” and “lusts” 
describe all kinds of evil appetites and not just sexual 
sins. “Revelings and banquetings” refer to pagan orgies 
where the wine flowed freely. Of course, all of this 
could be a part of pagan worship, since “religious pros- 
titution” was an accepted thing. Even though these 
practices were forbidden by law (“abominable” = ille- 
gal), they were often practiced in secret. 

We may not have been guilty of such gross sins in 
our preconversion days, but we were still sinners—and 
our sins helped to crucify Christ. How foolish to go 
back to that kind of life! 


A Patient Attitude toward the Lost (4:4-6) 

Unsaved people do not understand the radical change 
that their friends experience when they trust Christ and 
become children of God. They do not think it strange 
when people wreck their bodies, destroy their homes, 
and ruin their lives by running from one sin to another! 
But let a drunkard become sober, or an immoral per- 
son pure, and the family thinks he has lost his mind! 
Festus told Paul, “You are out of your mind!” (Acts 
26:24 NasB), and people even thought the same thing 
of our Lord (Mark 3:21). 

We must be patient toward the lost, even though 
we do not agree with their lifestyles or participate in 
their sins. After all, unsaved people are blind to spiri- 
tual truth (2 Cor. 4:3-4) and dead to spiritual 
enjoyment (Eph. 2:1). In fact, our contact with the lost 
is important to them since we are the bearers of the 
truth that they need. When unsaved friends attack us, 
this is our opportunity to witness to them (1 Peter 
3:15). 

The unsaved may judge us, but one day, God will 
judge them. Instead of arguing with them, we should 
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pray for them, knowing that the final judgment is with 
God. This was the attitude that Jesus took (2:23), and 
also the apostle Paul (2 Tim. 2:24-26). 

We must not interpret 1 Peter 4:6 apart from the 
context of suffering; otherwise, we will get the idea that 
there is a second chance for salvation after death. Peter 
was reminding his readers of the Christians who had 
been martyred for their faith. They had been falsely 
judged by men, but now, in the presence of God, they 
received their true judgment. “Them that are dead” 
means “them that are now dead” at the time Peter was 
writing. The gospel is preached only to the living (1 
Peter 1:25) because there is no opportunity for salva- 
tion after death (Heb. 9:27). 

Unsaved friends may speak evil of us and even 
oppose us, but the final Judge is God. We may sacri- 
fice our lives in the midst of persecution, but God will 
honor and reward us. We must fear God and not men 
(1 Peter 3:13-17; see Matt. 10:24-33). While we are 
in these human bodies (“in the flesh”), we are judged 
by human standards. One day, we shall be with the 
Lord (“in the spirit”) and receive the true and final 
judgment. 


An Expectant Attitude toward Christ (4:7) 

Christians in the early church expected Jesus to return 
in their lifetime (Rom. 13:12; 1 John 2:18). The fact 
that He did not return does not invalidate His promise 
(2 Peter 3; Rev. 22:20). No matter what interpretation 
we give to the prophetic Scriptures, we must all live in 
expectancy. The important thing is that we shall see the 
Lord one day and stand before Him. How we live and 
serve today will determine how we are judged and 
rewarded on that day. 

This attitude of expectancy must not turn us into 
lazy dreamers (2 Thess. 3:6ff.) or zealous fanatics. Peter 
gave “ten commandments” to his readers to keep them 
in balance as far as the Lord’s return was concerned: 

1. Be sober—v. 7 

2. Watch unto prayer—v. 7 

3. Have fervent love—v. 8 

4. Use hospitality—v. 9 

5. Minister your spiritual gifts—vv. 10-11 

6. Think it not strange—v. 12 

7. Rejoice—v. 13 

8. Do not be ashamed—wv. 15-16 

9. Glorify God—wv. 16-18 

10. Commit yourself to God—v. 19 

The phrase “be sober” means “be sober-minded, 
keep your mind steady and clear.” Perhaps a modern 
equivalent would be “keep cool.” It was a warning 
against wild thinking about prophecy that could lead 
to an unbalanced life and ministry. Often we hear of 
sincere people who go “off balance” because of an 
unbiblical emphasis on prophecy or a misinterpreta- 
tion of prophecy. There are people who set dates for 
Christ’s return, contrary to His warning (Matt. 25:13; 
see Acts 1:6-8); or they claim to know the name of the 
beast of Revelation 13. I have books in my library, 


918 


written by sincere and godly men, in which all sorts of 
claims are made, only to the embarrassment of the 
writers. 

The opposite of “be sober-minded” is “frenzy, mad- 
ness.” It is the Greek word mania, which has come into 
our English vocabulary via psychology. If we are sober- 
minded, we will be intellectually sound and not off on 
a tangent because of some “new” interpretation of the 
Scriptures. We will also face things realistically and be 
free from delusions. The sober-minded saint will have 
a purposeful life and not be drifting, and he will exer- 
cise restraint and not be impulsive. He will have “sound 
judgment” not only about doctrinal matters, but also 
about the practical affairs of life. 

Ten times in the pastoral epistles, Paul admonished 
people to “be sober-minded.” It is one of the qualifica- 
tions for pastors (1 Tim. 3:2) and for the members of 
the church (Titus 2:1-6). In a world that is susceptible 
to wild thinking, the church must be sober-minded. 

Early in my ministry, I gave a message on prophecy 
that sought to explain everything. I have since filed 
away that outline and will probably never look at it 
(except when I need to be humbled). A pastor friend 
who suffered through my message said to me after the 
service, “Brother, you must be on the planning com- 
mittee for the return of Christ!” I got his point, but he 
made it even more pertinent when he said quietly, “I’ve 
moved from the planning committee to the welcoming 
committee.” 

I am not suggesting that we not study prophecy, or 
that we become timid about sharing our interpreta- 
tions. What I am suggesting is that we not allow 
ourselves to get out of balance because of an abuse of 
prophecy. There is a practical application to the 
prophetic Scriptures. Peters emphasis on hope and the 
glory of God ought to encourage us to be faithful today 
in whatever work God has given us to do (see Luke 
12:31-48). 

If you want to make the best use of “the rest of your 
time,” live in the light of the return of Jesus Christ. All 
Christians may not agree on the details of the event, 
but we can agree on the demands of the experience. We 
shall stand before the Lord! Read Romans 14:10-23 
and 2 Corinthians 5:1-21 for the practical meaning of 
this. 

If we are sober-minded, we will “watch unto 
prayer.” If our prayer life is confused, it is because the 
mind is confused. Dr. Kenneth Wuest, in his transla- 
tion, showed the important relationship between the 
two: “Be calm and collected in spirit with a view to giv- 
ing yourself to prayer.” The word watch carries with it 
the idea of alertness and self-control. It is the opposite 
of being drunk or asleep (1 Thess. 5:6-8). This admo- 
nition had special meaning to Peter, because he went to 
sleep when he should have been “watching unto 
prayer” (Mark 14:37—40). 

You find the phrase “watch and pray” often in the 
Authorized Version of the New Testament (Mark 
13:33; 14:38; Eph. 6:18; Col. 4:2). It simply means to 


“be alert in our praying, to be controlled.” There is no 
place in the Christian life for lazy, listless, routine pray- 
ing. We must have an alert attitude and be on guard, 
just like the workers in Nehemiah’s day (Neh. 4:9). 

An expectant attitude toward Christ’s return 
involves a serious, balanced mind and an alert, awake 
prayer life. The test of our commitment to the doctrine 
of Christ’s return is not our ability to draw charts or 
discern signs, but our thinking and praying. If our 
thinking and praying are right, our living should be 
right. 


A Fervent Attitude toward the Saints (4:8-11) 

If we really look for the return of Christ, then we shall 
think of others and properly relate to them. Love for 
the saints is important “above [before] all things.” Love 
is the badge of a believer in this world (John 
13:34-35). Especially in times of testing and persecu- 
tion, Christians need to love one another and be united 
in heart. 

This love should be “fervent.” The word pictures an 
athlete straining to reach the goal. It speaks of eagerness 
and intensity. Christian love is something we have to 
work at just the way an athlete works on his skills. It is 
not a matter of emotional feeling, though that is 
included, but of dedicated will. Christian love means 
that we treat others the way God treats us, obeying His 
commandments in the Word. It is even possible to love 
people that we do not like! 

Christian love is forgiving. Peter quoted from 
Proverbs 10:12—“Hatred stirreth up strifes: but love 
covereth all sins.” This verse is alluded to in James 5:20 
and 1 Corinthians 13:4 and 7. Love does not condone 
sin, for, if we love somebody, we will be grieved to see 
him sin and hurt himself and others. Rather, love cov- 
ers sin in that love motivates us to hide the sin from 
others and not spread it abroad. Where there is hatred, 
there is malice, and malice causes a person to want to 
tear down the reputation of his enemy. This leads to 
gossip and slander (Prov. 11:13; 17:9; see 1 Peter 2:1). 
Sometimes we try to make our gossip sound “spiritual” 
by telling people things “so they might pray more intel- 
ligently.” 

No one can hide his sins from God, but believers 
ought to try, in love, to cover each other's sins at least 
from the eyes of the unsaved. After all, if the unsaved 
crowd finds ammunition for persecuting us because of 
our good words and works (1 Peter 2:19-20; 3:14), 
what would they do if they knew the bad things that 
Christians say and do! 

Genesis 9:18-27 gives us a beautiful illustration of 
this principle. Noah got drunk and shamefully uncov- 
ered himself. His son Ham saw his father’s shame and 
told the matter to the family. In loving concern, Ham’s 
two brothers covered their father and his shame. It 
should not be too difficult for us to cover the sins of 
others; after all, Jesus Christ died that our sins might be 
washed away. 

Our Christian love should not only be fervent and 
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forgiving, but it should also be practical. We should 
share our homes with others in generous (and uncom- 
plaining) hospitality, and we should use our spiritual 
gifts in ministry to one another. In New Testament 
times hospitality was an important thing, because there 
were few inns and poor Christians could not afford to 
stay at them anyway. Persecuted saints in particular 
would need places to stay where they could be assisted 
and encouraged. 

Hospitality is a virtue that is commanded and com- 
mended throughout the Scriptures. Moses included it 
in the law (Ex. 22:21; Deut. 14:28-29). Jesus enjoyed 
hospitality when He was on earth, and so did the apos- 
tles in their ministry (Acts 28:7; Philem. 22). Human 
hospitality is a reflection of God’s hospitality to us 
(Luke 14:16ff.). Christian leaders in particular should 
be “given to hospitality” (1 Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:8). 

Abraham was hospitable to three strangers and dis- 
covered that he had entertained the Lord and two 
angels (Gen. 18; Heb. 13:2). We help to promote the 
truth when we open our homes to God’s servants (3 
John 5-8). In fact, when we share with others, we share 
with Christ (Matt. 25:35, 43). We should not open our 
homes to others just so that others will invite us over 
(Luke 14:12-14). We should do it to glorify the Lord. 

In my own itinerant ministry, I have often had the 
joy of staying in Christian homes. I have appreciated 
the kindness and (in some cases) sacrifice of dear saints 
who loved Christ and wanted to share with others. My 
wife and I have made new friends in many countries, 
and our children have been blessed, because we have 
both enjoyed and practiced Christian hospitality. 

Finally, Christian love must result in service. Each 
Christian has at least one spiritual gift that he must use 
to the glory of God and the building up of the church 
(see Rom. 12:1-13; 1 Cor. 12; Eph. 4:1-16). We are 
stewards. God has entrusted these gifts to us that we 
might use them for the good of His church. He even 
gives us the spiritual ability to develop our gifts and be 
faithful servants of the church. 

There are speaking gifts and there are serving gifts, 
and both are important to the church. Not everybody 
is a teacher or preacher, though all can be witnesses for 
Christ. There are those “behind-the-scenes” ministries 
that help to make the public ministries possible. God 
gives us the gifts, the abilities, and the opportunities to 
use the gifts, and He alone must get the glory. 

The phrase “oracles of God” in 1 Peter 4:11 does 
not suggest that everything a preacher or teacher says 
today is God’s truth, because human speakers are falli- 
ble. In the early church, there were prophets who had 
the special gift of uttering God’s Word, but we do not 
have this gift today since the Word of God has been 
completed. Whoever shares God’s Word must be care- 
ful about what he says and how he says it, and all must 
conform to the written Word of God. 

While on our way home from the African trip I 
mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, we were 
delayed in London by a typical English fog. London is 
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one of my favorite places, so I was not disturbed a bit! 
But the delay gave my wife and me the opportunity to 
show London to a couple who were traveling with us. 
Imagine trying to see that marvelous city in one day! 

We had to make the most of the time—and we did! 
Our friends saw many exciting sites in the city. 

How long is “the rest of your time”? Only God 
knows. 

Don't waste it! Invest it by doing the will of God. 


CHAPTER TEN 
1 Peter 4:12-19 


FACTS ABOUT FURNACES 


very Christian who lives a godly life experiences a 
E certain amount of persecution. On the job, in 

school, in the neighborhood, perhaps even in the 
family, there are people who resist the truth and oppose 
the gospel of Christ. No matter what a believer says or 
does, these people find fault and criticize. Peter dealt 
with this kind of “normal persecution” in the previous 
part of his letter. 

But in this section, Peter explained about a special 
kind of persecution—a “fiery trial”—that was about to 
overtake the entire church. It would not be occasional 
personal persecution from those around them, but offi- 
cial persecution from those above them. Thus far, 
Christianity had been tolerated by Rome because it was 
considered a “sect” of Judaism, and the Jews were per- 
mitted to worship freely. That attitude would change 
and the fires of persecution would be ignited, first by 
Nero, and then by the emperors that followed. 

Peter gave the believers four instructions to follow 
in the light of the coming “fiery trial.” 


Expect Suffering (4:12) 

Persecution is not something that is alien to the 
Christian life. Throughout history the people of God 
have suffered at the hands of the unbelieving world. 
Christians are different from unbelievers (2 Cor. 
6:14-18), and this different kind of life produces a 
different kind of lifestyle. Much of what goes on in 
the world depends on lies, pride, pleasure, and the 
desire to “get more.” A dedicated Christian builds his 
life on truth, humility, holiness, and the desire to glo- 
rify God. 

This conflict is illustrated throughout the Bible. 
Cain was a religious man, yet he hated his brother and 
killed him (Gen. 4:1-8). The world does not persecute 
“religious people,” but it does persecute righteous peo- 
ple. Why Cain killed Abel is explained in 1 John 3:12: 
“Because his own works were evil, and his brother's 
righteous.” The Pharisees and Jewish leaders were reli- 
gious people, yet they crucified Christ and persecuted 
the early church. “But beware of men,” Jesus warned 
His disciples, “for they will deliver you up to the coun- 
cils, and they will scourge you in their synagogues” 
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(Matt. 10:17). Imagine scourging the servants of God 
in the very house of God! 

God declared war on Satan after the fall of man 
(Gen. 3:15), and Satan has been attacking God 
through His people ever since. Christians are “strangers 
and pilgrims” in an alien world where Satan is the god 
and prince (John 14:30; 2 Cor. 4:3-4). Whatever glo- 
rifies God will anger the enemy, and he will attack. For 
believers, persecution is not a strange thing. The 
absence of satanic opposition would be strange! 

Jesus explained to His disciples that they should 
expect opposition and persecution from the world 
(John 15:17—16:4). But He also gave them an encour- 
aging promise: “In the world ye shall have tribulation: 
but be of good cheer; I have overcome the world” 
(John 16:33). It was through His death on the cross of 
Calvary, plus His resurrection, that He overcame sin 
and the world (John 12:23-33; see Gal. 6:14). 

The image of “fire” is often applied to testing or 
persecution even in modern conversation. “He is really 
going through the fire,” is a typical statement to 
describe someone experiencing personal difficulties. In 
the Old Testament, fire was a symbol of the holiness of 
God and the presence of God. The fire on the altar 
consumed the sacrifice (Heb. 12:28—29). But Peter saw 
in the image of fire a refining process rather than a 
divine judgment (see Job 23:10; 1 Peter 1:7). 

It is important to note that not all of the difficulties 
of life are necessarily fiery trials. There are some diffi- 
culties that are simply a part of human life and almost 
everybody experiences them. Unfortunately, there are 
some difficulties that we bring on ourselves because of 
disobedience and sin. Peter mentioned these in 1 Peter 
2:18-20 and 3:13-17. The fiery trial he mentioned in 
1 Peter 4:12 comes because we are faithful to God and 
stand up for that which is right. It is because we bear 
the name of Christ that the lost world attacks us. 
Christ told His disciples that people would persecute 
them, as they had Him, because their persecutors did 
not know God (John 15:20-21). 

The word happened is important; it means “to go 
together.” Persecution and trials do not just “happen,” 
in the sense of being accidents. They are a part of God’s 
plan, and He is in control. They are a part of Romans 
8:28 and will work out for good if we let God have His 
way. 


Rejoice in Suffering (4:13-14) 
Literally, Peter wrote, “Be constantly rejoicing!” In fact, 
he mentioned joy in one form or another four times in 
these two verses! “Rejoice ... be glad also with exceed- 
ing joy.... Happy are ye!” The world cannot understand 
how difficult circumstances can produce exceeding joy, 
because the world has never experienced the grace of 
God (see 2 Cor. 8:1-5). Peter named several privileges 
that we share that encourage us to rejoice in the midst 
of the fiery trial. 

Our suffering means fellowship with Christ (v. 
13). It is an honor and a privilege to suffer with Christ 


and be treated by the world the way it treated Him. 
“The fellowship of his sufferings” is a gift from God 
(Phil. 1:29; 3:10). Not every believer grows to the 
point where God can trust him with this kind of expe- 
rience, so we ought to rejoice when the privilege comes 
to us. “And they [the apostles] departed from the pres- 
ence of the council, rejoicing that they were counted 
worthy to suffer shame for his name” (Acts 5:41). 

Christ is with us in the furnace of persecution (Isa. 
41:10; 43:2). When the three Hebrew children were 
cast into the fiery furnace, they discovered they were 
not alone (Dan. 3:23-25). The Lord was with Paul in 
all of his trials (Acts 23:11; 27:21-25; 2 Tim. 4:9-18), 
and He promises to be with us “to the end of the age” 
(Matt. 28:20 Nass). In fact, when sinners persecute us, 
they are really persecuting Jesus Christ (Acts 9:4). 

Our suffering means glory in the future (v. 13). 
“Suffering” and “glory” are twin truths that are woven 
into the fabric of Peter’s letter. The world believes that 
the absence of suffering means glory, but a Christian’s 
outlook is different. The trial of our faith today is the 
assurance of glory when Jesus returns (1 Peter 1:7-8). 
This was the experience of our Lord (1 Peter 5:1), and 
it shall also be our experience. 

But it is necessary to understand that God is not 
going to replace suffering with glory; rather He will 
transform suffering into glory. Jesus used the illustra- 
tion of a woman giving birth (John 16:20-22). The 
same baby that gave her pain also gave her joy. The 
pain was transformed into joy by the birth of the baby. 
The thorn in the flesh that gave Paul difficulty also 
gave him power and glory (2 Cor. 12:7-10). The cross 
that gave Jesus shame and pain also brought power and 
glory. 

Mature people know that life includes some “post- 
poned pleasures.” We pay a price today in order to have 
enjoyments in the future. The piano student may not 
enjoy practicing scales by the hour, but he looks for- 
ward to the pleasure of playing beautiful music one 
day. The athlete may not enjoy exercising and practic- 
ing his skills, but he looks forward to winning the game 
by doing his best. Christians have something even bet- 
ter our very sufferings will one day be transformed into 
glory, and we will be “glad also with exceeding joy” (see 
Rom. 8:17; 2 Tim. 3:11). 

Our suffering brings to us the ministry of the 
Holy Spirit (v. 14). He is the Spirit of glory and He 
has a special ministry to those who suffer for the glory 
of Jesus Christ. This verse can be translated “for the 
presence of the glory, even the Spirit, rests on you.” 
The reference is to the Shekinah glory of God that 
dwelt in the tabernacle and in the temple (Ex. 40:34; 1 
Kings 8:10-11). When the people stoned Stephen, he 
saw Jesus in heaven and experienced God’s glory (Acts 
6:15; 7:54-60). This is the “joy unspeakable and full of 
glory” that Peter wrote about in 1 Peter 1:7-8. 

In other words, suffering Christians do not have to 
wait for heaven in order to experience His glory. 
Through the Holy Spirit, they can have the glory now. 
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This explains how martyrs could sing praises to God 
while bound in the midst of blazing fires. It also 
explains how persecuted Christians (and there are 
many in today’s world) can go to prison and to death 
without complaining or resisting their captors. 

Our suffering enables us to glorify His name 
(v. 14). We suffer because of His name (John 15:21). 
You can tell your unsaved friends that you are 
Baptist, a Presbyterian, a Methodist, or even an 
agnostic, and there will be no opposition; but tell 
them you are a Christian—bring Christ’s name into 
the conversation—and things will start to happen. 
Our authority is in the name of Jesus, and Satan 
hates that name. Every time we are reproached for 
the name of Christ, we have the opportunity to bring 
glory to that name. The world may speak against His 
name, but we will so speak and live that His name 
will be honored and God will be pleased. 

The word Christian is found only three times in the 
entire New Testament (1 Peter 4:16; Acts 11:26; 
26:28). The name was originally given by the enemies 
of the church as a term of reproach, but in time, it 
became an honored name. Of course, in today’s world, 
the word. Christian means to most people the opposite 
of “pagan.” But the word carries the idea of “a Christ 
one, belonging to Christ.” Certainly it is a privilege to 
bear the name and to suffer for His name’s sake (Acts 
5:41). 

Polycarp was the Bishop of Smyrna about the mid- 
dle of the second century. He was arrested for his faith 
and threatened with death if he did not recant. “Eighty 
and six years have I served Him,” the saintly bishop 
replied, “and He never did me any injury. How can I 
blaspheme my King and my Savior?” 

“I have respect for your age,” said the Roman offi- 
cer. “Simply say, “Away with the atheists!’ and be set 
free.” By “the atheists” he meant the Christians who 
would not acknowledge that Caesar was “lord.” 

The old man pointed to the crowd of Roman 
pagans surrounding him, and cried, “Away with the 
atheists!” He was burned at the stake and in his martyr- 
dom brought glory to the name of Jesus Christ. 


Examine Your Life (4:15-18) 

In the furnace of persecution and suffering, we often 
have more light by which we can examine our lives and 
ministries. The fiery trial is a refining process, by which 
God removes the dross and purifies us. One day, a fiery 
judgment will overtake the whole world (2 Peter 
3:7-16). Meanwhile, God’s judgment begins “at the 
house of God,” the church (1 Peter 2:5). This truth 
ought to motivate us to be as pure and obedient as pos- 
sible (see Ezek. 9 for an Old Testament illustration of 
this truth). There are several questions we should ask 
ourselves as we examine our own lives. 

Why am I suffering (v. 15)? We noted before that 
not all suffering is a “fiery trial” from the Lord. Ifa pro- 
fessed Christian breaks the law and gets into trouble or 
becomes a meddler into other people’s lives, then he 


921 


1 Peter 4 


ought to suffer! The fact that we are Christians is not a 
guarantee that we escape the normal consequences of 
our misdeeds. We may not be guilty of murder (though 
anger can be the same as murder in the heart, Matt. 
5:21-26), but what about stealing or meddling? When 
Abraham, David, Peter, and other Bible “greats” dis- 
obeyed God, they suffered for it; so, who are we that 
we should escape? Let’s be sure we are suffering because 
we are Christians and not because we are criminals. 

Am I ashamed, or glorifying Christ? (v. 16) This 
statement must have reminded Peter of his own denial 
of Christ (Luke 22:54-62). Jesus Christ is not ashamed 
of us (Heb. 2:11)—though many times He surely 
could be! The Father is not ashamed to be called our 
God (Heb. 11:16). On the cross Jesus Christ despised 
shame for us (Heb. 12:2), so surely we can bear 
reproach for Him and not be ashamed. The warning in 
Mark 8:38 is worth pondering. 

“Not be ashamed” is negative; “glorify God” is pos- 
itive. It takes both for a balanced witness. If we seek to 
glorify God, then we will not be ashamed of the name 
of Jesus Christ. It was this determination not to be 
ashamed that encouraged Paul when he went to Rome 
(Rom. 1:16), when he suffered in Rome (Phil. 
1:20-21), and when he faced martyrdom in Rome (2 
Tim. 1:12). 

Am I seeking to win the lost (vv. 17—18)? Note 
the words that Peter used to describe the lost: “Them 
that obey not the gospel.... the ungodly and the sin- 
ner.” The argument of this verse is clear: If God sends 
a “fiery trial” to His own children, and they are saved 
“with difficulty,” what will happen to lost sinners when 
God’s fiery judgment falls? 

When a believer suffers, he experiences glory and 
knows that there will be greater glory in the future. But 
a sinner who causes that suffering is only filling up the 
measure of God’s wrath more and more (Matt. 
23:29-33). Instead of being concerned only about our- 
selves, we need to be concerned about the lost sinners 
around us. Our present “fiery trial” is nothing com- 
pared with the “flaming fire” that shall punish the lost 
when Jesus returns in judgment (2 Thess. 1:7-10). The 
idea is expressed in Proverbs 11:31—“If the righteous 
receive their due on earth, how much more the 
ungodly and the sinner!” (Ntv). 

The phrase scarcely be saved means “saved with dif- 
ficulty,” but it does not suggest that God is too weak to 
save us. The reference is probably to Genesis 19:15—26, 
when God sought to rescue Lot from Sodom before the 
city was destroyed. God was able—but Lot was unwill- 
ing! He lingered, argued with the angels, and finally 
had to be taken by the hand and dragged out of the 
city! Lot was “saved as by fire” and everything he lived 
for went up in smoke (see 1 Cor. 3:9-15). 

Times of persecution are times of opportunity for a 
loving witness to those who persecute us (see Matt. 
5:10-12, 43-48). It was not the earthquake that 
brought that Philippian jailer to Christ, because that 
frightened him into almost committing suicide! No, it 
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was Paul’s loving concern for him that brought the 
jailer to faith in Christ. As Christians, we do not seek 
for vengeance on those who have hurt us. Rather, we 
pray for them and seek to lead them to Jesus Christ. 


Commit Yourself to God (4:19) 

When we are suffering in the will of God, we can com- 
mit ourselves into the care of God. Everything else that 
we do as Christians depends on this. The word is a 
banking term; it means “to deposit for safekeeping” 
(see 2 Tim. 1:12). Of course, when you deposit your 
life in God’s bank, you always receive eternal dividends 
on your investment. 

This picture reminds us that we are valuable to 
God. He made us, redeemed us, lives in us, guards, and 
protects us. I saw a savings and loan association adver- 
tisement in the newspaper, reaffirming the financial 
stability of the firm and the backing of the Federal 
Deposit Insurance Corporation. In days of financial 
unsteadiness, such assurances are necessary to deposi- 
tors. But when you “deposit” your life with God, you 
have nothing to fear, for He is able to keep you. 

This commitment is not a single action but a con- 
stant attitude. “Be constantly committing” is the force 
of the admonition. How do we do this? “By means of 
welldoing.” As we return good for evil and do good 
even though we suffer for it, we are committing our- 
selves to God so that He can care for us. This 
commitment involves every area of our lives and every 
hour of our lives. 

If we really have hope, and believe that Jesus is 
coming again, then we will obey His Word and start 
laying up treasures and glory in heaven. Unsaved peo- 
ple have a present that is controlled by their past, but 
Christians have a present that is controlled by the 
future (Phil. 3:12-21). In our very serving, we are 
committing ourselves to God and making investments 
for the future. 

There is a striking illustration of this truth in 
Jeremiah 32. The prophet Jeremiah had been telling 
the people that one day their situation would change 
and they would be restored to their land. But at that 
time, the Babylonian army occupied the land and was 
about to take Jerusalem. Jeremiah’s cousin, Hanamel, 
gave Jeremiah an option to purchase the family land, 
which was now occupied by enemy soldiers. The prophet 
had to “put his money where his mouth was.” And he 
did it! As an act of faith, he purchased the land and 
became, no doubt, the laughingstock of the people in 
Jerusalem. But God honored his faith because Jeremiah 
lived according to the Word that he preached. 

Why did Peter refer to God as “a faithful Creator” 
rather than “a faithful Judge” or even “a faithful 
Savior’? Because God the Creator meets the needs of 
His people (Matt. 6:24-34). It is the Creator who pro- 
vides food and clothing to persecuted Christians, and 
who protects them in times of danger. When the early 
church was persecuted, they met together for prayer 


and addressed the Lord as the “God, which hast made 


heaven, and earth, and the sea, and all that in them is” 
(Acts 4:24). They prayed to the Creator! 

Our heavenly Father is “the Lord of heaven and 
earth” (Matt. 11:25). With that kind of a Father, we 
have no need. to worry! He is the faithful Creator, and 
His faithfulness will not fail. 

Before God pours out His wrath on this evil world, 
a “fiery trial” will come to God’s church, to unite and 
purify it, that it might be a strong witness to the lost. 
There is nothing for us to fear if we are suffering in the 
will of God. Our faithful Father-Creator will victori- 
ously see us through! 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 
1 Peter 5:1-4 


HOW TO BE A GOOD SHEPHERD 


imes of persecution demand that God’s people 
Te adequate spiritual leadership. If judgment is 

to begin at God’s house (1 Peter 4:17), then that 
house had better be in order, or it will fall apart! This 
explains why Peter wrote this special message to the 
leaders of the church, to encourage them to do their 
work faithfully. Leaders who run away in times of dif- 
ficulty are only proving that they are hirelings and not 
true shepherds (John 10:12-14). 

The New Testament assemblies were organized 
under the leadership of elders and deacons (1 Tim. 3). 
The words elder and bishop refer to the same office 
(Acts 20:17, 28). The word bishop is often translated 
“overseer” (see 1 Peter 5:2, and note that this title is 
applied to Christ in 1 Peter 2:25). “Elder” refers to the 
maturity of the officer, and “bishop” to the responsibil- 
ity of the office. The word pastor (which means 
“shepherd”) is another title for this same office (Eph. 
4:11). The elders were appointed to office (Acts 14:23, 
where the verb “ordain” means “to appoint by the rais- 
ing of hands”). Apparently each congregation had the 
privilege of voting on qualified men. 

Peter was concerned that the leadership in the local 
churches be at its best. When the fiery trial would 
come, the believers in the assemblies would look to 
their elders for encouragement and direction. What are 
the personal qualities that make for a successful pastor? 


A Vital Personal Experience with Christ (5:1) 
Peter did not introduce himself in this letter as an apos- 
tle or a great spiritual leader, but simply as another 
elder. However, he did mention the fact that he had 
personally witnessed Christ’s sufferings (see Matt. 
26:36ff). The Greek word translated “witness” gives us 
our English word martyr. We think of a martyr only as 
one who gives his life for Christ, and Peter did that, but 
basically, a martyr is a witness who tells what he has 
seen and heard. 

It is interesting to read 1 Peter 5 in the light of 
Peter’s personal experiences with Christ. First Peter 5:1 
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takes us to Gethsemane and Calvary. “The glory that 
shall be revealed” reminds us of Peter’s experience with 
Christ on the Mount of Transfiguration (Matt. 17:1-5; 
2 Peter 1:15-18). The emphasis in 1 Peter 5:2 on the 
shepherd and the sheep certainly brings to mind John 
10 and our Lord’s admonition to Peter in John 
21:15-17. 

The warning in 1 Peter 5:3 about “lording it over” 
the saints reminds us of Christs lesson about true 
greatness in Luke 22:24-30, as well as the other times 
that He taught His disciples about humility and serv- 
ice. The phrase in 1 Peter 5:5, “Be clothed with 
humility,” takes us back to the Upper Room where 
Jesus put on the towel and washed the disciples’ feet 
(John 13:1-17). 

The warning about Satan in 1 Peter 5:8 parallels 
our Lord’s warning to Peter that Satan was going to 
“sift” him and the other apostles (Luke 22:31). Peter 
did not heed that warning, and he ended up denying 
his Lord three times. 

It is interesting to note that the verb “make you per- 
fect” (1 Peter 5:10) is translated “mending their nets” 
in Matthew 4:21, the account of the call of the four 
fishermen into the Lord’s service. 

In other words, Peter wrote these words, inspired by 
the Spirit of God, out of his own personal experience 
with Jesus Christ. He had a vital and growing relation- 
ship with Christ, and this made it possible for him to 
minister effectively to God’s people. 

The pastor of the local assembly must be a man 
who walks with God and who is growing in his spiri- 
tual life. Paul admonished young Timothy: “Be 
diligent in these matters; give yourself wholly to them, 
so that everyone may see your progress” (1 Tim. 4:15 
nv). The word progress in the original means “pioneer 
advance.” The elders must constantly be moving into 
new territories of study, achievement, and ministry. If 
the leaders of the church are not moving forward, the 
church will not move forward. 

“We love our pastor,” a fine church member said to 
me during a conference, “but we get tired of the same 
thing all the time. He repeats himself and doesn’t seem 
to know that there are other books in the Bible besides 
Psalms and Revelation.” That man needed to become 
a “spiritual pioneer” and move into new territory, so 
that he might lead his people into new blessings and 
challenges. 

Sometimes God permits trials to come to a church 
so that the people will be forced to grow and discover 
new truths and new opportunities. Certainly Peter 
grew in his spiritual experience as he suffered for Christ 
in the city of Jerusalem. He was not perfect by any 
means; in fact, Paul had to rebuke him once for incon- 
sistency (Gal. 2:11-21). But Peter was yielded to 
Christ and willing to learn all that God had for him. 

If I have any counsel for God’s shepherds today, it 
is this: cultivate a growing relationship with Jesus 
Christ, and share what He gives you with your people. 
That way, you will grow, and they will grow with you. 
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A Loving Concern for God’s Sheep (5:2-3) 

The image of the flock is often used in the Bible, and 
it is a very instructive one (see Ps. 23; 100; Isa. 40:11; 
Luke 15:4-6; John 10; Acts 20:28; Heb. 13:20-21; 1 
Peter 2:25; Rev. 7:17). We were once stray sheep, wan- 
dering toward ruin, but the Good Shepherd found us 
and restored us to the fold. 

Sheep are clean animals, unlike dogs and pigs (2 
Peter 2:20-22). Sheep tend to flock together, and 
God’s people need to be together. Sheep are notori- 
ously ignorant and prone to wander away if they do 
not follow the shepherd. Sheep are defenseless, for the 
most part, and need their shepherd to protect them (Ps. 
23:4). 

Sheep are very useful animals. Jewish shepherds 
tended their sheep, not for the meat (which would have 
been costly) but for the wool, milk, and lambs. God’s 
people should be useful to Him and certainly ought to 
“reproduce” themselves by bringing others to Christ. 
Sheep were used for the sacrifices, and we ought to be 
“living sacrifices,” doing the will of God (Rom. 
12:1-2). 

Peter reminded the shepherd-elders of their God- 
given responsibilities. 

Feed the flock of God (v. 2). The word feed means 
“shepherd, care for.” The shepherd had many tasks to 
perform in caring for the flock. He had to protect the 
sheep from thieves and marauders, and the pastor must 
protect God’s people from those who want to spoil the 
flock (Acts 20:28-35). Sometimes the sheep do not 
like it when their shepherd rebukes or warns them, but 
this ministry is for their own good. 

A faithful shepherd not only protected his flock, 
but he also led them from pasture to pasture so that 
they might be adequately fed. The shepherd always 
went before the flock and searched out the land so that 
there would be nothing there to harm his flock. He 
would check for snakes, pits, poisonous plants, and 
dangerous animals. How important it is for pastors to 
lead their people into the green pastures of the Word of 
God so that they might feed themselves and grow. 

Sometimes it was necessary for a shepherd to seek 
out a wayward sheep and give it personal attention. 
Some pastors today are interested only in the crowds; 
they have no time for individuals. Jesus preached to 
great multitudes, but He took time to chat with 
Nicodemus (John 3), the woman at the well (John 4), 
and others who had spiritual needs. Paul ministered to 
people personally in Thessalonica (1 Thess. 2:11) and 
loved them dearly. 

If a sheep is too rebellious, the shepherd may have 
to discipline him in some way. If a sheep has a special 
need, the shepherd might carry it in his arms, next to 
his heart. At the close of each day, the faithful shepherd 
would examine each sheep to see if it needed special 
attention. He would anoint the bruises with healing oil 
and remove the briars from the wool. A good shepherd 
would know each of his sheep by name and would 
understand the special traits of each one. 
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It is not an easy thing to be a faithful shepherd of 
God’s sheep! It is a task that never ends and that 
demands the supernatural power of God if it is to be 
done correctly. What makes it even more challenging is 
the fact that the flock is not the shepherd’s; it is God’s. 
I sometimes hear pastors say, “Well, at my church ...,” 
and I know what they mean; but strictly speaking, it is 
God’ flock, purchased by the precious blood of His 
Son (Acts 20:28). We pastors must be careful how we 
minister to God’ sheep, because one day we will have 
to give an account of our ministry. But the sheep will 
also one day give an account of how they have obeyed 
their spiritual leaders (Heb. 13:17), so both shepherds 
and sheep have a great responsibility to each other. 

Take the oversight (v. 2). The word bishop means 
“overseer, one who looks over for the purpose of lead- 
ing.” You will notice that the shepherd is both 
“among” and “over,” and this can create problems if 
the sheep do not understand. Because he is one of the 
sheep, the pastor is “among” the members of the flock. 
But because he is called to be a leader, the pastor is 
“over” the flock. Some people try to emphasize the 
“among” relationship and refuse to follow the author- 
ity of the shepherd. Others want to put the pastor on 
a pedestal and make him a “super saint” who never 
mixes with the people. 

The effective pastor needs both relationships. He 
must be “among” his people so that he can get to know 
them, their needs and problems, and he needs to be 
“over” his people so he can lead them and help them 
solve their problems. There must be no conflict 
between pastoring and preaching, because they are both 
ministries of a faithful Shepherd. The preacher needs to 
be a pastor so he can apply the Word to the needs of 
the people. The pastor needs to be a preacher so that he 
can have authority when he shares in their daily needs 
and problems. The pastor is not a religious lecturer 
who weekly passes along information about the Bible. 
He is a shepherd who knows his people and seeks to 
help them through the Word. 

Being the spiritual leader of a flock has its dangers, 
and Peter pointed out some of the sins that the elders 
must avoid. The first was daziness—‘“not by constraint 
but willingly.” His ministry must not be a job that he 
has to perform. He should do God’s will from his heart 
(Eph. 6:6). Dr. George W. Truett was pastor of First 
Baptist Church in Dallas, Texas for nearly fifty years. 
Often he was asked to accept other positions, and he 
refused, saying, “I have sought and found a pastor’s 
heart.” When a man has a pastor’s heart, he loves the 
sheep and serves them because he wants to, not because 
he as to. 

If a man has no conscience, the ministry is a good 
place to be lazy. Church members rarely ask what their 
pastor is doing with his time, and he can “borrow” ser- 
mons from other preachers and use them as his own. I 
met one pastor who spent most of his week on the golf 
course; then on Saturday he listened to tapes of other 
preachers and used their sermons on Sunday. He seems 


to be getting away with it, but what will he say when 
he meets the Chief Shepherd? 

Next to laziness, the shepherd must beware of 
covetousness—not for filthy lucre, but of a ready 
mind.” It is perfectly proper for the church to pay the 
pastor (1 Cor. 9; 1 Tim. 5:17-18), and they ought to 
be as fair and generous as possible. But making 
money must not be the main motive for his ministry. 
Paul stressed this in his qualifications for an elder: 
“not greedy of filthy lucre” (1 Tim. 3:3); “not given 
to filthy lucre” (Titus 1:7). He must not be a lover of 
money nor devote himself to pursuing money. 

Because of family or church situations, some pas- 
tors have to engage in outside employment. Paul was a 
tentmaker, so there is no disgrace in “moonlighting.” 
But, as soon as possible, the members of the church 
ought to relieve their pastor of outside employment so 
he can devote himself fully to the ministry of the Word. 
Pastors need to beware of getting involved in money- 
making schemes that detour them from their ministry. 
“No one serving as a soldier gets involved in civilian 
affairs—he wants to please his commanding officer” (2 
Tim. 2:4 niv). 

The phrase “a ready mind” means “an eager mind.” 
It is the same word Paul used in Romans 1:15—“I am 
so eager to preach the gospel” (Nv). It means a willing- 
ness to serve because of a readiness and an eagerness 
within the heart. This is the difference between a true 
shepherd and a hireling: a hireling works because he is 
paid for it, but a shepherd works because he loves the 
sheep and has a heart devoted to them. Read Acts 
20:17-38 for a description of the heart and ministry of 
a true shepherd. 

Be an example to the flock (v. 3). The contrast is 
between dictatorship and leadership. You cannot drive 
sheep; you must go before them and lead them. It has 
been well said that the church needs leaders who serve 
and servants who lead. A Christian leader said to me, 
“The trouble today is that we have too many celebrities 
and not enough servants.” 

It is by being an example that the shepherd solves 
the tension between being “among” the sheep and 
“over” the sheep. People are willing to follow a leader 
who practices what he preaches and gives them a good 
example to imitate. I know of a church that was con- 
stantly having financial problems, and no one could 
understand why. After the pastor left, it was discovered 
that he had not himself contributed to the work of the 
church but had preached sermons telling others to con- 
tribute. We cannot lead people where we have not been 
ourselves. 

Peter was not changing the image when he called 
the church “God’s heritage.” The people of God are 
certainly His priceless possession (Deut. 32:9; Ps. 
33:12). This word means “to be chosen by lot,” as the 
dividing up of land (Num. 26:55). Each elder has his 
own flock to care for, but the sheep all belong to the 
one flock of which Jesus Christ is the Chief Shepherd. 
The Lord assigns His workers to the places of His 
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choosing, and we must all be submissive to Him. There 
is no competition in the work of God when you are 
serving in the will of God. Therefore, nobody has to act 
important and “lord it over” God’s people. Pastors are 
to be “overseers” and not “overlords.” 


A Desire to Please Christ Alone (5:4) 

Since this is the epistle of hope, Peter brought in once 
again the promise of the Lord’s return. His coming is 
an encouragement in suffering (1 Peter 1:7-8) and a 
motivation for faithful service. If a pastor ministers to 
please himself or to please people, he will have a disap- 
pointing and difficult ministry. “It must be hard to 
keep all these people happy,” a visitor said to me after 
a church service. “I don’t even try to keep them happy,” 
I replied with a smile. “I try to please the Lord, and I 
let Him take care of the rest.” 

Jesus Christ is the Good Shepherd who died for the 
sheep (John 10:11), the Great Shepherd who lives for 
the sheep (Heb. 13:20-21), and the Chief Shepherd 
who comes for the sheep (1 Peter 5:4). As the Chief 
Shepherd, He alone can assess a man’s ministry and 
give him the proper reward. Some who appear to be 
first may end up last when the Lord examines each 
man’s ministry. 

One summer day, I stood amid the ruins of a 
church near Anwoth in Scotland. The building at one 
time seated perhaps 150 people. By modern standards, 
it would not have been a successful church. But the 
man who pastored that flock was the saintly Samuel 
Rutherford, whose Letters of Samuel Rutherford is a 
spiritual classic. His ministry continues, though today 
his church building is in ruins. The Chief Shepherd has 
rewarded him for his faithful labors, which included a 
great deal of persecution and physical suffering. 

There were several kinds of “crowns” in those days. 
The one Peter mentioned was the athlete’s crown, usu- 
ally a garland of leaves or flowers that would quickly 
fade away. The faithful pastor’s crown is a crown of 
glory, a perfect reward for an inheritance that will never 
fade away (1 Peter 1:4). 

Today a Christian worker may labor for many dif- 
ferent kinds of rewards. Some work hard to build 
personal empires; others strive for the applause of men; 
still others seek promotion in their denomination. All 
of these things will fade one day. The only reward we 
ought to strive for is the “Well done!” of the Savior and 
the unfading crown of glory that goes with it. What a 
joy it will be to place the crown at His feet (Rev. 4:10) 
and acknowledge that all we did was because of His 
grace and power (1 Cor. 15:10; 1 Peter 4:11). We will 
have no desire for personal glory when we see Jesus 
Christ face-to-face. 

Everything in the local church rises or falls with 
leadership. No matter how large or small a fellowship 
might be, the leaders must be Christians, each with a 
vital personal relationship with Christ, a loving con- 
cern for their people, and a real desire to please Jesus 


Christ. 
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We lead by serving, and we serve by suffering. 
This is the way Jesus did it, and this is the only way 
that truly glorifies Him. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 
1 Peter 5:5-14 


FROM GRACE TO GLORY! 


hen World War II was being fought, I was a 
Wire high school student, and the fighting 

seemed very far away from our northern 
Indiana city. But then the city began to organize Civil 
Defense units in each neighborhood, and officials 
appointed my father an assistant block captain. Often 
I went with him to watch the training films and listen 
to the speakers. (The best part of the evening was stop- 
ping for an ice cream cone!) But, no matter how many 
films we watched, we somehow didn’t feel that our 
neighborhood was in danger of being bombed. Our 
philosophy was “It can’t happen here.” 

Peter knew that a “fiery trial” was about to occur, 
and he wanted the entire church family to be prepared. 
As he closed his letter, Peter gave the church three 
important admonitions to obey if they were to glorify 
God in this difficult experience. 


Be Humble (5:5-7) 

He had already admonished the saints to be submissive 
to government authorities (1 Peter 2:13-17), the slaves 
to submit to their masters (1 Peter 2:18-25), and the 
wives to their husbands (1 Peter 3:1-7). Now he com- 
manded all of the believers to submit to God and to 
each other. 

The younger believers should submit to the older 
believers, not only out of respect for their age, but also 
out of respect for their spiritual maturity. Not every 
“senior saint” is a mature Christian, of course, because 
quantity of years is no guarantee of quality of experi- 
ence. This is not to suggest that the older church 
members “run the church” and never listen to the 
younger members! Too often there is a generation war 
in the church, with the older people resisting change, 
and the younger people resisting the older people! 

The solution is twofold: (1) all believers, young and 
old, should submit to each other; (2) all should submit 
to God. “Be clothed with humility” is the answer to the 
problem. Just as Jesus laid aside His outer garments 
and put on a towel to become a servant, so each of us 
should have a servant’s attitude and minister to each 
other. True humility is described in Philippians 2:1-11. 
Humility is not demeaning ourselves and thinking 
poorly of ourselves. It is simply not thinking of our- 
selves at all! 

We can never be submissive to each other until we 
are first submissive to God. Peter quoted Proverbs 3:34 
to defend his point, a verse that is also quoted in James 
4:6. It takes grace to submit to another believer, but 
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God can give that grace ¿fwe humble ourselves before 
Him. 

God resists the proud because God hates the sin of 
pride (Prov. 6:16-17; 8:13). It was pride that turned 
Lucifer into Satan (Isa. 14:12-15). It was pride—a 
desire to be like God—that stirred Eve to take the for- 
bidden fruit. “The pride of life” is an evidence of 
worldliness (1 John 2:16). The only antidote to pride is 
the grace of God, and we receive that grace when we 
yield ourselves to Him. The evidence of that grace is 
that we yield to one another. 

Submission is an act of faith. We are trusting God 
to direct in our lives and to work out His purposes in 
His time. After all, there is a danger in submitting to 
others; they might take advantage of us—but not if we 
trust God and if we are submitted to one another! A 
person who is truly yielded to God, and who wants to 
serve his fellow Christians, would not even think of 
taking advantage of someone else, saved or unsaved. 
The “mighty hand of God” that directs our lives can 
also direct in the lives of others. 

The key, of course, is the phrase “in due time.” God 
never exalts anyone until that person is ready for it. 
First the cross, then the crown; first the suffering, then 
the glory. Moses was under God’s hand for forty years 
before God sent him to deliver the Jews from Egypt. 
Joseph was under God’s hand for at least thirteen years 
before God lifted him to the throne. One of the evi- 
dences of our pride is our impatience with God, and 
one reason for suffering is that we might learn patience 
(James 1:1-6). Here Peter was referring to words he 
heard the Master say: “For whosoever exalteth himself 
shall be abased; and he that humbleth himself shall be 
exalted” (Luke 14:11). 

One of the benefits of this kind of relationship with 
God is the privilege of letting Him take care of our bur- 
dens. Unless we meet the conditions laid down in 1 
Peter 5:5-6, we cannot claim the wonderful promise of 
1 Peter 5:7. The word translated “care” means “anxiety, 
the state of being pulled apart.” When circumstances 
are difficult, it is easy for us to be anxious and worried, 
but if we are, we will miss God’s blessing and become 
poor witnesses to the lost. We need His inward peace if 
we are going to triumph in the fiery trial and bring 
glory to His name. Dr. George Morrison said, “God 
does not make His children carefree in order that they 
be careless.” 

According to 1 Peter 5:7, we must once and for all 
give all of our cares—past, present, and future—to the 
Lord. We must not hand them to Him piecemeal, 
keeping those cares that we think we can handle our- 
selves. If we keep “the little cares” for ourselves, they 
will soon become big problems! Each time a new bur- 
den arises, we must by faith remind the Lord (and 
ourselves) that we have already turned it over to Him. 

If anybody knew from experience that God cares 
for His own, it was Peter! When you read the four 
gospels, you discover that Peter shared in some won- 
derful miracles. Jesus healed Peter’s mother-in-law 


(Mark 1:29-31), gave him a great catch of fish (Luke 
5:1-11), helped him pay his temple tax (Matt. 
17:24-27), helped him walk on the water (Matt. 
14:22-33), repaired the damage he did to the ear of 
Malchus (Luke 22:50-51; John 18:10-11), and even 
delivered Peter from prison (Acts 12). 

How does God show His love and care for us when 
we give our cares to Him? I believe that He performs 
four wonderful ministries on our behalf: (1) He gives 
us the courage to face our cares honestly and not run 
away (Isa. 41:10); (2) He gives us the wisdom to under- 
stand the situation (James 1:5); (3) He gives us the 
strength to do what we must do (Phil. 4:13); and (4) 
He gives us the faith to trust Him to do the rest (Ps. 
37:5). 

Some people give God their burdens and expect 
Him to do everything! It is important that we let Him 
work in us as well as work for us, so that we will be pre- 


pared when the answer comes. “Cast thy burden upon 
the Lord, and he shall sustain thee” (Ps. 55:22). 


Be Watchful (5:8-9) 

One reason we have cares is because we have an enemy. 
As the serpent, Satan deceives (2 Cor. 11:3), and as the 
lion, Satan devours. The word Satan means “adver- 
sary,” and the word devil means “the accuser, the 
slanderer.” The recipients of this letter had already 
experienced the attacks of the slanderer (1 Peter 4:4, 
14), and now they would meet “the lion” in their fiery 
trial. Peter gave them several practical instructions to 
help them get victory over their adversary. 

Respect him—he is dangerous. Since I have no 
mechanical ability, I admire people who can build and 
repair things. During a church building program, I was 
watching an electrician install a complex control panel. 
I said to the man, “It just amazes me how you fellows 
can calmly work on those lines with all of that power 
there. How do you do it?” The electrician smiled and 
said, “Well, the first thing you have to do is respect it. 
Then you can handle it.” 

Satan is a dangerous enemy. He is a serpent who 
can bite us when we least expect it. He is a destroyer 
(Abaddon and Apollyon both mean “destruction”) and 
an accuser (Zech. 3:1-5; Rev. 12:9-11). He has great 
power and intelligence, and a host of demons who 
assist him in his attacks against God’s people (Eph. 
6:10ff.). He is a formidable enemy; we must never joke 
about him, ignore him, or underestimate his ability. 
We must “be sober” and have our minds under control 
when it comes to our conflict with Satan. 

A part of this soberness includes not blaming every- 
thing on the devil. Some people see a demon behind 
every bush and blame Satan for their headaches, flat 
tires, and high rent. While it is true that Satan can 
inflict physical sickness and pain (Luke 13:16; and the 
book of Job), we have no biblical authority for casting 
out “demons of headache” or “demons of backache.” 
One lady phoned me long distance to inform me that 
Satan had caused her to shrink seven and a half inches. 
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While I have great respect for the wiles and powers of 
the devil, I still feel we must get our information about 
him from the Bible and not from our own interpreta- 
tion of experiences. 

Recognize him—he is a great pretender (John 
8:44; 2 Cor. 11:13-15). Because he is a subtle foe, we 
must “be vigilant” and always on guard. His strategy is 
to counterfeit whatever God does. According to the 
parable of the tares, wherever God plants a true 
Christian, Satan seeks to plant a counterfeit (Matt. 
13:24-30, 36-43). He would deceive us were it not for 
the Word of God and the Spirit of God (1 John 
2:18-27). The better we know God’s Word, the keener 
our spiritual senses will be to detect Satan at work. We 
must be able to “try the spirits” and know the true from 
the false (1 John 4:1-6). 

Resist him. This means that we take our stand on 
the Word of God and refuse to be moved. Ephesians 
6:10-13 instructs us to “stand ... withstand ... 
stand.” Unless we stand, we cannot withstand. Our 
weapons are the Word of God and prayer (Eph. 
6:17-18) and our protection is the complete armor 
God has provided. We resist him “in the faith,” that 
is, our faith in God. Just as David took his stand 
against Goliath and trusted in the name of Jehovah, 
so we take our stand against Satan in the victorious 
name of Jesus Christ. 

A word of caution here: never discuss things with 
Satan or his associates. Eve made this mistake, and we 
all know the sad consequences. Also, never try to fight 
Satan in your own way. Resist him the way Jesus did, 
with the Word of God (Matt. 4:1-11). Never get the 
idea that you are the only one going through these bat- 
tles, because “your brethren that are in the world” are 
facing the same trials. We must pray for one another 
and encourage each other in the Lord. And we must 
remember that our personal victories will help others, 
just as their victories will help us. 

Had Peter obeyed these three instructions the night 
Jesus was arrested, he would not have gone to sleep in 
the garden of Gethsemane, attacked Malchus, or 
denied the Lord. He did not take the Lord’s warning 
seriously; in fact, he argued with Him! Nor did he rec- 
ognize Satan when the adversary inflated his ego with 
pride, told him he did not have to “watch and pray,” 
and then incited him to use his sword. Had Peter lis- 
tened to the Lord and resisted the enemy, he would 
have escaped all those failures. 

Both Peter and James gave us the same formula for 
success: “Submit yourselves therefore to God. Resist 
the devil, and he will flee from you” (James 4:7). Before 
we can stand before Satan, we must bow before God. 
Peter resisted the Lord and ended up submitting to 
Satan! 


Be Hopeful (5:10-14) 

Peter closed on a positive note and reminded his read- 
ers that God knew what He was doing and was in 
complete control. No matter how difficult the fiery 
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trial may become, a Christian always has hope. Peter 
gave several reasons for this hopeful attitude. 

We have God’s grace. Our salvation is because of 
His grace (1 Peter 1:10). He called us before we called 
on Him (1 Peter 1:2). We have “tasted that the Lord is 
gracious” (1 Peter 2:3), so we are not afraid of anything 
that He purposes for us. His grace is “manifold” (1 
Peter 4:10) and meets every situation of life. As we sub- 
mit to Him, He gives us the grace that we need. In fact. 
He is “the God of all grace.” He has grace to help in 
every time of need (Heb. 4:16). “He giveth more grace” 
(James 4:6), and we must stand in that grace (1 Peter 
5:12; see Rom. 5:2). 

We know we are going to glory. He has “called us 
unto his eternal glory by Christ Jesus.” This is the won- 
derful inheritance into which we were born (1 Peter 
1:4). Whatever begins with God’s grace will always lead 
to God’s glory (Ps. 84:11). If we depend on God’s grace 
when we suffer, that suffering will result in glory (1 
Peter 4:13-16). The road may be difficult, but it leads 
to glory, and that is all that really counts. 

Our present suffering is only for a while. Our 
various trials are only “for a season” (1 Peter 1:6), but 
the glory that results is eternal. Paul had this same 
thought in mind when he wrote 2 Corinthians 4:17: 
“These little troubles (which are really so transitory) are 
winning for us a permanent, glorious, and solid reward 
out of all proportion to our pain” (PH). 

We know that our trials are building Christian 
character. The Greek word translated “make you per- 
fect” means “to equip, to adjust, to fit together.” It is 
translated “mending nets” in Matthew 4:21. God has 
several tools that He uses to equip His people for life 
and service, and suffering is one of them. The Word of 
God is another tool (2 Tim. 3:16-17, where 
“throughly furnished” means “fully equipped”). He 
also uses the fellowship and ministry of the church 
(Eph. 4:11-16). Our Savior in heaven is perfecting His 
children so that they will do His will and His work 
(Heb. 13:20-21). 

Peter used three words to describe the kind of char- 
acter God wants us to have. 

Establish means “to fix firmly, to set fast.” Christians 
must not be unsteady in their stand for Christ. Our 
hearts need to be established (1 Thess. 3:13; James 
5:8), and this is accomplished by God’s truth (2 Peter 
1:12). The believer who is established will not be 
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moved by persecution or led away by false doctrine (2 
Peter 3:17). 

Strengthen means just that: God’s strength given to 
us to meet the demands of life. What good is it to stand 
on a firm foundation if we do not have power to act? 

Settle is the translation of a word that means “to lay 
a foundation.” It is used this way in Hebrews 1:10. The 
house founded on the rock withstood the storm (Matt. 
7:24-27). A believer who is equipped by God will 
“continue in the faith grounded and settled” (Col. 
1:23). He will not be “tossed to and fro, and carried 
about with every wind of doctrine” (Eph. 4:14). 

When an unbeliever goes through suffering, he 
loses his hope; but for a believer, suffering only 
increases his hope. “Not only so, but we also rejoice in 
our sufferings, because we know that suffering pro- 
duces perseverance; perseverance, character; and 
character, hope” (Rom. 5:3—4 nv). God builds charac- 
ter and brightens hope when a believer trusts Him and 
depends on His grace. The result is that God receives 
the glory forever and ever. 

We have already considered 1 Peter 5:12-13 in our 
introductory chapter. 

Paul always ended his letters with a benediction of 
grace (2 Thess. 3:17—18). Peter closed this epistle with 
a benediction of peace. He opened the letter with a 
greeting of peace (1 Peter 1:2), so the entire epistle 
points to “God’s peace” from beginning to end. What 
a wonderful way to end a letter that announced the 
coming of a fiery trial! 

Four times in the New Testament we will find the 
admonition about “a holy kiss” (Rom. 16:16; 1 Cor. 
16:20; 2 Cor. 13:12; and 1 Thess. 5:26). Peter called it 
“a kiss of love.” Keep in mind that the men kissed the 
men and the women kissed the women. It was a stan- 
dard form of greeting or farewell in that part of the 
world at that time, just as it is in many Latin countries 
today. How wonderful that Christian slaves and mas- 
ters would so greet each other “in Jesus Christ”! 

Peter has given to us a precious letter that encour- 
ages us to hope in the Lord no matter how trying the 
times may be. Down through the centuries, the church 
has experienced various fiery trials, and yet Satan has 
not been able to destroy it. The church today is facing 
a fiery trial, and we must be prepared. 

But, whatever may come, Peter is still saying to each 
of us—BE HOPEFUL! The glory is soon to come! 
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CHAPTER ONE 
2 Peter 1:1-11 


KNOWING AND GROWING 


of being alert, it was the apostle Peter. He had a ten- 

dency in his early years to feel overconfident when 
danger was near and to overlook the Master's warnings. 
He rushed ahead when he should have waited; he slept 
when he should have prayed; he talked when he should 
have listened. He was a courageous, but careless, 
Christian. 

But he learned his lesson, and he wanted to help us 
learn it too. In his first epistle, Peter emphasized the 
grace of God (1 Peter 5:12), but in this second letter, 
his emphasis is on the knowledge of God. The word 
know or knowledge is used at least thirteen times in this 
short epistle. The word does not mean a mere intellec- 
tual understanding of some truth, though that is 
included. It means a living participation in the truth in 
the sense that our Lord used it in John 17:3—“This is 
life eternal, that they might know thee the only true 
God, and Jesus Christ, whom thou hast sent” (italics 
mine). 

Peter opened his letter with a description of the 
Christian life. Before he described the counterfeits, he 
described the true believers. The best way to detect 
falsehood is to understand the characteristics of the 
truth. Peter made three important affirmations about 
the true Christian life. 


| f anybody in the early church knew the importance 


The Christian Life Begins with Faith (1:1-4) 

Peter called it “like precious faith.” It means that our 
standing with the Lord today is the same as that of the 
apostles centuries ago. They had no special advantage 
over us simply because they were privileged to walk 
with Christ, see Him with their own eyes, and share in 
His miracles. It is not necessary to see the Lord with 
our human eyes in order to love Him, trust Him, and 
share His glory (1 Peter 1:8). 

This faith is in a person (vv. 1-2). That Person is 
Jesus Christ, the Son of God, the Savior. From the very 
outset of his letter, Peter affirmed the deity of Jesus 
Christ. “God” and “our Saviour” are not two different 
Persons; they describe one Person, Jesus Christ. Paul 
used a similar expression in Titus 2:10 and 3:4. 

Peter reminded his readers that Jesus Christ is the 
Savior by repeating this exalted title in 2 Peter 1:11; 
2:20; 3:2, 18. A savior is “one who brings salvation,” 
and the word salvation was familiar to the people of 
that day. In their vocabulary, it meant “deliverance 
from trouble,” particularly “deliverance from the 
enemy.” It also carried the idea of “health and safety.” 
A physician was looked on as a savior because he 
helped deliver the body from pain and limitations. A 
victorious general was a savior because he delivered the 
people from defeat. Even a wise official was a savior 
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because he kept the nation in order and delivered it 
from confusion and decay. 

It requires little insight to see how the title “Savior” 
applies to our Lord Jesus Christ. He is, indeed, the 
Great Physician who heals the heart from the sickness 
of sin. He is the victorious Conqueror who has 
defeated our enemies—sin, death, Satan, and hell— 
and is leading us in triumph (2 Cor. 2:14ff.). He is 
“God and our Saviour” (2 Peter 1:1), “our Lord and 
Saviour” (2 Peter 1:11), and “the Lord and Saviour” (2 
Peter 2:20). In order to be our Savior, He had to give 
His life on the cross and die for the sins of the world. 

Our Lord Jesus Christ has three “spiritual com- 
modities” that can be secured from nobody else: 
righteousness, grace, and peace. When you trust Him 
as your Savior, His righteousness becomes your righ- 
teousness, and you are given a right standing before 
God (2 Cor. 5:21). You could never earn this righteous- 
ness; it is the gift of God to those who believe. “Not by 
works of righteousness which we have done, but 
according to his mercy he saved us” (Titus 3:5). 

Grace is God’s favor to the undeserving. God in His 
mercy does not give us what we do deserve; God in His 
grace gives us what we dont deserve. Our God is “the 
God of all grace” (1 Peter 5:10), and He channels that 
grace to us through Jesus Christ (John 1:16). 

The result of this experience is peace, peace with 
God (Rom. 5:1) and the peace of God (Phil. 4:6-7). In 
fact, God’s grace and peace are “multiplied” toward us 
as we walk with Him and trust His promises. 

This faith involves God’s power (v. 3). The 
Christian life begins with saving faith, faith in the per- 
son of Jesus Christ. But when you know Jesus Christ 
personally, you also experience God’s power, and this 
power produces “life and godliness.” The unsaved sin- 
ner is dead (Eph. 2:1-3), and only Christ can raise him 
from the dead (John 5:24). When Jesus raised Lazarus 
from the dead, He said, “Loose him, and let him go” 
(John 11:44). Get rid of the graveclothes! 

When you are born into the family of God by faith 
in Christ, you are born complete. God gives you every- 
thing you will ever need “for life and godliness.” 
Nothing has to be added! “And ye are complete in him” 
(Col. 2:10). The false teachers claimed that they had a 
“special doctrine” that would add something to the 
lives of Peters readers, but Peter knew that nothing 
could be added. Just as a normal baby is born with all 
the “equipment” he needs for life and only needs to 
grow, so the Christian has all that is needed and only 
needs to grow. God never has to call back any of His 
“models” because something is lacking or faulty. 

Just as a baby has a definite genetic structure that 
determines how he will grow, so the believer is “genet- 
ically structured” to experience “glory and virtue.” One 
day he will be like the Lord Jesus Christ (Rom. 8:29; 1 
John 3:2). We have been “called ... to His eternal 
glory” (1 Peter 5:10), and we shall share that glory 
when Jesus Christ returns and takes His people to 
heaven. 


But we are also “called ... to virtue.” We have been 
saved so that we might “show forth the praises [virtues] 
of him who hath called [us] out of darkness into his 
marvelous light” (1 Peter 2:9). We should not wait 
until we get to heaven to become like Jesus Christ! In 
our character and conduct, we should reveal His beauty 
and grace today. 

This faith involves God’s promises (v. 4). God has 
not only given us all that we need for life and godliness, 
but He has also given us His Word to enable us to 
develop this life and godliness. These promises are great 
because they come from a great God and they lead to a 
great life. They are precious because their value is 
beyond calculation. If we lost the Word of God, there 
would be no way to replace it. Peter must have liked 
the word precious, for he wrote about the “precious 
faith” (2 Peter 1:1; cf. 1 Peter 1:7), the “precious prom- 
ises” (2 Peter 1:4), the “precious blood” (1 Peter 1:19), 
the precious stone (1 Peter 2:4, 6), and the precious 
Savior (1 Peter 2:7). 

When the sinner believes on Jesus Christ, the Spirit 
of God uses the Word of God to impart the life and 
nature of God within. A baby shares the nature of its 
parents, and a person born of God shares the divine 
nature of God. The lost sinner is dead, but the 
Christian is alive because he shares the divine nature. 
The lost sinner is decaying because of his corrupt 
nature, but the Christian can experience a dynamic life 
of godliness because he has God’s divine nature within. 
Mankind is under the bondage of corruption (Rom. 
8:21), but the believer shares the freedom and growth 
that is a part of possessing the divine nature. 

Nature determines appetite. The pig wants slop and 
the dog will even eat its own vomit (2 Peter 2:22), but 
the sheep desires green pastures. Nature also deter- 
mines behavior. An eagle flies because it has an eagle’s 
nature, and a dolphin swims because that is the nature 
of the dolphin. Nature determines environment: squir- 
rels climb trees, moles burrow underground, and trout 
swim in the water. Nature also determines association: 
lions travel in prides, sheep in flocks, and fish in 
schools. 

If nature determines appetite, and we have God’s 
nature within, then we ought to have an appetite for 
that which is pure and holy. Our behavior ought to be 
like that of the Father, and we ought to live in the kind 
of “spiritual environment” that is suited to our nature. 
We ought to associate with that which is true to our 
nature (see 2 Cor. 6:14ff.). The only normal, fruit- 
bearing life for the child of God is a godly life. 

Because we possess this divine nature, we have 
“completely escaped” the defilement and decay in this 
present evil world. If we feed the new nature the nour- 
ishment of the Word, then we will have little interest in 
the garbage of the world. But if we “make provision for 
the flesh” (Rom. 13:14), our sinful nature will lust after 
the “old sins” (2 Peter 1:9) and we will disobey God. 
Godly living is the result of cultivating the new nature 
within. 
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Faith Results in Spiritual Growth (1:5-7) 

Where there is life, there must be growth. The new 
birth is not the end; it is the beginning. God gives His 
children all that they need to live godly lives, but His 
children must apply themselves and be diligent to use 
the “means of grace” He has provided. Spiritual growth 
is not automatic. It requires cooperation with God and 
the application of spiritual diligence and discipline. 
“Work out your own salvation.... For it is God which 
worketh in you” (Phil. 2:12-13). 

Peter listed seven characteristics of the godly life, 
but we must not think of them as seven beads on a 
string or even seven stages of development. The word 
translated “add” really means “to supply generously.” In 
other words, we develop one quality as we exercise 
another quality. These graces relate to each other the 
way the branch relates to the trunk and the twigs to the 
branch. Like the “fruit of the Spirit” (Gal. 5:22-23), 
these qualities grow out of life and out of a vital rela- 
tionship with Jesus Christ. It is not enough for the 
Christian to “let go and let God,” as though spiritual 
growth were God’s work alone. Literally, Peter wrote, 
“Make every effort to bring alongside.” The Father and 
the child must work together. 

The first quality of character Peter listed was virtue. 
We met this word in 2 Peter 1:3, and it basically means 
“excellence.” To the Greek philosophers, it meant “the 
fulfillment of a thing.” When anything in nature ful- 
fills its purpose, that is “virtue—moral excellence.” The 
word was also used to describe the power of the gods to 
do heroic deeds. The land that produces crops is “excel- 
lent” because it is fulfilling its purpose. The tool that 
works correctly is “excellent” because it is doing what a 
tool is supposed to do. 

A Christian is supposed to glorify God because he 
has God’s nature within; so, when he does this, he 
shows “excellence” because he is fulfilling his purpose 
in life. True virtue in the Christian life is not “polish- 
ing” human qualities, no matter how fine they may be, 
but producing divine qualities that make the person 
more like Jesus Christ. 

Faith helps us develop virtue, and virtue helps us 
develop knowledge (2 Peter 1:5). The word translated 
“knowledge” in 2 Peter 1:2-3 means “full knowl- 
edge” or “knowledge that is growing.” The word used 
here suggests practical knowledge or discernment. It 
refers to the ability to handle life successfully. It is the 
opposite of being “so heavenly minded as to be of no 
earthly good!” This kind of knowledge does not 
come automatically. It comes from obedience to the 
will of God (John 7:17). In the Christian life, you 
must not separate the heart and the mind, character 
and knowledge. 

Temperance is the next quality on Peter’s list of spir- 
itual virtues, and it means self-control. “He that is slow 
to anger is better than the mighty; and he that ruleth 
his spirit than he that taketh a city” (Prov. 16:32). “He 
that hath no rule over his own spirit is like a city that 
is broken down and without walls” (Prov. 25:28). Paul 
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in his letters often compared the Christian to an athlete 
who must exercise and discipline himself if he ever 
hopes to win the prize (1 Cor. 9:24-27; Phil. 3:12-16; 
1 Tim. 4:7-8). 

Patience is the ability to endure when circumstances 
are difficult. Self-control has to do with handling the 
pleasures of life, while patience relates primarily to the 
pressures and problems of life. (The ability to endure 
problem people is “longsuffering.”) Often, the person 
who gives in to pleasures is not disciplined enough to 
handle pressures either, so he gives up. 

Patience is not something that develops automati- 
cally; we must work at it. James 1:2-8 gives us the right 
approach. We must expect trials to come, because with- 
out trials we could never learn patience. We must, by 
faith, let our trials work for us and not against us, 
because we know that God is at work in our trials. If 
we need wisdom in making decisions, God will grant 
that wisdom if we ask Him. Nobody enjoys trials, but 
we do enjoy the confidence we can have in trials that 
God is at work, causing everything to work together for 
our good and His glory. 

Godliness simply means “God-likeness.” In the orig- 
inal Greek, this word meant “to worship well.” It 
described the man who was right in his relationship 
with God and with his fellow man. Perhaps the words 
reverence and piety come closer to defining this term. It 
is that quality of character that makes a person distinc- 
tive. He lives above the petty things of life, the passions 
and pressures that control the lives of others. He seeks 
to do the will of God and, as he does, he seeks the wel- 
fare of others. 

We must never get the idea that godliness is an 
impractical thing, because it is intensely practical. The 
godly person makes the kinds of decisions that are right 
and noble. He does not take an easy path simply to 
avoid either pain or trial. He does what is right because 
it is right and because it is the will of God. 

Brotherly kindness (philadelphia in the Greek) is a 
virtue that Peter must have acquired the hard way, for 
the disciples of our Lord often debated and disagreed 
with one another. If we love Jesus Christ, we must also 
love the brethren. We should practice an “unfeigned 
[sincere] love of the brethren” (1 Peter 1:22) and not 
just pretend that we love them. “Let brotherly love 
continue” (Heb. 13:1). “Be kindly affectioned one to 
another with brotherly love” (Rom. 12:10). The fact 
that we love our brothers and sisters in Christ is one 
evidence that we have been born of God (1 John 
5:1-2). 

But there is more to Christian growth than broth- 
erly love; we must also have the sacrifical love that our 
Lord displayed when He went to the cross. The kind of 
love (“charity”) spoken of in 2 Peter 1:7 is agape love, 
the kind of love that God shows toward lost sinners. 
This is the love that is described in 1 Corinthians 13, 
the love that the Holy Spirit produces in our hearts as 
we walk in the Spirit (Rom. 5:5; Gal. 5:22). When we 


have brotherly love, we love because of our likenesses to 
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others, but with agape love, we love in spite of the dif- 
ferences we have. 

It is impossible for fallen human nature to manu- 
facture these seven qualities of Christian character. 
They must be produced by the Spirit of God. To be 
sure, there are unsaved people who possess amazing 
self-control and endurance, but these virtues point to 
them and not to the Lord. They get the glory. When 
God produces the beautiful nature of His Son in a 
Christian, it is God who receives the praise and glory. 

Because we have the divine nature, we can grow 
spiritually and develop this kind of Christian character. 
It is through the power of God and the precious prom- 
ises of God that this growth takes place. The divine 
“genetic structure” is already there: God wants us to be 
“conformed to the image of his Son” (Rom. 8:29). The 
life within will reproduce that image if we but dili- 
gently cooperate with God and use the means He has 
lavishly given us. 

And the amazing thing is this: as the image of 
Christ is reproduced in us, the process does not 
destroy our own personalities. We still remain 
uniquely ourselves! 

One of the dangers in the church today is imitation. 
People have a tendency to become like their pastor, or 
like a church leader, or perhaps like some “famous 
Christian.” As they do this, they destroy their own 
uniqueness while failing to become like Jesus Christ. 
They lose both ways! Just as each child in a family 
resembles his parents and yet is different, so each child 
in God’s family comes more and more to resemble 
Jesus Christ and yet is different. Parents don’t duplicate 
themselves, they reproduce themselves, and wise par- 
ents permit their children to be themselves. 


Spiritual Growth Brings Practical Results (1:8-11) 
How can the believer be certain that he is growing spir- 
itually? Peter gave three evidences of true spiritual 
growth. 

Fruitfulness (v. 8). Christian character is an end in 
itself, but it is also a means to an end. The more we 
become like Jesus Christ, the more the Spirit can use us 
in witness and service. The believer who is not growing 
is idle (“barren”) and unfruitful. His knowledge of 
Jesus Christ is producing nothing practical in his life. 
The word translated “idle” also means “ineffective.” 
The people who fail to grow usually fail in everything 
else! 

Some of the most effective Christians I have known 
are people without dramatic talents and special abili- 
ties, or even exciting personalities, yet God has used 
them in a marvelous way. Why? Because they are 
becoming more and more like Jesus Christ. They have 
the kind of character and conduct that God can trust 
with blessing. They are fruitful because they are faith- 
ful; they are effective because they are growing in their 
Christian experience. 

These beautiful qualities of character do exist 
“within us” because we possess the divine nature. We 


must cultivate them so that they increase and produce 
fruit in and through our lives. 

Vision (v. 9). Nutritionists tell us that diet can cer- 
tainly affect vision, and this is especially true in the 
spiritual realm. The unsaved person is in the dark 
because Satan has blinded his mind (2 Cor. 4:3—4). A 
person has to be born again before his eyes are opened 
and he can see the kingdom of God (John 3:3). But 
after our eyes are opened, it is important that we 
increase our vision and see all that God wants us to see. 
The phrase cannot see afar off is the translation of a 
word that means “shortsighted.” It is the picture of 
somebody closing or squinting his eyes, unable to see 
at a distance. 

There are some Christians who see only their own 
church or their own denomination, but who fail to see 
the greatness of God’s family around the world. Some 
believers see the needs at home but have no vision for 
a lost world. Someone asked Phillips Brooks what he 
would do to revive a dead church, and he replied, “I 
would preach a missionary sermon and take up a col- 
lection!” Jesus admonished His disciples, “Lift up your 
eyes, and look on the fields; for they are white already 
to harvest” (John 4:35). 

Some congregations today are like the church at 
Laodicea: they are proud that they are “rich and 
increased with goods, and have need of nothing,” and 
do not realize that they are “wretched, and miserable, 
and poor, and blind, and naked” (Rev. 3:17). It is a 
tragedy to be “spiritually nearsighted,” but it is even a 
greater tragedy to be blind! 

If we forget what God has done for us, we will not 
be excited to share Christ with others. Through the 
blood of Jesus Christ we have been purged and for- 
given! God has opened our eyes! Let’s not forget what 
He has done! Rather, let’s cultivate gratitude in our 
hearts and sharpen our spiritual vision. Life is too brief 
and the needs of the world too great for God’s people 
to be walking around with their eyes closed! 

Security (vv. 10-11). If you walk around with your 
eyes closed, you will stumble! But the growing 
Christian walks with confidence because he knows he 
is secure in Christ. It is not our profession of faith that 
guarantees that we are saved; it is our progression in the 
faith that gives us that assurance. The person who 
claims to be a child of God but whose character and 
conduct give no evidence of spiritual growth is deceiv- 
ing himself and heading for judgment. 

Peter pointed out that “calling” and “election” go 
together. The same God who elects His people also 
ordains the means to call them. The two must go 
together, as Paul wrote to the Thessalonians: “God 
hath from the beginning chosen you to salvation... 
whereunto he called you by our gospel” (2 Thess. 
2:13-14). We do not preach election to unsaved peo- 
ple; we preach the gospel. But God uses that gospel to 
call sinners to repentance, and then those sinners dis- 
cover that they were chosen by God! 

Peter also pointed out that election is no excuse for 
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spiritual immaturity or for lack of effort in the 
Christian life. Some believers say, “What is going to be 
is going to be. There is nothing we can do.” But Peter 
admonished us to “be diligent.” This means “make 
every effort.” (He used this same verb in 2 Peter 1:5.) 
While it is true that God must work in us before we 
can do His will (Phil. 2:12-13), it is also true that we 
must be willing for God to work, and we must cooper- 
ate with Him. Divine election must never be an excuse 
for human laziness. 

The Christian who is sure of his election and call- 
ing will never “stumble” but will prove by a consistent 
life that he is truly a child of God. He will not always 
be on the mountaintop, but he will always be climbing 
higher. If we do “these things” (the things listed in 2 
Peter 1:5-7, cf. v. 8), if we display Christian growth 
and character in our daily lives, then we can be sure we 
are converted and will one day be in heaven. 

In fact, the growing Christian can look forward to 
“an abundant entrance” into the eternal kingdom! The 
Greeks used this phrase to describe the welcome given 
Olympic winners when they returned home. Every 
believer will arrive in heaven, but some will have a 
more glorious welcome than others. Alas, some believ- 
ers “shall be saved, yet so as by fire” (1 Cor. 3:15). 

The word ministered in 2 Peter 1:11 is the same as 
the word add in 2 Peter 1:5, and is the translation of 
a Greek word that means “to bear the expenses of a 
chorus.” When the Greek theatrical groups presented 
their dramas, somebody had to underwrite the 
expenses, which were very great. The word came to 
mean “to make lavish provision.” If we make lavish 
provision to grow spiritually (2 Peter 1:5), then God 
will make lavish provision for us when we enter 
heaven! 

Just think of the blessings that the growing 
Christian enjoys: fruitfulness, vision, security—and 
heaven’s best! All this and heaven too! 

The Christian life begins with faith, but that faith 
must lead to spiritual growth—unless it is dead faith. 
But dead faith is not saving faith (James 2:14-26). 
Faith leads to growth, and growth leads to practical 
results in life and service. People who have this kind of 
Christian experience are not likely to fall prey to apos- 
tate false teachers. 


CHAPTER TWO 
2 Peter 1:12-21 


WAKE UP AND REMEMBER! 


he best defense against false teaching is true living. 
T: church filled with growing Christians, vibrant in 

their faith, is not likely to fall prey to apostates 
with their counterfeit Christianity. But this Christian 
living must be based on the authoritative Word of God. 
False teachers find it easy to seduce people who do not 
know their Bible but who are desirous of “experiences” 
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with the Lord. It is a dangerous thing to build on sub- 
jective experience alone and ignore objective revelation. 

Peter discussed Christian experience in the first half 
of 2 Peter 1, and in the last half he discussed the reve- 
lation we have in the Word of God. His purpose was to 
show the importance of knowing God’s Word and rely- 
ing on it completely. The Christian who knows what 
he believes and why he believes it will rarely be seduced 
by the false teachers and their devious doctrines. 

Peter underscored the dependability and durability 
of the Word of God by contrasting Scripture with men, 
experiences, and the world. 


Men Die, but the Word Lives (1:12-15) 

Through their preaching and teaching, the apostles and 
New Testament prophets laid the foundation of the 
church (Eph. 2:20), and we in later generations are 
building on that foundation. However, the men were 
not the foundation; Jesus Christ is the Foundation (1 
Cor. 3:11). He is also the chief Cornerstone that ties 
the building together (Eph. 2:20). If the church is to 
last, it cannot be built on mere men. It must be built 
on the Son of God. 

Our Lord had told Peter when he would die and 
how he would die. “When thou shalt be old, thou shalt 
stretch forth thy hands, and another shall gird thee, 
and carry thee whither thou wouldest not” (John 
21:18). This explains why, shortly after Pentecost, Peter 
was able to sleep in prison the night before he was 
scheduled to be killed; he knew that Herod could not 
take his life (Acts 12:1ff.). Tradition says that Peter was 
crucified in Rome. Like all of God’s faithful servants, 
Peter was immortal until his work was done. 

There were at least three motives behind Peter’s 
ministry as he wrote this letter. The first was obedience 
to Christs command. “I will not be negligent” (2 Peter 
1:12). “When thou art converted,” Jesus had said to 
Peter, “strengthen thy brethren” (Luke 22:32). Peter 
knew that he had a ministry to fulfill. 

His second motive was simply that this reminder 
was the right thing to do. “I think it meet,” he wrote, 
which simply means, “I think it is right and suitable.” 
It is always right to stir up the saints and remind them 
of the Word of God! 

His third motive is wrapped up in the word 
endeavor in 2 Peter 1:15. It is the same word that is 
translated “diligence” in 2 Peter 1:5 and 10. It means 
“to hasten to do something, to be zealous in doing it.” 
Peter knew that he would soon die, so he wanted to 
take care of his spiritual responsibilities before it was 
too late. You and I do not know when we will die, so 
we had better start being diligent today! 

What was it that Peter wanted to accomplish? The 
answer is found in the word that is repeated in 2 Peter 
1:12-13 and 15—vremembrance. Peter wanted to 
impress his readers’ minds with the Word of God so 
that they would never forget it! “I think it meet ... to 
stir you up by putting you in remembrance” (2 Peter 
1:13). The verb stir you up means “to awaken, to 
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arouse.” This same word is used to describe a storm on 
the Sea of Galilee (John 6:18)! Peter knew that our 
minds have a tendency to get accustomed to truth and 
then to take it for granted. We forget what we ought to 
remember, and we remember what we ought to forget! 

The readers of this letter knew the truth and were 
even “established” in it (2 Peter 1:12), but that was no 
guarantee they would always remember the truth and 
apply it. One reason the Holy Spirit was given to the 
church was to remind believers of the lessons already 
learned (John 14:26). In my own radio ministry, I have 
received letters from listeners who get upset when I 
repeat something. In my reply, I often refer them to 
what Paul wrote in Philippians 3:1: “To write the same 
things to you, to me indeed is not grievous, but for you 
it is safe.” Our Lord often repeated Himself as He 
taught the people, and He was the Master Teacher. 

Peter knew that he was going to die, so he wanted 
to leave behind something that would never die—the 
written Word of God. His two epistles became a part of 
the inspired Scriptures, and they have been ministering 
to the saints for centuries. Men die, but the Word of 
God lives on! 

It is possible that Peter was also alluding to the 
gospel of Mark. Most Bible scholars believe that the 
Spirit used Peter to give John Mark some of the data 
for his book (see 1 Peter 5:13). One of the church 
fathers, Papias, said that Mark was “Peter’s disciple and 
interpreter.” 

The church of Jesus Christ is always one generation 
away from extinction. If there were no dependable 
written revelation, we would have to depend on word- 
of-mouth tradition. If you have ever played the party 
game “Gossip,” you know how a simple sentence can 
be radically changed when passed from one person to 
another! We do not depend on the traditions of dead 
men; we depend on the truth of the living Word. Men 
die, but the Word lives forever. 

If we did not have a dependable written revelation, 
the church would be at the mercy of men’s memories. 
People who pride themselves on having good memories 
should sit on the witness stand in a courtroom! It is 
amazing that three perfectly honest witnesses can, with 
good conscience, give three different accounts of an 
automobile accident! Our memories are defective and 
selective. We usually remember what we want to 
remember, and often we distort even that. 

Fortunately, we can depend on the written Word of 
God. “It is written” and it stands written forever. We 
can be saved through this living Word (1 Peter 
1:23-25), nurtured by it (1 Peter 2:2), and guided and 
protected as we trust and obey. 


Experiences Fade, but the Word Remains (1:16-18) 
The focus in this paragraph is on the transfiguration of 
Jesus Christ. The experience is recorded by Matthew 
(17:1ff.), Mark (9:2-8), and Luke (9:28-36), yet none 
of those writers actually participated in it! Peter was 
there when it happened! In fact, the very words that he 


used in this section (2 Peter 1:12—18) remind us of his 
experience on the Mount of Transfiguration. He used 
the word tabernacle twice (2 Peter 1:13—14), and this 
suggests Peter's words, “Let us make here three taberna- 
cles” (Matt. 17:4). In 2 Peter 1:15, he used the word 
decease, which is “exodus” in the Greek and is used in 
Luke 9:31. Jesus did not consider His death on the 
cross a defeat; rather, it was an “exodus’—He would 
deliver His people from bondage the way Moses deliv- 
ered Israel from Egypt! Peter wrote of his own death as 
an “exodus,” a release from bondage. 

Note the repetition of the pronoun “we” in 2 
Peter 1:16-19. It refers to Peter, James, and John— 
the only apostles with the Lord on the Mount of 
Transfiguration. (John referred to this experience in 
John 1:14—“We beheld His glory.”) These three 
men had to keep silent about their experience until 
after the Lord was raised from the dead (Matt. 17:9); 
then they told the other believers what had happened 
on the mountain. 

What was the significance of the transfiguration? 
For one thing, it confirmed Peter’s testimony about 
Jesus Christ (Matt. 16:13-16). Peter saw the Son in 
His glory, and he heard the Father speak from 
heaven, “This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well 
pleased” (2 Peter 1:17). First we put our faith in 
Christ and confess Him, and then He gives us won- 
derful confirmation. 

The transfiguration also had a special significance 
for Jesus Christ, who was nearing Calvary. It was the 
Father's way of strengthening His Son for that terrible 
ordeal of being the sacrifice for the sins of the world. 
The law and the prophets (Moses and Elijah) pointed 
to His ministry, and now He would fulfill those 
Scriptures. The Father spoke from heaven and assured 
the Son of His love and approval. The Transfiguration 
was proof that suffering leads to glory when we are in 
the will of God. 

But there is a third message, and it has to do with 
the promised kingdom. In all three gospels where the 
account of the transfiguration is recorded, it is intro- 
duced with a statement about the kingdom of God 
(Matt. 16:28; Mark 9:1; Luke 9:27). Jesus promised 
that, before they died, some of the disciples would see 
the kingdom of God in power! This took place on the 
Mount of Transfiguration when our Lord revealed His 
glory. It was a word of assurance to the disciples, who 
could not understand our Lord’s teaching about the 
cross. If He were to die, what would happen to the 
promised kingdom that He had been preaching about 
all those months? 

Now we can understand why Peter used this event 
in his letter: he was refuting the false teachings of the 
apostates that the kingdom of God would never come 
(2 Peter 3:3ff.). These false teachers denied the prom- 
ise of Christ’s coming! In the place of God’s promises, 
these counterfeits put “cunningly devised fables” (2 
Peter 1:16) that robbed the believers of their blessed 
hope. 
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The word fables means “myths,” manufactured sto- 
ries that have no basis in fact. The Greek and Roman 
world abounded in stories about the gods, mere 
human speculations that tried to explain the world 
and its origin. No matter how interesting these myths 
might be, the Christian is not to heed them (1 Tim. 
1:4), but refuse them (1 Tim. 4:7). Paul warned 
Timothy that the time would come in the church 
when professed Christians would not want to hear 
true doctrine, but would “turn away their ears from 
the truth, and ... be turned unto fables [myths]” (2 
Tim. 4:4). Paul also warned Titus about “Jewish fables 
[myths]” (Titus 1:14), so even some of the Jews had 
abandoned their sacred Scriptures and accepted man- 
made substitutes. 

Peter wrote a summary of what he saw and heard 
on the Mount of Transfiguration. He saw Jesus Christ 
robed in majestic glory, and therefore witnessed a 
demonstration of the “power and coming” of the Lord 
Jesus Christ. When Jesus Christ came to earth at 
Bethlehem, He did not display His glory openly. To be 
sure, He revealed His glory in His miracles (John 
2:11), but even this was primarily for the sake of His 
disciples. His face did not shine, nor did He have a 
halo over His head. “He hath no form nor comeliness; 
and when we shall see him, there is no beauty that we 
should desire him” (Isa. 53:2). 

Peter not only saw Christ’s glory, but he heard the 
Father's voice “from the magnificent glory.” Witnesses 
are people who tell accurately what they have seen and 
heard (Acts 4:20), and Peter was a faithful witness. Is 
Jesus Christ of Nazareth the Son of God? Yes, He is! 
How do we know? The Father said so! 

You and I were not eyewitnesses of the transfigura- 
tion. Peter was there, and he faithfully recorded his 
experience for us in the letter that he wrote, inspired 
by the Spirit of God. Experiences fade, but the Word 
of God remains! Experiences are subjective, but the 
Word of God is objective. Experiences may be inter- 
preted in different ways by different participants, but 
the Word of God gives one clear message. What we 
remember about our experiences can be unconsciously 
distorted, but the Word of God remains the same and 
abides forever. 

When we study 2 Peter 2, we will discover that 
apostate teachers try to turn people away from the 
Word of God and into “deeper experiences” that are 
contrary to the Word. These false teachers use “feigned 
words” instead of God’s inspired Word (2 Peter 2:3), 
and they teach “damnable heresies” (2 Peter 2:1). In 
other words, this is really a matter of life and death! If 
a person believes the truth, he will live; if he believes 
lies, he will die. It is the difference between salvation 
and condemnation. 

By reminding his readers of the transfiguration, 
Peter affirmed several important doctrines of the 
Christian faith. He affirmed that Jesus Christ is indeed 
the Son of God. The test of any religion is “What do 


you say about Jesus Christ?” If a religious teacher 
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denies the deity of Christ, then he is a false teacher (1 
John 2:18-29; 4:1-6). 

But the person of Jesus Christ is only one test; we 
must also ask, “And what is the work of Jesus Christ? 
Why did He come and what did He do?” Again, the 
Transfiguration gives us the answer; for Moses and 
Elijah “appeared in glory, and spake of his decease [exo- 
dus] which he should accomplish at Jerusalem” (Luke 
9:31). His death was not simply an example, as some 
liberal theologians want us to believe; it was an exodus, 
an accomplishment. He accomplished something on 
the cross—the redemption of lost sinners! 

The transfiguration was also affirmation of the 
truth of the Scriptures. Moses represented the law; 
Elijah represented the prophets; both pointed to Jesus 
Christ (Heb. 1:1-3). He fulfilled the law and the 
Prophets (Luke 24:27). We believe the Bible because 
Jesus believed the Bible and said it was the Word of 
God. Those who question the truth and authority of 
the Scriptures are not arguing with Moses, Elijah, or 
Peter, but with the Lord Jesus Christ. 

This event also affirmed the reality of God’s king- 
dom. We who have a completed Bible can look back 
and understand the progressive lessons that Jesus 
gave His disciples about the cross and the kingdom, 
but at that time those twelve men were very con- 
fused. They did not understand the relationship 
between His suffering and His glory (Peter’s first 
epistle discusses this theme) and the church and the 
kingdom. At the transfiguration, our Lord made it 
clear to His followers that His suffering would lead to 
glory and that the cross would ultimately result in the 
crown. 

There was also a very practical lesson that Peter, 
James, and John needed to learn, because each of these 
would also suffer. James was the first of the apostles to 
die (Acts 12:1-2). John lived a long life, but it led to 
exile and suffering (Rev. 1:9). Peter suffered for the 
Lord during his ministry, and then laid down his life 
just as the Lord had prophesied. On the Mount of 
Transfiguration, Peter, James, and John learned that 
suffering and glory go together, and that the Father’s 
special love and approval are given to those who are 
willing to suffer for the sake of the Lord. We need this 
same lesson today. 

Peter could not share his experience with us, but he 
could share the record of that experience so that we 
could have it permanently in the Word of God. It is not 
necessary for us to try to duplicate these experiences; in 
fact, such attempts would be dangerous, for the devil 
could give us a counterfeit experience that could lead 
us astray. 

Remember Peter’s wonderful news at the beginning 
of this letter: “like precious faith.” This means that our 
faith gives us “an equal standing” with the apostles! 
They did not travel first-class and leave us to travel sec- 
ond-class! “Like precious faith with us” is what he wrote 
(italics mine). We were not on the Mount of 
Transfiguration, but we can still benefit from that expe- 
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rience as we meditate on it and permit the Spirit of 
God to reveal the glories of Jesus Christ. 

We have learned two important truths as we have 
seen these contrasts: men die, but the Word lives, and 
experiences fade, but the Word remains. Peter added a 
third contrast. 


The World Darkens, but the Word Shines (1:19-21) 
In some respects, the world is getting better. I thank 
God for the advances in medicine, transportation, and 
communication. I can speak to more people in one 
radio program than the apostles preached to in their 
entire lifetimes. I can write books that can be spread 
abroad and even translated into different languages. In 
areas of scientific achievement, the world has made 
great progress. But the human heart is still wicked, and 
all of our improvements in means have not improved 
our lives. Medical science enables people to live longer, 
but there is no guarantee they will live better. Modern 
means of communication only enable lies to travel 
faster! And jet planes enable us to get places faster, but 
we do not have better places to go! 

We should not be surprised that our world is 
engulfed in spiritual darkness. In the Sermon on the 
Mount our Lord warned that there would be counter- 
feits who would invade the church with their false 
doctrines (Matt. 7:13-29). Paul gave a similar warning 
to the elders of Ephesus (Acts 20:28-35), and he gave 
further warnings when he wrote his epistles (Rom. 
16:17-20; 2 Cor. 11:1—15; Gal. 1:1-9; Phil. 3:17-21; 
Col. 2; 1 Tim. 4; 2 Tim. 3-4). Even John, the great 
“apostle of love,” warned about antichristian teachers 
who would seek to destroy the church (1 John 
2:18-29; 4:1-6). 

In other words, the apostles did not expect the 
world to get better and better either morally or spiritu- 
ally. They all warned the church that false teachers 
would invade the local churches, introduce false doc- 
trines, and lead many people astray. The world would 
get darker and darker; but as it did, the Word of God 
would shine brighter and brighter. 

Peter made three affirmations about this Word. 

It is the sure Word (v. 19a). Peter was not suggest- 
ing that the Bible is more certain than the experience 
he had on the Mount of Transfiguration. His experi- 
ence was real and true, and the record in the Bible is 
dependable. As we have seen, the Transfiguration was a 
demonstration of the promise given in the prophetic 
Word; and this promise now has added certainty 
because of what Peter experienced. The Transfiguration 
experience corroborated the prophetic promises. The 
apostates would attempt to discredit the promise of His 
coming (2 Peter 3:3ff), but the Scriptures were sure. 
For, after all, the promise of the kingdom was reaf- 
firmed by Moses, Elijah, the Son of God, and the 
Father! And the Holy Spirit wrote the record for the 
church to read! 

“The testimony of the Lord is sure” (Ps. 19:7). 
“Thy testimonies are very sure” (Ps. 93:5). “All his 


commandments are sure” (Ps. 111:7). “Therefore I 
esteem all thy precepts concerning all things to be 
right; and I hate every false way” (Ps. 119:128). 

It is interesting to put together 2 Peter 1:16 and 19: 
“For we have not followed cunningly devised fables... 
We have also a more sure word of prophecy.” As I 
travel, I often meet zealous cultists in airports, all of 
whom want me to buy their books. I always refuse 
because I have the sure Word of God and have no need 
for the religious fables of men. “What is the chaff to 
the wheat?’ saith the Lord” (Jer. 23:28). 

But one day I found one of those books left behind 
in the men’s room, so I decided to take it with me and 
read it. How anybody could believe such foolish fables 
is more than I can understand. The book claimed to be 
based on the Bible, but the writer so twisted the 
Scriptures that the verses quoted ended up meaning 
only what he wanted them to mean. Cunningly 
devised fables! Yet there was spiritual death between 
those covers to anyone who would believe those lies. 

It is the shining Word (v. 19b). Peter called the 
world “a dark place,” and the word he used means 
“murky.” It is the picture of a dank cellar or a dismal 
swamp. Human history began in a lovely garden, but 
that garden today is a murky swamp. What you see 
when you look at this world system is an indication of 
the spiritual condition of your heart. We still see beauty 
in God’s creation, but we see no beauty in what 
mankind is doing with God’s creation. Peter did not 
see this world as a garden of Eden, nor should we. 

God is light and His word is light. “Thy word is a 
lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my path” (Ps. 
119:105). When Jesus Christ began His ministry, “the 
people which sat in darkness saw great light” (Matt. 
4:16). His coming into this world was the dawning of 
a new day (Luke 1:78). We Christians are the light of 
the world (Matt. 5:14-16), and it is our privilege and 
responsibility to hold forth the Word of life—God’s 
light—so that men might see the way and be saved 
(Phil. 2:14-16). 

As believers, we must heed this Word and govern 
our lives by what it says. For unbelievers, things will get 
darker and darker, until they end up in eternal dark- 
ness, but God’s people are looking for the return of 
Jesus Christ and the dawning of the new day of glory. 
The false teachers scoffed at the idea of Christ’s return 
and the dawning of a new day, but Peter affirmed the 
truth of the sure Word of God. “But the day of the 
Lord will come as a thief in the night” (2 Peter 3:10). 

Before the day dawns, the “day star” (or morning 
star) shines brightly as the herald of the dawn. To the 
church, Jesus Christ is “the bright and morning star” 
(Rev. 22:16). The promise of His coming shines 
brightly, no matter how dark the day may be (see Num. 
24:17). He is also the “Sun of righteousness,” who will 
bring healing to believers but judgment to unbelievers 
(Mal. 4:1-2). How thankful we ought to be for God’s 
sure and shining Word, and how we ought to heed it in 
these dark days! 
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It is the Spirit-given Word (vv. 20-21). This is 
one of two important Scriptures affirming the divine 
inspiration of the Word of God. The other is 2 
Timothy 3:14-17. Peter affirmed that the Scriptures 
were not written by men who used their own ideas and 
words, but by men of God who were “moved by the 
Holy Spirit.” The word translated “moved” means “to 
be carried along, as a ship is carried by the wind.” The 
Scriptures are “God-breathed”; they are not the inven- 
tions of men. 

Again, Peter was refuting the doctrines of the apos- 
tates. They taught with “feigned words” (2 Peter 2:3) 
and twisted the Scriptures to make them mean some- 
thing else (2 Peter 3:16). They denied the promise of 
Christ’s coming (2 Peter 3:3—4), and thus denied the 
very prophetic Scriptures. 

Since the Spirit gave the Word, only the Spirit can 
teach the Word and interpret it accurately (see 1 Cor. 
2:14-15). Of course, every false teacher claims that he 
is “led by the Spirit,” but his handling of the Word of 
God soon exposes him. Since the Bible did not come 
by the will of man, it cannot be understood by the will 
of man. Even religious Nicodemus, a leading teacher 
among the Jews, was ignorant of the most essential 
doctrines of the Word of God (John 3:10-12). 

In 2 Peter 1:20, Peter was not prohibiting the pri- 
vate study of the Bible. Some religious groups have 
taught that only the “spiritual leaders” may interpret 
Scripture, and they have used this verse as their 
defense. But Peter was not writing primarily about the 
interpretation of Scripture, but the origin of Scripture: 
it came by the Holy Spirit through holy men of God. 
And since it came by the Spirit, it must be taught by 
the Spirit. 

The word translated “private” simply means “one’s 
own’ or “its own.” The suggestion is, since all Scripture 
is inspired by the Spirit it must all “hang together,” and 
no one Scripture should be divorced from the others. 
You can use the Bible to prove almost anything if you 
isolate verses from their proper context, which is 
exactly the approach the false teachers use. Peter stated 
that the witness of the apostles confirmed the witness 
of the prophetic Word; there is one message with no 
contradiction. Therefore, the only way these false 
teachers can “prove” their heretical doctrines is by mis- 
using the Word of God. Isolated texts, apart from 
contexts, become pretexts. 

The Word of God was written to common people, 
not to theological professors. The writers assumed that 
common people could read it, understand it, and apply 
it, led by the same Holy Spirit who inspired it. The 
humble individual believer can learn about God as he 
reads and meditates on the Word of God; he does not 
need the “experts” to show him truth. However, this 
does not deny the ministry of teachers in the church 
(Eph. 4:11), special people who have a gift for explain- 
ing and applying the Scriptures. Nor does it deny the 
“collective wisdom” of the church as, over the ages, 
these doctrines have been defined and refined. Teachers 
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and creeds have their place, but they must not usurp 
the authority of the Word over the conscience of the 
individual believer. 

Until the day dawns, we must be sure that the love 
for His coming is like a shining star in our hearts (2 
Peter 1:19). Unless we love His appearing, we will not 
look for His appearing, and it is the Word that keeps 
that expectation bright. 

Men die, but the Word lives. Experiences fade, but 
the Word remains. The world grows darker, but the 
prophetic light shines brighter. The believer who builds 
his life on the Word of God and who looks for the 
coming of the Savior is not likely to be led astray by 
false teachers. He will be taught by the Spirit and 
grounded on the sure Word of God. 

Peter’s message is “Wake up—and remember!” A 
sleeping church is the devil’s playground. It is while 
men slept that the enemy came in and sowed the tares 
(Matt. 13:24ff). 

“Be alert!” is the apostle’s message. “Wake up and 
remember!” 


CHAPTER THREE 
2 Peter 2:1-9 


BEWARE OF COUNTERFEITS 


ne of the most successful rackets in the world 

today is that of selling “fake art.” Even some of 

the finest galleries and private collections have 
been invaded by paintings that are clever counterfeits 
of the great masters. Publishers have also had their 
share of hoaxes, purchasing “genuine” manuscripts that 
werent so genuine after all. 

But counterfeits are nothing new. Satan is the “great 
imitator” (2 Cor. 11:13—15), and he has been hard at 
work ever since he deceived Eve in the garden (Gen. 
3:1-7; 2 Cor. 11:1-4). He has false Christians (Matt. 
13:38; John 8:44), a false gospel (Gal. 1:6-9), and even 
a false righteousness (Rom. 9:30—10:4). One day, he 
will present to the world a false Christ (2 Thess. 2). 

The nation Israel was constantly being led astray by 
false prophets. Elijah had to contend with the prophets 
of Baal, but they promoted a pagan religion. It was the 
Jewish false prophets who did the most damage, for 
they claimed to speak for Jehovah God. Both Jeremiah 
and Ezekiel exposed this counterfeit ministry, but the 
people followed the pseudo-prophets just the same. 
Why? Because the religion of the false prophets was 
easy, comfortable, and popular. The fact that the false 
prophets preached a false peace did not worry the peo- 
ple (Jer. 6:14). That was the message they wanted to 
hear! 

The apostles and prophets laid the foundation for 
the church and then passed from the scene (Eph. 2:20). 
This is why Peter wrote about false teachers, rather than 
false prophets, because there are still teachers in the 
church. It is not likely that church members would lis- 
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ten to a “prophet,” but they would listen to a teacher of 
the Word. Satan always uses the approach that will suc- 
ceed. 

In order to warn us to be alert, Peter presented three 
aspects of this subject of false teachers in the church. 


The False Teachers Described (2:1-3) 

This is not a very pretty picture! When you read the 
epistle of Jude, you will find him using similar lan- 
guage, and vivid language it is. Peter knew that the 
truth of God’s Word and the false doctrines of the 
heretics simply could not coexist. There could be no 
compromise on his part, any more than a surgeon 
could compromise with a cancerous tumor in a 
patient’s body. 

Deception (v. la). This theme runs throughout 
the entire chapter. To begin with, these teachers’ mes- 
sage is false; Peter called what they taught “destructive 
heresies.” The word heresy originally meant simply “to 
make a choice,” but then it came to mean “a sect, a 
party.” Promoting a party spirit in a church is one of 
the works of the flesh (Gal. 5:20). Whenever a church 
member says to another member, “Are you on my side 
or the pastor’s side?” he is promoting a party spirit and 
causing division. A false teacher forces you to make a 
choice between his doctrines and the doctrines of the 
true Christian faith. 

Not only was their message false, but their methods 
were false. Instead of openly declaring what they 
believed, they came into the church under false colors 
and gave the impression that they were true to the 
Christian faith. “They secretly bring in alongside” is 
the literal translation. They do not throw out the truth 
immediately; they simply lay their false teachings 
alongside the truth and give the impression that they 
believe the fundamentals of the faith. Before long, they 
remove the true doctrine and leave their false doctrine 
in its place. 

In 2 Peter 2:3, Peter pointed out that the false 
teachers used “feigned words.” The Greek word is plas- 
tos, from which we get our English word plastic. Plastic 
words! Words that can be twisted to mean anything 
you want them to mean! The false teachers use our 
vocabulary, but they do not use our dictionary. They 
talk about “salvation,” “inspiration,” and the great 
words of the Christian faith, but they do not mean 
what we mean. Immature and untaught believers hear 
these preachers or read their books and think that these 
men are sound in the faith, but they are not. 

Satan is a liar and his ministers are liars. They use 
the Bible, not to enlighten, but to deceive. They follow 
the same pattern Satan followed when he deceived Eve 
(Gen. 3:1-6). First, he questioned God’s Word—“Yea, 
hath God said?” Then he denied God’s Word—“Ye 
shall not surely die.” Finally, he substituted his own 
lie—“Ye shall be as gods.” 

Keep in mind that these apostate teachers are not 
innocently ignorant of the Word, as was Apollos (Acts 
18:24-28). They know the truth but they deliberately 


reject it. I read about a liberal pastor who was asked to 
read a paper at a ministerial conference on “Paul’s views 
of justification.” He read a paper that superbly pre- 
sented the truth of the gospel and justification by faith. 

“I didn’t know you believed that,” a friend said to 
him after the meeting. 

“I don't believe it,” the liberal pastor replied. “They 
didn’t ask me for my views of justification. They asked 
for Paul's!” 

Denial (v. 1b). False teachers are better known for 
what they deny than what they affirm. They deny the 
inspiration of the Bible, the sinfulness of man, the sac- 
rificial death of Jesus Christ on the cross, salvation by 
faith alone, and even the reality of eternal judgment 
They especially deny the deity of Jesus Christ, for they 
know that if they can do away with His deity they can 
destroy the entire body of Christian truth. Christianity 
is Christ, and if He is not what He claims to be, there 
is no Christian faith. 

It must be made clear that these false teachers are 
unsaved. They are compared to dogs and pigs, not to 
sheep (2 Peter 2:22). Jude described these same people, 
and in Jude 19 he clearly stated, “having not the 
Spirit.” If a person does not have the Spirit of God 
within, he is not a child of God (Rom. 8:9). He may 
pretend to be saved and even become a member or an 
officer in a fundamental church, but eventually he will 
deny the Lord. 

In what sense were these people “bought” by the 
Lord? While it is true that Jesus Christ died for the 
church (Eph. 5:25), it is also true that He died for 
the sins of the whole world (1 John 2:2). He is the 
merchant who purchased the whole field (the world) 
that He might acquire the treasure in it (Matt. 
13:44). When it comes to application, our Lord’s 
atonement is limited to those who believe. But when 
it comes to efficacy, His death is sufficient for the 
whole world. He purchased even those who reject 
Him and deny Him! This makes their condemnation 
even greater. 

Even good and godly Christians may disagree on 
fine points of doctrine, but they all agree on the person 
and work of Jesus Christ. He is the Son of God and 
God the Son. He is the only Savior. To deny this is to 
condemn your own soul. 

Sensuality (v. 2). Pernicious ways simply means 
“licentious conduct.” Jude accused the false teachers of 
“turning the grace of God into lasciviousness” (Jude 
4). Now we understand why they deny the truths of 
the Christian faith: they want to satisfy their own lusts 
and do it under the guise of religion. The false 
prophets in Jeremiah’s day were guilty of the same sins 
(Jer. 23:14, 32). 

The fact that many follow the evil example of their 
conduct is proof that people would rather follow the 
false than the true, the sensual rather than the spiritual. 
These false teachers are very successful in their min- 
istry! They have glowing statistics to report, and crowds 
gather to hear them! But statistics are not proof of 
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authenticity. The broad way that leads to destruction is 
crowded (Matt. 7:13-14). Many will claim to be true 
servants of Christ, but will be rejected on the last day 
(Matt. 7:21-23). 

What happens to their followers? For one thing, 
they bring disgrace to the name of Christ. The 
Christian faith gets a bad name because of their filthy 
lives. “They profess that they know God; but in works 
they deny him, being abominable, and disobedient, 
and unto every good work reprobate” (Titus 1:16). 
“For the name of God is blasphemed among the 
Gentiles through you” (Rom. 2:24). Few things hinder 
the cause of Christ like the bad reputations of profess- 
ing Christians who are members of orthodox churches. 

Greed (v. 3). False teachers are interested in one 
thing: making money. They exploit (“make merchandise 
of”) ignorant people and use their religion as “a cloak of 
covetousness” (1 Thess. 2:5). Our Lord was a poor Man, 
and so were the apostles, yet they gave of themselves to 
minister to others. These false prophets are rich men 
who cleverly get others to minister to them! Micah 
described these false prophets in his day: “Her leaders 
pronounce judgment for a bribe, her priests instruct for 
a price, and her prophets divine for money” (Mic. 3:11 
NASB). Certainly the laborer is worthy of his hire (Luke 
10:7), but his motives for ministry had better go beyond 
money. It has often been said that immorality, love of 
money, and pride have been the ruin of many people. 
These false teachers were guilty of all three! 

They use their “plastic words” as well as “great 
swelling words” (2 Peter 2:18) to fascinate and influ- 
ence their victims. They flatter sinners and tell them 
the kind of ego-building words that they want to hear 
(see the contrast in 1 Thess. 2:5). They will scratch the 
itching ears of people who reject the truth of the Bible 
and turn to fables (2 Tim. 4:1-4). Religion can be a 
tremendous tool for exploiting weak people, and these 
false teachers use religion just to get what they can. 
They are not ministers; they are merchandisers. 

The true minister of Jesus Christ has nothing to 
hide: his life and ministry are an open book. He 
preaches the truth in love and does not twist the 
Scriptures to support his own selfish ideas. He does not 
flatter the rich or minister only to make money. Paul 
described the true minister in 2 Corinthians 4:2—“But 
[we] have renounced the hidden things of dishonesty, 
not walking in craftiness, nor handling the Word of 
God deceitfully; but by manifestation of the truth 
commending ourselves to every man’s conscience in the 
sight of God.” Contrast that description with what 
Peter wrote in this chapter, and with what Jude wrote, 
and you will see the difference. How we need to be 
alert and refuse to support ministries that exploit peo- 
ple and deny the Savior. 


The False Teachers Destroyed (2:3-6, 9b) 


Peter saw no hope for these apostates; their doom was 
sealed. His attitude was different from that of “toler- 
ant” religious people today who say, “Well, they may 
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not agree with us, but there are many roads to heaven.” 
Peter made it clear that these false teachers had “for- 
saken the right way” (2 Peter 2:15), which simply 
means they were going the wrong way! Their judgment 
was sure, even though it had not yet come. The trial 
was over, but the sentence had not yet been executed. 
It would not linger or slumber, Peter affirmed; it would 
come in due time. 

In this section, Peter proved that judgment finally 
does come, no matter how secure the sinner might feel. 
He used three examples to verify this truth (see also 
Jude 6-8). 

The fallen angels (v. 4). We wish we knew more 
about the creation of the angels and the fall of Lucifer 
and his host, but most of these details are shrouded in 
mystery. Many Bible students believe that Isaiah 
14:12-15 describes the fall of Lucifer, the highest of 
the angels. Some students feel that Ezekiel 28:11-19 
also deals with the same topic. It would appear that 
Lucifer was God’s deputy, in charge of the angelic 
hosts, but that his pride made him grasp after the very 
throne of God. (John Milton imaginatively portrayed 
this in the famous poem Paradise Lost.) Revelation 12:4 
suggests that perhaps one third of the angels fell with 
Lucifer, who became Satan, the adversary of God. 

Where are these fallen angels now? We know that 
Satan is free and at work in the world (1 Peter 5:8), and 
that he has an army of demonic powers assisting him 
(Eph. 6:10-12) who are probably some of the fallen 
angels. But Peter said that some of the angels were con- 
fined to Tartarus (“hell”), which is a Greek word for the 
underworld. Tartarus may be a special section of hell 
where these angels are chained in pits of darkness, 
awaiting the final judgment. It is not necessary to 
debate the hidden mysteries of this verse in order to get 
the main message: God judges rebellion and will not 
spare those who reject His will. If God judged the 
angels, who in many respects are higher than men, then 
certainly He will judge rebellious men. 

The old world (v. 5). Genesis 6:3 indicates that 
God waited 120 years before He sent the flood. All 
during that time, Noah ministered as a “herald” of 
God’s righteousness. If you want to read a description 
of the world before the flood, read Romans 1:18ff. 
Gentile civilization had become so corrupt that it was 
necessary for God to wipe the earth clean. He saved 
only eight people, Noah and his family, because they 
had faith in God (Heb. 11:7). 

But nobody believed Noah’s message! Jesus made it 
clear that people were enjoying their normal lives up to 
the very day that Noah and his family entered the ark 
(Luke 17:26-27)! No doubt there were plenty of 
“experts” who laughed at Noah and assured the people 
that a rainstorm was out of the question. Had anybody 
ever seen one? The apostates in Peter’s day used that 
same argument to “prove” that the day of the Lord 
would not come (2 Peter 3:3ff.). 

When you compare our world with Noah’s world, 
you see some frightening parallels. The population was 
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multiplying (Gen. 6:1), and the world was filled with 
wickedness (Gen. 6:5) and violence (Gen. 6:11, 13). 
Lawlessness abounded. True believers were a minority, 
and nobody paid any attention to them! But the flood 
came, and the entire population of the world was 
destroyed. God does indeed judge those who reject His 
truth. 

Sodom and Gomorrah (vv. 6, 9b). The record is 
given in Genesis 18—19, and God’s opinion of the 
people of these cities is found in Genesis 13:13—“But 
the men of Sodom were wicked and sinners before the 
Lord exceedingly.” Peter said they were “ungodly,” and 
Jude said they were given to “fornication and going 
after strange flesh” (Jude 7). The men of Sodom prac- 
ticed filthy behavior and unlawful deeds (2 Peter 
2:7-8). Since the law of Moses had not yet been given, 
the word unlawful cannot refer to some Jewish law. In 
what sense were their filthy deeds “unlawful”? They 
were contrary to nature (see Rom. 1:24-27). The fla- 
grant sin of Sodom and the other cities was unnatural 
sex, sodomy, or homosexual behavior, a sin that is 
clearly condemned in Scripture (Lev. 18:22; Rom. 
1:24-27; 1 Cor. 6:9). 

In spite of Abraham’s intercessory prayer (Gen. 
18:22ff.) and Lot’s last-minute warning, the people of 
Sodom perished in fire and brimstone. Again, up to the 
very minute that Lot left the city, the people were con- 
fident that everything was safe, but then the fire fell 
(Luke 17:28-29). God did not spare them, nor will He 
spare sinners today who willfully reject His truth and 
deny His Son. God buried Sodom and Gomorrah, 
probably under the Dead Sea. They are examples to 
sinners today to beware the wrath to come. 

Having cited these three examples of certain judg- 
ment, Peter then applied the lesson to the subject at 
hand, the false teachers (2 Peter 2:9b). God has reserved 
the unjust for special punishment on that day of judg- 
ment. The false teachers may seem successful (for 
“many” follow them), but in the end, they will be con- 
demned. Their judgment is being prepared now 
(“lingereth not,” 2 Peter 2:3), and what is prepared will 
be reserved and applied on the last day. 

What a contrast between the false teachers and the 
true children of God! We have an inheritance reserved 
for us (1 Peter 1:4) because Jesus Christ is preparing a 
home for us in heaven (John 14:1-6). We are not look- 
ing for judgment, but for the coming of the Lord to 
take His people home to glory! “For God hath not 
appointed us to wrath, but to obtain salvation by our 
Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thess. 5:9). 

Peter next turned his attention to the believers 
themselves. How could they stay true to the Lord in 
such a wicked world? 


The True Believers Delivered (2:5—9a) 

Peter’s purpose was not just to denounce the apostates; 
he also wanted to encourage the true believers. He once 
again reached back into the Old Testament and cited 
two examples of deliverance. 


Noah (v. 5). This man of faith experienced a 
twofold deliverance. First, God delivered him from the 
pollutions of the world around him. For 120 years, 
Noah faithfully proclaimed the Word of God to people 
who would not believe it. He and his family were sur- 
rounded by moral and spiritual darkness, yet they kept 
their lights shining. God did not protect Noah and his 
family by isolating them from the world, but by 
enabling them to remain pure in the midst of corrup- 
tion. Through Jesus Christ, we too have “escaped the 
corruption that is in the world through lust” (2 Peter 
1:4). 

Our Lord petitioned the heavenly Father, “I pray 
not that thou shouldest take them out of the world, but 
that thou shouldest keep them from the evil” (John 
17:15). Imagine Noah and his wife raising a family in 
a world so wicked that they could have no believing 
friends! Yet God found believing wives for their three 
sons, and God guarded this home from the pollutions 
of the world. 

But God also delivered Noah and his family from 
the judgment of the world. The flood waters that 
brought condemnation to the world only lifted Noah 
and his household up above the judgment. They were 
secure in the ark of safety. In his first epistle, Peter had 
seen in the ark a type of our salvation in Jesus Christ (1 
Peter 3:20—22). The world, as it were, was “buried” in 
the baptism of the flood, but Noah was lifted up, a pic- 
ture of resurrection and salvation. 

Certainly Peter was assuring his readers that, when 
the great day of judgment does come, they will be kept 
safe. Jesus Christ is our “ark of safety.” He delivers us 
from the wrath to come (1 Thess. 1:10). God has 
promised that the earth will never again be judged by 
water, but there is coming a judgment of fire (2 Peter 
3:10ff.). But those who have trusted Christ will never 
face judgment (John 5:24), because He bore their judg- 
ment on the cross. 

Lot (vv. 6-9a). Abraham took his nephew, Lot, 
with him when he left Ur and went to the land of 
Canaan, but Lot proved to be more of a problem than 
a blessing. When Abraham, in a lapse of faith, went 
down to Egypt, Lot went with him and got a taste of 
“the world” (Gen. 12:10—13:1). As Lot became richer, 
he had to separate from Abraham, and this removed 
him from his uncle’s godly influence. What a privilege 
Lot had to walk with Abraham, who walked with God! 
And yet, how Lot wasted his privileges. 

When Lot had to choose a new area for his home, 
he measured it by what he had seen in Egypt (Gen. 
13:10). Abraham took Lot out of Egypt, but he could 
not take Egypt out of Lot. Lot “pitched his tent toward 
Sodom” (Gen. 13:12) and then finally moved into 
Sodom (Gen. 14:12). God even used a local war to try 
to get Lot out of Sodom, but he went right back. That 
is where his heart was. 

It is difficult for us to understand Lot. Peter made 
it clear that Lot was saved (“just Lot ... that righteous 
man’), and yet we wonder what he was doing in such 
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a wicked place as Sodom. If we understand Genesis 19 
correctly, Lot had at least four daughters, two of whom 
had married men of Sodom. All the while Lot lived in 
Sodom, his soul was “tortured” and “greatly troubled” 
by the filthy conduct of the people. Perhaps he thought 
he could change them. If so, he failed miserably. 

God enabled Lot and his family to remain unpol- 
luted, even though they were living in the midst of a 
cesspool of iniquity. God also rescued Lot and two of 
his daughters before the judgment fell on Sodom and 
the other cities of the plain (Gen. 19). Lot was not res- 
cued because of any merit on his part. He was rescued 
because he was a believer and because his uncle 
Abraham had prayed for him. Abraham outside of 
Sodom had more influence than Lot inside the city. Lot 
even lost his testimony to his own family, for his mar- 
ried daughters and their husbands laughed at his 
warning, and his wife disobeyed God and was killed. 

Lot chose to live in Sodom and could have avoided 
the filthy influence of the place, but many people today 
really have no choice and must live surrounded by the 
pollutions of the world. Think of the Christian slaves 
who had to serve godless masters, or Christian wives 
married to unsaved husbands, or believing children 
with unsaved parents. Christian employees working in 
offices or factories are forced to see and hear things that 
can easily stain the mind and heart. Peter assured his 
readers and us that God knows how to “be delivering 
the godly out of testing and temptation” (2 Peter 2:9, 
WUEST) so that we may live victoriously. 

He also is able to rescue us from judgment. In 
Noah’s case, it was a judgment of water, but in Lot’s 
case it was a judgment of fire. The cities of the plain 
were caught in a violent overthrow as the area became 
a vast furnace of fire and brimstone. This certainly 
would parallel Peter’s warning about the coming judg- 
ment of fire (2 Peter 3:10ff.). 

Peter was not pointing to Lot as an example of sep- 
arated living, but rather as an example of one whom 
God rescued from pollution and condemnation. In a 
sense, Lot was even rescued against his will, because the 
angels had to grasp him by the hand and pull him out 
of the city (Gen. 19:16). Lot had entered Sodom, and 
then Sodom had entered Lot, and he found it difficult 
to leave. 

Our Lord used both Noah and Lot to warn us to be 
prepared for His return (Luke 17:26-37). The people 
in Sodom were enjoying their regular pleasures, careless 
of the fact that judgment was coming; when it came, 
they were unprepared. “Wherefore, beloved, seeing 
that ye look for such things, be diligent that ye may be 
found of him in peace, without spot, and blameless” (1 
Peter 3:14). 

But the same God who delivers the godly also 
reserves the ungodly for judgment. It has well been said 
that if God spares today’s cities from judgment, He will 
have to apologize to Sodom and Gomorrah. Why is 
God’s judgment lingering? Because God “is longsuffer- 
ing ... not willing that any should perish, but that all 
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should come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9). Society in 
Noahs day had 120 years in which to repent and 
believe, yet they rejected the truth. Though Lot’s exam- 
ple and testimony were weak, he at least represented 
the truth, yet his immoral neighbors wanted nothing to 
do with God. 

Our present age is not only like “the days of Noah,” 
but it is also like “the days of Lot.” Many believers have 
abandoned the place of separation and are compromis- 
ing with the world. The professing church has but a 
weak testimony to the world, and sinners do not really 
believe that judgment is coming. Society is full of 
immorality, especially the kind of sin for which Sodom 
was famous. It appears as though God is slumbering, 
unconcerned about the way rebellious sinners have pol- 
luted His world. But one day the fire will fall; then it 
will be too late. 

God’s people, as weak as they are, will be delivered 
from judgment by the grace and mercy of God. God 
could not judge Sodom until Lot and his family were 
out of the city. Likewise, it is my belief that God will 
not send wrath on this world until He takes His own 
people out and home to heaven. “For God hath not 
appointed us to wrath, but to obtain salvation by our 
Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us, that, whether we 
wake or sleep [live or die], we should live together with 
him” (1 Thess. 5:9-10). 

One day soon, the fire will fall. Are you ready? 


CHAPTER FOUR 
2 Peter 2:10-16 


MARKED MEN 


eter was not yet finished with the apostates! Unlike 
Pp: believers today, Peter was disturbed by the 

inroads the false teachers were making into the 
churches. He knew that their approach was subtle but 
their teachings were fatal, and he wanted to warn the 
churches about them. 

Remember, however, that Peter opened this letter 
with positive teaching about salvation, Christian 
growth, and the dependability of the Word of God. He 
had a balanced ministry, and it is important that we 
maintain that balance today. When Charles Spurgeon 
started his magazine, he named it The Sword and 
Trowel, alluding to the workers in the book of 
Nehemiah who kept their swords in one hand and their 
tools in the other as they were repairing the walls of 
Jerusalem. 

Some people have a purely negative ministry and 
never build anything. They are too busy fighting the 
enemy! Others claim to be “positive,” but they never 
defend what they have built. Peter knew that it was not 
enough only to attack the apostates; he also had to give 
solid teaching to the believers in the churches. 

In this section of his letter, Peter condemned the 
apostates for three specific sins. 
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Their Reviling (2:10-12) 

The picture here is of proud people who try to build 
themselves up while they try to tear down everybody 
else. They show no respect for authority and are not 
afraid to attack and defame people in high positions. 

God has established authority in this world, and 
when we resist authority, we are resisting God (Rom. 
13:1ff). Parents are to have authority over their chil- 
dren (Eph. 6:1—4) and employers over their employees 
(Eph. 6:5-8). As citizens, we Christians should pray for 
those in authority (1 Tim. 2:1-4), show respect to 
them (1 Peter 2:11-17), and seek to glorify God in our 
behavior. As members of a local assembly, we should 
honor those who have the spiritual rule over us and 
seek to encourage them in their ministry (Heb. 13:7, 
17; 1 Peter 5:1-6). 

Human government is, in one sense, God’s gift to 
help maintain order in the world, so that the church 
may minister the Word and win the lost to Christ (1 
Tim. 2:1-8). We should pray daily for those in author- 
ity so that they might exercise that authority in the will 
of God. It is a serious thing for a Christian to oppose 
the law, and he must be sure he is in the will of God 
when he does it. He should also do it in a manner that 
glorifies Christ, so that innocent people (including 
unsaved government employees) might not be made to 
suffer. 

The reason for their reviling (v. 10). One word 
gives the reason: flesh. The depraved nature of man 
does not want to submit to any kind of authority. “Do 
your own thing!” is its insistent message, and many 
people follow it. In recent years, there has been an epi- 
demic of books that encourage people to succeed at any 
cost, even to the extent of hurting or intimidating oth- 
ers. The important thing, according to these books, is 
to take care of yourself—“number one’—and to use 
other people as tools for the achievement of your own 
selfish goals. 

Man's fallen nature encourages pride. When the ego 
is at stake, these apostates will stop at nothing in order 
to promote and protect themselves. Their attitude is 
completely opposite that of our Lord, who willingly 
emptied Himself to become a servant and then died as 
a sacrifice for our sins (see Phil. 2). These men that 
Peter described were presumptuous, which means they 
were “very daring and bold” in the way they spoke 
about those in positions of dignity. There is a boldness 
that is heroic, but there is also a boldness that is satanic. 

These men were also sel/f-willed, which means they 
“lived to please only themselves.” They were arrogant 
and would even defy God to get what they wanted! 
Proverbs 21:24 describes them perfectly. While out- 
wardly they appeared to serve God and minister to the 
people, inwardly they fed their own egos and feathered 
their own nests. 

In their arrogance, “they are not afraid to speak evil 
of dignities [glorious ones].” While the immediate ref- 
erence is probably to “exalted ones” in places of 
authority, the angels may also be in view here, since in 


the next verse Peter referred to the angels. These apos- 
tates revile even the angels! And they do not even 
tremble when they do it! They are so secure in their 
pride that they even dare God to judge them. 

The seriousness of their reviling (v. 11). The 
angels are reviled by the apostates, but the apostates are 
not reviled by the angels! Even the angels, though 
greater in strength and power, will not intrude into a 
sphere that is not their own. The angels remember the 
rebellion of Lucifer and know how serious it is to revolt 
against God’s authority. If God judged the rebellious 
angels, how much more will He judge rebellious men! 

The suggestion here is that the godly angels do not 
even speak against the fallen angels. They have left all 
judgment to the Lord. We will learn more about this 
when we study Jude, for he mentions this matter of the 
angels in Jude 8-9. 

Speaking evil of others is a great sin, and the peo- 
ple of God must avoid it. We may not respect the 
people in office, but we must respect the office, for all 
authority is God-given. Those who revile government 
officials in the name of Christ ought to read and pon- 
der Titus 3:1-2—“Remind them to be subject to 
rulers, to authorities, to be obedient, to be ready for 
every good deed, to malign no one, to be uncon- 
tentious, gentle, showing every consideration for all 
men” (NASB). 

When Daniel refused the king’s food, he did it in 
a gracious way that did not get his guard into trouble 
(Dan. 1). Even when the apostles refused to obey the 
Sanhedrin’s order that they stop preaching in the 
name of Jesus, they acted like gentlemen. They 
respected the authority even though they disobeyed 
the order. It is when the flesh goes to work that pride 
enters in, and then we use our tongues as weapons 
instead of tools. “The words of his mouth are iniquity 
and deceit: he hath left off to be wise, and to do 
good” (Ps. 36:3). 

The judgment of their reviling (v. 12). Peter com- 
pared these false teachers to “unreasoning animals” 
(NasB) whose only destiny is to be slaughtered! At the 
end of this chapter, they are pictured as pigs and dogs! 
Animals have life, but they live purely by instinct. They 
lack the finer sensibilities that humans possess. Jesus 
warned us not to waste precious things on unapprecia- 
tive brute beasts (Matt. 7:6). 

I once made a pastoral visit at a home where a death 
had occurred, and even before I made it up the stairs to 
the door, a huge dog began to bark and carry on as 
though I were there to rob everybody. I ignored his 
threats because I knew he was acting purely on instinct. 
He was making a lot of noise about something he knew 
nothing about! His master had to take him to the base- 
ment before it was safe for me to enter the home and 
minister to the bereaved family. 

So with these apostates: they make a lot of noise 
about things they know nothing about! The Phillips 
translation of 2 Peter 2:12 says they “scoff at things 
outside their own experience.” The New International 
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Version reads, “But these men blaspheme in matters 
they do not understand.” Whenever her pupils were 
noisy in class, one of my teachers used to say, “Empty 
barrels make the most noise!” And so they do! 

It is sad when the media concentrates on the “big 
mouths” of the false teachers instead of the “still small 
voice” of the Lord as He ministers through those who 
are true to Him. It is sadder still when innocent people 
become fascinated by these “great swelling words of 
vanity” (2 Peter 2:18) and cannot discern between 
truth and propaganda. The truth of the Word of God 
leads to salvation, but the arrogant words of the apos- 
tates lead only to condemnation. 

These “brute beasts” are destined for destruction, a 
truth Peter mentioned often in 2 Peter 2 (vv. 3-4, 9, 
12, 17, 20). As they seek to destroy the faith, they 
themselves shall be destroyed. They will be “corrupted 
in their own corruption.” Their very nature will drag 
them down into destruction, like the pig returning to 
the mire and the dog to its vomit (2 Peter 2:22). 
Unfortunately, before that event takes place, these peo- 
ple can do a great deal of moral and spiritual damage. 


Their Reveling (2:13-14a) 

The words translated “riot” and “sporting” carry the 
meaning of “sensual reveling.” They also contain the idea 
of luxury, softness, and extravagance. At the expense of 
those who support them (2 Peter 2:3), the apostates 
enjoy luxurious living. In our own society, there are 
those who plead for funds for their “ministries,” yet 
live in expensive houses, drive luxury cars, and wear 
costly clothes. When we remember that Jesus became 
poor in order to make us rich, their garish lifestyle 
seems out of step with New Testament Christianity. 

Not only do they deceive others, but they even 
deceive themselves! They can “prove” from the Bible 
that their lifestyle is right. In ancient times, it was 
expected that people would revel at night, but these 
people dared to revel in the daytime, so convinced were 
they of their practices. A person can become so accus- 
tomed to his vices that he sees them as virtues. 

If they kept their way of life out of the church, we 
would not have to be as concerned—but they are a part 
of the fellowship! They were even sharing in the “love 
feasts” that the early church used to enjoy in connec- 
tion with the celebration of the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 
11:20-34). It was a time when the poorer believers 
could enjoy a decent meal because of the generosity of 
the Christians who were better off economically. But 
the apostates only used the “love feast” as a time for dis- 
playing their wealth and impressing ignorant people 
who lacked discernment. 

Instead of bringing blessing to the fellowship, these 
false teachers were “spots” and “blemishes” that defiled 
the assembly. Somehow their behavior at the feasts 
defiled others and brought disgrace to the name of the 
Lord. It is the Word of God that helps to remove the 
spots and blemishes (Eph. 5:27), but these teachers do 
not minister the truth of the Word. They twist 
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Scripture to make it say what they want it to say (2 
Peter 3:16). 

This “unconscious defilement” is a deadly thing. 
The Pharisees were also guilty of it (Matt. 23:25-28). 
False doctrine inevitably leads to false living, and false 
living then encourages false doctrine. The apostate 
must “adjust” God’s Word or change his way of life, 
and he is not about to change his lifestyle! So, wherever 
he goes, he secretly defiles people and makes it easier 
for them to sin. It is possible to go to a church fellow- 
ship and be defiled! 

Certainly our churches need to exercise authority 
and practice discipline. Christian love does not mean 
that we tolerate every false doctrine and every so-called 
“lifestyle.” The Bible makes it clear that some things 
are right and some things are wrong. No Christian 
whose belief and behavior are contrary to the Word of 
God should be permitted to share in the Lord’s Supper 
or to have a spiritual ministry in the church. His defil- 
ing influence may not be seen immediately, but 
ultimately it will create serious problems. 

Second Peter 2:14 makes it clear that the apostates 
attend these church meetings for two reasons: first, to 
satisfy their own lusts; second, to capture converts for 
their cause. 

They keep their eyes open, looking for “loose 
women” whom they can entice into sin. Paul warned 
about similar apostates who “creep into houses and 
lead captive silly women laden with sins, led away with 
divers lusts” (2 Tim. 3:6). More than one “minister” 
has used religion as a cloak to cover his own lusts. Some 
women, in particular, are vulnerable in “counseling ses- 
sions,” and these men take advantage of them. 

In one of the churches I pastored, I noticed that a 
young man in the choir was doing his utmost to appear 
a “spiritual giant” to the other choir members, espe- 
cially the younger women. He prayed with fervency 
and often talked about his walk with the Lord. Some of 
the people were impressed by him, but I felt that some- 
thing was wrong and that danger was in the air. Sure 
enough, he began to date one of the fine young ladies 
who happened to be a new believer. In spite of my 
warnings, she continued the friendship, which ended 
in her being seduced. I praise God that she was rescued 
and is now faithfully serving God, but she could have 
avoided that terrible experience. 

The satisfying of their lusts is the false teachers’ 
main ambition: they cannot cease from sin. The verb 
suggests “they are unable to stop.” Why? Because they 
are in bondage (2 Peter 2:18-19). The apostates con- 
sider themselves to be “free,” yet they are in the most 
terrible kind of slavery. Whatever they touch, they 
defile; whoever they enlist, they enslave. 

“Beguiling unstable souls” presents the picture of a 
fisherman baiting a hook or a hunter baiting a trap. 
The same image is used in James 1:14, where James 
presents temptation as “the baiting of the trap.” Satan 
knows that he could never trap us unless there is some 
fine bait to attract us in the first place. Satan promised 
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Eve that she and Adam would become “like gods” if 
they ate of the forbidden tree (Gen. 3:4-5), and they 
“took the bait” and were trapped. 

What kind of “bait” do the apostates use to catch 
people? For one thing, they offer them “liberty” (2 
Peter 2:19). This probably means a perversion of the 
grace of God, “turning the grace of our God into las- 
civiousness” (Jude 4). “Since you are saved by grace,” 
they argued, “then you have the freedom to sin. The 
more you sin, the more of God’s grace you will experi- 
ence!” Paul answered their false arguments in Romans 
6, a portion of Scripture that every believer ought to 
master. 

Along with “freedom” they also bait the trap with 
“fulfillment.” This is one of the buzz words of our gen- 
eration, and it goes right along with “doing your own 
thing” and “having it your way.” They say, “The 
Christian life that the church offers is old-fashioned 
and outdated. We have a new lifestyle that makes you 
feel fulfilled and helps you find your true self!” Alas, 
like the prodigal son, these unstable souls try to find 
themselves, but they end up Josing themselves (Luke 
15:11-24). In their search for fulfillment they become 
very self-centered and lose the opportunities for growth 
that come from serving others. 

There can be no freedom or fulfillment apart from 
submission to Jesus Christ. “The purpose of life,” said 
P. T. Forsyth, “is not to find your freedom, but to find 
your master.” Just as a gifted musician finds freedom 
and fulfillment putting himself or herself under the 
discipline of a great artist, or an athlete under the dis- 
cipline of a great coach, so the believer finds true 
freedom and fulfillment under the authority of Jesus 
Christ. 

Who are the people who “take the bait” that the 
apostates put into their subtle traps? Peter called them 
“unstable souls.” Stability is an important factor in a 
successful Christian life. Just as a child must learn to 
stand before he can walk or run, so the Christian must 
learn to “stand firm in the Lord.” Paul and the other 
apostles sought to establish their converts in the faith 
(Rom. 1:11; 16:25; 1 Thess. 3:2, 13). Peter was certain 
that his readers were “established in the present truth” 
(2 Peter 1:12), but he still warned them. 


Their Revolting (2:14b-16) 
“They have abandoned the right road” is the way the 
Phillips translation expresses it. The apostates know the 
right road, the straight path that God has established, 
but they deliberately abandon God’s way for their own. 
No wonder Peter called them “natural brute beasts” (2 
Peter 2:12) and compared them to animals (2 Peter 
2:22). “Be ye not as the horse, or as the mule!” warned 
the psalmist (Ps. 32:9). The horse likes to rush ahead 
and the mule likes to lag behind; both can get you off 
the right path. Believers are sheep, and sheep need to 
stay close to the shepherd or they will stray. 

We have already learned one reason for the apos- 
tates’ godless conduct: they want to satisfy the cravings 


of their flesh. But there is a second reason: they are cov- 
etous and want to exploit people for personal gain. 
Peter mentioned this in 2 Peter 2:3 and now develops 
the thought. Not only is the false teacher’s outlook con- 
trolled by his passions (2 Peter 2:14a), but his heart is 
controlled by covetousness. He is in bondage to lust for 
pleasure and money! 

In fact, he has perfected the skill of getting what he 
wants. “They are experts in greed” says the New 
International Version, and the Phillips translation is 
even more graphic: “Their technique of getting what 
they want is, through long practice, highly developed.” 
They know exactly how to motivate people to give. 
While the true servant of God trusts the Father to meet 
his needs and seeks to help people grow through their 
giving, the apostate trusts his “fundraising skills” and 
leaves people in worse shape than he found them. He 
knows how to exploit the unstable and the innocent. 

There is certainly nothing wrong with a ministry 
sharing its opportunities and needs with its praying 
friends. My wife and I receive many publications and 
letters of this kind, and, quite frankly, some of them we 
throw away without reading. We have learned that 
these ministries cannot be trusted, that their dramatic 
appeals are not always based on fact, and that the funds 
donated are not always used as they should be. The 
other letters and publications we read carefully, pray 
about, discuss, and see if God would have us invest in 
their work. We know we cannot support every good 
work that God has raised up, so we try to exercise dis- 
cernment, and invest in the ministries God has chosen 
for us. 

As Peter wrote about the devious practices of these 
people, he could only exclaim, “Cursed children!” They 
were not the “blessed” children of God but the cursed 
children of the devil (John 8:44). They might succeed 
in building up their bank accounts, but in the end, at 
the throne of God, they would be declared bankrupt. 
“Depart from me, ye cursed, into everlasting fire, pre- 
pared for the devil and his angels” (Matt. 25:41). “For 
what is a man profited, if he shall gain the whole world, 
and lose his own soul?” (Matt. 16:26). 

Covetousness is the insatiable desire for more— 
more money, more power, more prestige. The covetous 
heart is never satisfied. This explains why the love of 
money is a root of all kinds of evil (1 Tim. 6:10), for 
when a person craves more money, he will commit any 
sin to satisfy that craving. He has already broken the 
first two of the Ten Commandments, because money is 
already his god and idol. It is then a simple step to 
break the others—to steal, lie, commit adultery, take 
God’s name in vain, and so on. No wonder Jesus 
warned, “Take heed and beware of covetousness” (Luke 
12:15). 

I have read that the people in North Africa have 
devised a clever way to catch monkeys. They make a 
hole in a gourd just large enough for the monkey’s paw, 
then fill the gourd with nuts and tie it to a tree. At 
night, the monkey reaches into the gourd for the nuts, 
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only to find he cannot pull his paw out of the gourd! 
Of course, he could let go of the nuts and escape quite 
easily—but he doesn’t want to forfeit the nuts! He ends 
up being captured because of his covetousness. We 
might expect this kind of stupidity in a dumb animal, 
but certainly not in a person made in the image of 
God; yet it happens every day. 

Peter knew his Old Testament Scriptures. He had 
already used Noah and Lot to illustrate his words, and 
in 2 Peter 2:15-16, he used the prophet Balaam. The 
story of Balaam is found in Numbers 22—25; take 
time now to read it. 

Balaam is a mysterious character, a Gentile prophet 
who tried to curse the Jews. Balak, the king of the 
Moabites, was afraid of Israel, so he turned to Balaam 
for help. Balaam knew it was wrong to cooperate with 
Balak, but his heart was covetous and he wanted the 
money and honor that Balak promised him. Balaam 
knew the truth of God and the will of God, yet he 
deliberately abandoned the right way and went astray. 
He is a perfect illustration of the apostates in their cov- 
etous practices. 

From the outset, God told Balaam not to help 
Balak and, at first, Balaam obeyed and sent the messen- 
gers home. But when Balak sent more princes and 
promised more money and honor, Balaam decided to 
“pray about it again” and reconsider the matter. The 
second time, God tested Balaam and permitted him to 
go with the princes. This was not God’s direct will; it 
was His permissive will, designed to see what the 
prophet would do. 

Balaam jumped at the chance! But when he started 
to go astray, God rebuked the disobedient prophet 
through the mouth of his donkey. How remarkable 
that the animals obey God, even when their masters do 
not (read Isa. 1:3)! God permitted Balaam to set up his 
altars and offer his sacrifices, but God did not permit 
him to curse Israel. Instead, God turned Balaam’s curse 
into a blessing (Deut. 23:4-5; Neh. 13:2). 

Balaam was not able to curse Israel, but he was able 
to tell Balak how to defeat Israel. All the Moabites had 
to do was invite the Jews to be “friendly neighbors” and 
share in their feasts (Num. 25). Instead of maintaining 
its separated position, Israel compromised. and joined 
the pagan orgies of the Moabites. God had to discipline 
the people and thousands of them died. 

You can see in Balaam the two aspects of apostasy 
that Peter emphasized in this chapter: sensual lust and 
covetousness. He loved money and he led Israel into 
lustful sin. He was a man who could get messages from 
God, yet he led people away from God! When you read 
his oracles, you cannot help but be impressed with his 
eloquence, yet he deliberately disobeyed God! Balaam 
said, “I have sinned” (Num. 22:34), but his confession 
was not sincere. He even prayed, “Let me die the death 
of the righteous” (Num. 23:10), yet he did not want to 
live the life of the righteous. 

Because Balaam counseled Balak to seduce Israel, 
God saw to it that Balaam was judged. He was slain by 
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the sword when Israel defeated the Midianites (Num. 
31:8). We wonder who received all the wealth that he 
had “earned” by his devious ways. Peter called his hire 
“the wages of unrighteousness.” This phrase reminds us 
of another pretender, Judas, who received “the reward 
of iniquity” (Acts 1:18) and who also perished in 
shame. 

We will have more to say about Balaam when we 
study Jude 11, but we must not ignore the main lesson: 
he was a rebel against the will of God. Like the false 
teachers that Peter described, Balaam knew the right 
way, but deliberately chose the wrong way because he 
wanted to make money. He kept “playing with the will 
of God” by trying to get “a different viewpoint” (Num. 
22:41; 23:13, 27). He no doubt had a true gift from 
God because he uttered some beautiful prophecies 
about Jesus Christ, but he prostituted that gift to base 
uses just to gain honor and wealth. 

A bank officer approached a junior clerk and 
secretly asked, “If I gave you $50,000, would you help 
me alter the books?” 

“Yes, I guess I would,” the man replied. 

“Would you do it for $100?” 

“Of course not!” the man said. “What do you think 
I am, a common thief?” 

“We've already determined that,” said the officer. 
“Now we're talking about price.” 

The person who is covetous does have his price, and 
when it is met, he will do whatever is asked, even revolt 
against the will of God. Peter called this attitude mad- 
ness. The word means “to be deranged, out of your 
mind.” But Balaam thought he was doing the wise 
thing; after all, he was taking advantage of a situation 
that might never come along again. But any rebellion 
against God is madness and can only lead to tragedy. It 
was when the prodigal son “came to himself” that he 
realized how stupid he had been (Luke 15:17). 

Peter has condemned three sins of the false teachers: 
their reviling, their reveling, and their revolting. All of 
these sins spring from pride and selfish desire. A true 
servant of God is humble and seeks to serve others (see 
the contrast in Phil. 2:20-21). The true servant of God 
does not think about praise or pay, because he serves 
God from a loving and obedient heart. He honors God 
and the authority that God has established in this 
world. In short, the true servant of God patterns him- 
self after Jesus Christ. 

In these last days there will be an abundance of false 
teachers pleading for support. They are gifted and 
experienced when it comes to deceiving people and 
getting their money. It is important that God’s people 
be established in the truth, that they know how to 
detect when the Scriptures are being twisted and the 
people exploited. I thank God for agencies that help to 
expose “religious rackets,” but there is still the need for 
spiritual discernment and a growing knowledge of the 
Word of God. 

Not all of these “religious frauds” will be discovered 
and put out of business. But God will one day deal 
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with all of them! Like animals, they will be “taken and 
destroyed” (2 Peter 2:12). They will receive “the reward 
of unrighteousness” (2 Peter 2:13) to compensate for 
the wages they have exploited from others. As “cursed 
children” (2 Peter 2:14) they will be banished from the 
presence of the Lord forever. 

They are marked men and women; they will not 
escape. 


CHAPTER FIVE 
2 Peter 2:17-22 


FALSE FREEDOM 


t is a frightening fact that many people who are now 
| zealous members of cults were at one time attending 

churches that at least professed to believe the Christian 
gospel. They participated in the Communion service 
and saw the death of the Lord Jesus portrayed in the loaf 
and the cup. They even recited the Apostles’ Creed and 
the Lord’s Prayer. Yet today, these people will tell you 
that they “feel free” now that they have been “liberated” 
from the Christian faith. 

At the same time, you will meet people who have 
rejected all religious faith and now profess to enjoy a 
new freedom. “I used to believe that stuff,” they will 
boldly confess, “but I don’t believe it anymore. I’ve got 
something better and I feel free for the first time in my 
life.” 

Freedom is a concept that is very important in 
today’s world, yet not everybody really understands 
what the word means. In fact, everybody from the 
Communist to the “playboy” seems to have his own 
definition. Nobody is completely free in the sense of 
having the ability and the opportunity to do whatever 
he wants to do. For that matter, doing whatever you 
please is not freedom—it is the worst kind of bondage. 

The apostates offer freedom to their converts, and 
this “bait” entices them to abandon the true faith and 
follow the false teachers. The teachers promise them 
liberty, but this promise is never fulfilled; the unstable 
converts only find themselves in terrible bondage. The 
freedom offered is a false freedom, and Peter gave three 
reasons that explain why it is false. 


It Is Based on False Promises (2:17-18) 
Faith is only as good as the object. A pagan may have 
great faith in his idol, but the idol can do nothing for 
him. I have a friend who put his faith in a certain 
investment scheme and lost almost everything. His 
faith was strong but the company was weak. When you 
put your faith in Jesus Christ, that faith will accom- 
plish something, because God always keeps His 
promises. “There hath not failed one word of all his 
good promise” (1 Kings 8:56). 

Peter used three vivid illustrations to emphasize the 


emptiness of the apostates’ promises. 
“Wells without water” (v. 17a). The Greek word 


actually means “a flowing spring” rather than a tranquil 
well. It is the word our Lord used when He ministered 
to the Samaritan woman (John 4:14) and that John 
used in describing the satisfaction the saints will expe- 
rience for all eternity (Rev. 7:17; 21:6). A spring 
without water is not a spring at all! A well is still called 
a well even if the water is gone, but a spring ceases to 
exist if the water is not flowing. 

There is in mankind an inborn thirst for reality, for 
God. “Thou hast made us for thyself,” said Augustine, 
“and our hearts are restless until they rest in thee.” 
People attempt to satisfy this thirst in many ways, and 
they end up living on substitutes. Only Jesus Christ 
can give inner peace and satisfaction. 

“Whosoever drinketh [present tense, “keeps on 
drinking”] of this water [in the well] shall thirst again,” 
said Jesus, “but whosoever drinketh [takes one drink 
once and for all] of the water that I shall give him shall 
never thirst” (John 4:13-14). What a contrast! You 
may drink repeatedly at the broken cisterns of the 
world and never find satisfaction, but you may take 
one drink of the Living Water through faith in Jesus 
Christ, and you will be satisfied forever. The false 
teachers could not make this kind of an offer, because 
they had nothing to offer. They could promise, but 
they could not produce. 

“Clouds that are carried with a tempest” (v. 
17b). The picture is that of clouds of fog or mist being 
driven by a squall over a lake or sea. Clouds ought to 
announce the possibility of rain, but these clouds only 
announce that a windstorm is coming. Jude’s descrip- 
tion is, “Clouds they are without water, carried about 
of winds” (Jude 12). Again, there is noise, motion, and 
something to watch, but nothing profitable happens. 
The farmer sees the clouds and prays they will empty 
rain on his parched fields. The false teachers have noth- 
ing to give; they are empty. 

“The mist of darkness” (vv. 17c-18). The word 
translated “mist” means “blackness, gloom,” so “the 
blackness of the darkness” would be an accurate trans- 
lation (see 2 Peter 2:4). These apostates promise to lead 
people into the light, but they themselves end up in the 
darkest part of the darkness (see Jude 6 and 13)! The 
atmosphere of hell is not uniform: some places will be 
darker than others. How tragic that innocent people 
will be led astray by these apostates and possibly end up 
in hell with them. 

Since these false teachers really have nothing to 
give, how are they able to attract followers? The reasons 
are found in 2 Peter 2:18. 

First, the teachers are eloquent promoters of their 
doctrines. They know how to impress people with 
their vocabulary, “inflated words that say nothing” 
(literal translation). The average person does not know 
how to listen to and analyze the kind of propaganda 
that pours out of the mouths and printing presses of 
the apostates. Many people cannot tell the difference 
between a religious huckster and a sincere servant of 
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Do not be impressed with religious oratory. Apollos 
was a fervent and eloquent religious speaker, but he did 
not know the right message to preach (Acts 18:24-28). 
Paul was careful not to build his converts’ faith on 
either his words or his wisdom (1 Cor. 2:1—5). Paul was 
a brilliant man, but his ministry was simple and prac- 
tical. He preached to express and not to impress. He 
knew the difference between communication and 
manipulation. 

The second reason the apostates are so successful is 
that they appeal to the base appetites of the old nature. 
This is part of their bait (2 Peter 2:14)! We must not 
think of “the lusts of the flesh” only in terms of sexual 
sins, for the flesh has other appetites. Read the list 
given in Galatians 5:19-21, and you will see the many 
different kinds of “bait” the apostates have available for 
baiting their traps. 

For example, pride is one of the sins of the flesh, 
and apostate teachers like to appeal to the human ego. 
A true servant of God will lovingly tell people that they 
are lost sinners, under the wrath of a holy God, but the 
apostate minister will try to avoid “putting people on a 
guilt trip.” He will tell his listeners how good they are, 
how much God loves them and needs them and how 
easy it is to get into the family of God. In fact, he may 
tell them they are already in God’s family and just need 
to start living like it! The apostate avoids talking about 
repentance, because egotistical men do not want to 
repent. 

The third reason they are successful is that they 
appeal to immature people, people who have “very 
recently escaped” from their old ways. The apostate has 
no message for the down-and-out sinner, but he does 
have a message for the new believer. 

A pastor friend of mine was assisting some mission- 
aries in the Philippines by conducting open-air 
meetings near the university. Students who wanted to 
decide for Christ were asked to step into a building 
near the square, and there they were counseled and also 
given follow-up material to help them get started in 
their Christian life. 

No sooner did a new convert walk out the door and 
past the crowd than a cultist would join him and start 
to introduce his own religion! All the apostates had to 
do was look for the people carrying follow-up material! 
This same procedure is often used in large evangelistic 
crusades: the false teachers are ready to pounce on new 
believers carrying decision packets. 

This is why it is important that soul-winners, pas- 
tors, and other Christian workers ground new converts 
in the faith. Like newborn babies, new Christians need 
to be protected, fed, and established before they can be 
turned loose in this dangerous world. One reason Peter 
wrote this letter was to warn the church to care for the 
new Christians, because the false teachers were out to 
get them! We cannot blame new believers for being 
“unstable” (2 Peter 2:14) if we have not taught them 
how to stand. 

The freedom the apostates offer is a false freedom 
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because it is based on false promises. There is a second 
reason why it is false. 


It Is Offered by False Christians (2:19-20) 

You cannot set someone free if you are in bondage 
yourself, and these false teachers were in bondage. Peter 
made it clear that these men had temporarily disentan- 
gled themselves from the pollutions of the world, but 
then they went right back into bondage again! They 
professed to be saved but had never really been 
redeemed (set free) at all! 

The tenses of the verbs in 2 Peter 2:19 are pres- 
ent: “While they promise them [the new believers] 
liberty, they themselves [the apostates] are the ser- 
vants of corruption” (italics mine). They claim to be 
the servants of God, but they are only the servants of 
sin. It is bad enough to be a slave, but when sin is 
your master, you are in the worst possible condition 
a person can experience. 

As you review what Peter has written so far, you can 
see the kinds of sins that enslave the false teachers. For 
one thing, they were in bondage to money (2 Peter 2:3, 
14). Their covetousness forced them to use every kind 
of deceptive technique to exploit innocent people. 
They were also in bondage to fleshly lust (2 Peter 2:10, 
14). They had their eyes on weak women whom they 
could seduce. (In view of what Peter and Jude wrote 
about Sodom and Gomorrah, perhaps we should also 
include weak men and boys.) 

They were also enslaved by pride (2 Peter 2:10-12). 
They thought nothing of speaking evil of those in 
places of authority, including the angels and God! They 
promoted themselves and derided everybody else. Sad 
to say, there are people who admire this kind of arro- 
gance, who follow these proud men and support them. 

It is interesting to compare the three men Peter 
named in this chapter—Noah, Lot, and Balaam. Noah 
kept himself completely separated from the apostasy of 
the world of his day. He boldly preached God’s righ- 
teousness and was faithful in his walk and witness, even 
though no one but his family followed the Lord. 

Lot knew the truth and kept himself pure, but he 
did not keep himself separated; he lost his family as a 
result. Lot hated the wickedness of Sodom, yet he lived 
in the midst of it and, by doing so, exposed his daugh- 
ters and wife to godless influences. 

Balaam not only followed the ways of sin, but he 
encouraged other people to sin! He told Balak how to 
seduce the nation Israel and his plan almost succeeded. 
Lot lost his family, but Balaam lost his life. 

Beware of “the deceitfulness of sin” (Heb. 3:13). Sin 
always promises freedom but in the end brings 
bondage. It promises life but instead brings death. Sin 
has a way of gradually binding a person until there is 
no way of escape, apart from the gracious intervention 
of the Lord. Even the bondage that sin creates is deceit- 
ful, for the people who are bound actually think they 
are free! Too late they discover that they are prisoners of 
their own appetites and habits. 
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Jesus Christ came to bring freedom. In His first ser- 
mon in the synagogue at Nazareth, our Lord sounded 
forth the trumpet call of freedom and the advent of the 
“Year of Jubilee” (Luke 4:16ff.). But Christs meaning 
of freedom is different from the apostates’ as is His 
method for accomplishing it. 

In the Bible, freedom does not mean “doing your 
own thing” or “having it your way.” That attitude is the 
very essence of sin. The freedom that Jesus Christ offers 
means enjoying fulfillment in the will of God. It means 
achieving your greatest potential to the glory of God. 
The Quaker leader Rufus Jones, paraphrasing Aristotle, 
said, “The true nature of a thing is the highest that it 
can become.” Jesus Christ frees us to become our very 
best in this life, and then to be like Him in the next. 

The apostates brought their followers into bondage 
by means of lies, but our Lord brings us into freedom 
by means of truth. “And ye shall know the truth, and 
the truth shall make you free” (John 8:32). He was 
speaking, of course, about the truth of the Word of 
God. “Sanctify them through thy truth,” He prayed; 
“thy Word is truth” (John 17:17). Through the Word 
of God, we discover the truth about ourselves, our 
world, and our God. As we face this truth honestly, we 
experience the liberating power of the Spirit of God. 
We cease living in a world of fantasy and enter a world 
of reality, and through the power of God, we are able 
to fulfill His will, grow in grace, and “reign in life by 
one, Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:17). 

Those who live by God’s truth enter into more and 
more freedom, but those who live by lies experience 
more and more bondage, until “the latter end is worse 
with them than the beginning” (2 Peter 2:20). This 
reminds us of our Lord’s parable in Matthew 
12:43-45, the truth of which parallels what Peter has 
written. Temporary reformation without true repentance 
and rebirth only leads to greater sin and judgment. 
Reformation cleans up the outside, but regeneration 
changes the inside. 

Sinful tendencies do not disappear when a person 
reforms; they merely hibernate and get stronger. 
Holiness is not simply refusing to do evil things, for 
even unsaved people can practice self-control. True 
holiness is more than conquering temptation: it is con- 
quering even the desire to disobey God. When my 
doctor told me to lose weight, he said, “I'll tell you how 
to do it: learn to hate the things that arent good for 
you.” His advice worked! 

You can expect nothing but “false freedom” from 
false Christians who offer false promises. But there is a 
third reason why this freedom is false. 


It Involves a False Experience (2:21-22) 
Peter called these apostates “natural brute beasts” (2 
Peter 2:12) and then ended the warning by describing 
them as pigs and dogs! But he was not simply showing 
his personal disdain for them; rather, he was teaching a 
basic spiritual lesson. 

It is very important that we understand that the 


pronoun “they” in this entire paragraph (2 Peter 
2:17-22) refers to the false teachers and not to their 
converts. It is also important that we remember that 
these teachers are not truly born-again people. Jude 
described these same people in his letter and stated 
clearly that they were “sensual, having not the Spirit” 
(Jude 19). It is not profession of spirituality that marks 
a true believer but possession of the Spirit of God within 
(Rom. 8:9). 

But these apostates did have a “religious experi- 
ence”! And they would boldly claim that their 
experience brought them into fellowship with the 
Lord. They would be able to explain “the way of righ- 
teousness” and would use the Word of God to support 
their teachings. If they had not experienced some kind 
of “religious conversion,” they would never have been 
able to get into the fellowship of the local assemblies. 

But their experience, like their promises, was false. 

Since Peter wrote both of his letters to the same 
group of believers we may assume that they had the 
doctrinal foundation presented so clearly in his first let- 
ter. Peter emphasized the new birth (1 Peter 1:3, 
22-25). He reminded his readers that they were “par- 
takers of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4). In his first 
letter, Peter described the believers as sheep (1 Peter 
2:25; 5:1-4). Our Lord used this same image when He 
reinstated Peter into the apostleship after his denials 
John 21:15-17). 

There is no indication that the false teachers had 
ever experienced the new birth. They had knowledge of 
salvation and could use the language of the church, but 
they lacked that true saving experience with the Lord. 
At one time they had even received the Word of God 
(2 Peter 2:21), but then they turned away from it. They 
never trusted Christ and became His sheep. 

Instead. of being sheep, they were pigs and dogs— 
and keep in mind that the dogs in that day were not 
pampered pets! The Jews called the Gentiles “dogs” 
because a dog was nothing but a filthy scavenger who 
lived on garbage! It was hardly a title of respect and 
endearment! 

These men could point to “an experience,” but it 
was a false experience. Satan is the counterfeiter. We 
have already seen that Satan has a false gospel (Gal. 
1:6-9), preached by false ministers (2 Cor. 11:13-15), 
producing false Christians (2 Cor. 11:26—“in perils 
among false brethren”). In His parable of the tares, our 
Lord taught that Satan plants his counterfeits (“the 
children of the wicked one”) wherever God plants true 
believers (Matt. 13:24—30, 36—43). 

What kind of “experience” did these false teachers 
have? To use Peter’s vivid images, the pig was washed 
on the outside, but remained a pig; the dog was 
“cleaned up” on the inside, but remained a dog. The 
pig looked better and the dog felt better, but neither one 
had been changed. They each had the same old nature, 
not a new one. 

This explains why both animals returned to the old 
life: it was part of their nature. A pig can stay clean only 
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a short time and then must head for the nearest mud- 
hole. We do not condemn a pig for acting like a pig 
because it has a pig’s nature. If we saw a sheep heading 
for the mire, we would be concerned! 

When I was a youngster, one of our neighbors 
owned a scrubby black mutt with the imaginative 
name of “Blackie.” He had the habit of eating what 
dogs should not eat, and then regurgitating somewhere 
in the neighborhood, usually on our sidewalk. But that 
was not all. Blackie would then return to the scene of 
the crime and start all over again! Apparently dogs have 
been doing this for centuries, for Solomon mentioned 
it in Proverbs 26:11, the text that Peter quoted. 

Certainly the dog feels better after emptying his 
stomach, but it is still a dog. “Having an experience” did 
not change his nature. Quite the contrary, it only gave 
further evidence of his “dog nature,” because he came 
back and (just like a dog) lapped up his own vomit. It 
is a disgusting picture, but that is exactly the response 
Peter wanted to produce. 

In my ministry, I have met people who have told 
me about their “spiritual experiences,” but in their nar- 
ratives I detected no evidence of a new nature. Like the 
sow, some of them were cleaned up on the outside. 
Like the dog, some of them were cleaned up temporar- 
ily on the inside and actually felt better. But in no case 
had they become “partakers of the divine nature” (2 
Peter 1:4). They thought they were free from their 
problems and sins, when really they were still in 
bondage to an old sinful nature. 

According to 2 Peter 2:20, these apostates “escaped 
the pollutions of the world.” Pollution is defilement on 
the outside. But true believers have “escaped the cor- 
ruption that is in the world through [because of] lust” 
(2 Peter 1:4). Corruption is much deeper than defile- 
ment on the outside: it is decay on the inside. True 
believers have received a new nature, a divine nature, 
and they have new and different appetites and desires. 
They have been transformed from pigs and dogs into 
sheep! 

Imagine the disappointment of the person who 
thinks he has been delivered, only to discover that, in 
the end, he is in worse shape than when he started! The 
apostates promise freedom, but all they can give is 
bondage. True freedom must come from within; it has 
to do with the inner nature of the person. Because the 
true nature of a thing is the highest that it can become, 
a pig and dog can never rise higher than sus scrofa and 
cams familiaris. 

I realize that there are some who believe that these 
apostate teachers were true believers who, in turning 
from the knowledge of Christ, forfeited their salvation. 
Even a casual reading of 2 Peter 2 and Jude would con- 
vince the impartial reader that these teachers never had 
a true experience of salvation through faith in Jesus 
Christ. Peter would never have compared them to 
swine and dogs had they once been members of the 
Lord’s true flock, nor would he have called them 
“cursed children” (2 Peter 2:14). If they were true 
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believers who had gone astray, it would have been 
Peter’s responsibility to encourage his readers to rescue 
these backsliders (James 5:19-20), but Peter did not 
command them to do so. Instead, he condemned the 
apostates in some of the most forceful language found 
in the New Testament! 

Now we better understand why this “freedom” 
offered by these teachers is a false freedom, a “freedom” 
that only leads to bondage. It is based on false prom- 
ises, empty words that sound exciting but that have no 
divine authority behind them. It is offered by false 
Christians who were involved in a false experience. 
From start to finish, this “freedom” is the product of 
our adversary, the devil! 

Now we can appreciate Peter’s admonition in 2 
Peter 1:10—“Wherefore the rather, brethren, give dili- 
gence to make your calling and election sure.” In other 
words, “Has your spiritual experience been genuine?” 
It is a startling fact that there are many people in our 
churches who have never truly been born again, but 
who are convinced that they are saved and going to 
heaven! They have had “an experience,” and perhaps 
look better (like the sow) and feel better (like the dog), 
but they have not been made better as “partakers of the 
divine nature.” 

Perhaps Peter recalled Judas, one of the Twelve, who 
was a tool of the devil and was never born again. Up to 
the very end, the other disciples did not know the truth 
about Judas and thought he was a spiritual man! 

The apostates appear to have successful ministries, 
but in the end, they are bound to fail. 

The important thing is that you and I have the 
assurance of a true experience with the Lord, and that 
we have nothing to do with these counterfeit min- 
istries, no matter how popular they may be. 

Christ is “the truth” (John 14:6) and following Him 
leads to freedom. The apostates are liars and following 
them leads to bondage. There can be no middle 
ground! 


CHAPTER SIX 
2 Peter 3:1-10 


SCOFFING AT THE SCOFFERS 


verybody is ignorant,” said Will Rogers, “only on 
F different subjects.” 

How true, and yet that is not the whole story 
because there is more than one kind of ignorance. 
Some people are ignorant because of lack of opportu- 
nity to learn, or perhaps lack of ability to learn; others 
are (to use Peter’s phrase in 2 Peter 3:5) “willingly ... 
ignorant.” “Not ignorance, but ignorance of ignorance, 
is the death of knowledge,” said a famous philosopher, 
and he is right. 

Peter has dealt with the character and conduct of 
the apostates in 2 Peter 2, and now he deals with their 
false teaching. Peter affirmed the certainty of Christ’s 
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coming in glory (2 Peter 1:16ff.), a truth that the apos- 
tates questioned and denied. In fact, they were 
scoffing at the very idea of the return of the Lord, the 
judgment of the world, and the establishment of a glo- 
rious kingdom. 

How important it is for us as Christians to under- 
stand God’s truth! Today we are surrounded by 
scoffers, people who refuse to take the Bible seriously 
when it speaks about Christ’s return and the certainty 
of judgment. In this paragraph, Peter admonished his 
readers to understand three important facts about God 
and the promise of Christ’s coming. 


God’s Word Is True (3:1-4) 

It is possible to have a pure and sincere mind and yet 
have a bad memory! Peter wrote this second letter pri- 
marily to awaken and arouse his readers (2 Peter 
1:12-15). It is easy for Christians to “get accustomed 
to God’s truth.” Eutychus went to sleep listening to 
Paul preach (Acts 20:7—10)! Our heavenly Father sacri- 
ficed so that we might have the truth of the Word and 
the freedom to practice it, but too often we take this for 
granted and become complacent. The church needs to 
be aroused regularly lest the enemy find us asleep and 
take advantage of our spiritual lethargy. 

Because God’s Word is true, we must pay attention 
to it and take its message seriously. New converts must 
be taught the Word and established in the doctrines of 
the faith, for new Christians are the apostate teacher’s 
primary targets. But older Christians must also be 
reminded of the importance of Bible doctrine and, in 
particular, the doctrines that relate to the return of 
Christ. Prophetic teaching must not lull us to sleep. 
Rather, it must awaken us to live godly lives and to seek 
to win the lost (Rom. 13:11-14). 

What the Bible teaches about the day of the Lord 
was not invented by the apostles. The prophets taught 
it and so did our Lord Jesus Christ (2 Peter 3:2). Peter 
emphasized the unity of the Word of God. When the 
scoffers denied “the power and coming” of Jesus Christ, 
they were denying the truth of the prophetic books, the 
teaching of our Lord in the Gospels, and the writing of 
the apostles! Like our Lord’s seamless garment, the 
Scriptures cannot be cut apart without ruining the 
whole. 

As far back as the days of Enoch, God warned that 
judgment was coming (Jude 14-15). Many of the 
Hebrew prophets announced the day of the Lord and 
warned that the world would be judged (Isa. 2:10-22; 
13:6-16; Jer. 30:7; Dan. 12:1; Joel; Amos 5:18-20; 
Zeph.; Zech. 12:1-14:3). This period of judgment is 
also known as “the time of Jacob’s trouble” (Jer. 30:7) 
and the tribulation. 

Our Lord taught about this day of judgment in His 
sermon on the Mount of Olives (Matt. 24—25). Paul 
discussed it in 1 Thessalonians 5 and 2 Thessalonians 
1—2. The apostle John described this terrible day in 
Revelation 6—19. It will be a time when God’s wrath 
will be poured out on the nations, and when Satan will 


be free to give vent to his anger and malice. It will cul- 
minate with the return of Jesus Christ in glory and 
victory. 

While I do not make it a test of fellowship or spir- 
ituality, I personally believe that the people of God will 
be taken to heaven before this “great and terrible day” 
dawns. 

I think we should carefully distinguish the various 
“days” mentioned in the Bible. “The day of the Lord” 
is that day of judgment that climaxes with the return of 
Christ to the earth. “The day of God” (2 Peter 3:12) is 
the period when God’s people enjoy the new heavens 
and the new earth, when all evil has been judged (1 
Cor. 15:28). “The day of Christ” relates to the coming 
of Christ for His church (1 Cor. 1:7-9; Phil. 1:10; 
2:16). 

Prophetic students seem to fall into three cate- 
gories: those who believe the church will be raptured 
(“caught up together,” 1 Thess. 4:13ff) before the day 
of the Lord; those who see this event taking place in the 
middle of the day of the Lord, so that the church expe- 
riences the first half of the tribulation; and those who 
believe the church will be raptured when the Lord 
returns at the tribulation’ close. There are good and 
godly people in each group, and our differences of 
interpretation must not create problems in fellowship 
or in sharing Christian love. 

Not only does the Word of God predict the com- 
ing day of the Lord, but it also predicts the appearance 
of the very scoffers who deny that Word! Their pres- 
ence is proof that the Word they deny is the true Word 
of God! We should not be surprised at the presence of 
these apostate mockers (see Acts 20:28-31; 1 Tim. 4; 
2 Tim. 3). 

A scoffer is someone who treats lightly that which 
ought to be taken seriously. The people in Noah’s day 
scoffed at the idea of a judgment, and the citizens of 
Sodom scoffed at the possibility of fire and brimstone 
destroying their sinful city. If you have tried at all to 
witness for Jesus Christ, you have no doubt met people 
who scoff at the idea of hell or a future day of judgment 
for this world. 

Why do these apostates scoff? Because they want to 
continue living in their sins. Peter made it clear that 
false teachers cultivate “the lust of uncleanness” (2 Peter 
2:10) and allure weak people by means of “the lusts of 
the flesh” (2 Peter 2:18). If your lifestyle contradicts the 
Word of God, you must either change your lifestyle or 
change the Word of God. The apostates choose the lat- 
ter approach, so they scoff at the doctrines of judgment 
and the coming of the Lord. 

What is their argument? The uniformity of the 
world. “Nothing cataclysmic has happened in the 
past,” they argue, “so there is no reason to believe it will 
happen in the future.” They take the “scientific 
approach” by examining evidence, applying reason, 
and drawing a conclusion. The fact that they willfully 
ignore a good deal of evidence does not seem to disturb 
them. 
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The scientific approach works admirably in matters 
that relate to the material universe, but you cannot take 
Bible prophecy into a laboratory and treat it as though 
it were another hypothesis. For that matter, the so- 
called laws of science are really only educated 
conclusions based on a limited number of experiments 
and tests. These laws are generalizations, always subject 
to change, because no scientist can perform an infinite 
number of experiments to prove his claim. Nor can he 
completely control all the factors involved in the exper- 
iments and in his own thinking. 

The Word of God is still “a light that shineth in a 
dark [squalid] place” (2 Peter 1:19). We can trust it. No 
matter what the scoffers may claim, God’s day of judg- 
ment will come on the world, and Jesus Christ shall 
return to establish His glorious kingdom. 


God’s Work Is Consistent (3:5-7) 

How did Peter refute the foolish argument of the apos- 
tate scoffers? “God does not interrupt the operation of 
His stable creation!” they argued. “The promise of 
Christ’s coming is not true!” All Peter did was remind 
them of what God had done in the past and thus prove 
that His work is consistent throughout the ages. Peter 
simply presented evidence that the false teachers delib- 
erately ignored. It is amazing how so-called thinkers 
(scientists, liberal theologians, philosophers) will be 
selective and deliberately refuse to consider certain data. 

Peter cited two events in history to prove his point: 
the work of God at creation (2 Peter 3:5), and the flood 
in Noah's day (2 Peter 3:6). 

God created the heavens and the earth by His word. 
The phrase “and God said” occurs nine times in 
Genesis 1. “For he spake, and it was done; he com- 
manded, and it stood fast” (Ps. 33:9). Not only was 
creation made by the word of God, but it was held 
together by that same word. Kenneth Wuest translated 
2 Peter 3:5 to bring out this subtle meaning: “For con- 
cerning this they willfully forget that heavens existed 
from ancient times, and land [standing] out of water, 
and by means of water cohering by the word of God.” 

Peter’s argument is obvious: the same God who cre- 
ated the world by His word can also intervene in His 
world and do whatever He wishes to do! It is His word 
that made it and that holds it together, and His word is 
all-powerful. 

The second event Peter cited was Noah’s flood (2 
Peter 3:6). He had already referred to the flood as an 
illustration of divine judgment (2 Peter 2:5), so there 
was no need to go into detail. The flood was a cata- 
clysmic event; in fact, the Greek word translated 
“overflowed” gives us our English word cataclysm. The 
people living on earth had probably never seen a rain- 
storm or the fountains of the deep broken up, but these 
events happened just the same. Their “scientists” could 
have argued as the scoffers argued, “Everything goes on 
as it did from the beginning. Life is uniform, so noth- 
ing unusual can happen.” But it happened! 

God has the power to “break in” at any time and 
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accomplish His will. He can send rain from heaven or 
fire from heaven. “But our God is in the heavens: he 
hath done whatsoever he hath pleased” (Ps. 115:3). 

Having established the fact that God has in the past 
“interrupted” the course of history, Peter was then 
ready for his application in 2 Peter 2:7. The same word 
that created and sustains the world is now holding it 
together, stored with fire, being preserved and reserved 
for that future day of judgment. God promised that 
there would be no more floods to destroy the world 
(Gen. 9:8-17). The next judgment will be a judgment 
of fire. 

The phrase “stored with fire” used by Kenneth 
Wuest (“reserved unto fire” Kjv) sounds very modern. 
Modern atomic science has revealed that the elements 
that make up the world are stored with power. There is 
enough atomic energy in a glass of water to run a huge 
ocean liner. Man has discovered this great power and, 
as a result, the world seems to teeter on the brink of 
atomic destruction. However, Peter seems to indicate 
that man will not destroy the world by his sinful abuse 
of atomic energy. It is God who will “push the button” 
at the right time and burn up the old creation and all 
the works of sinful man with it; then He will usher in 
the new heavens and earth and reign in glory. 

Everything in God’s original creation was good. It is 
man’s sin that has turned a good creation into a groan- 
ing creation (Rom. 8:18-22). God could not permit 
sinful man to live in a perfect environment, so He had 
to curse the ground because of man (Gen. 3:14-19). 
Since that time, man has been busy polluting and 
destroying God’s creation. For years, it appeared that 
this exploitation would not cause too much trouble, 
but now we are changing our minds. The balance of 
nature has been upset; valuable resources have been 
wasted; the supply of energy is running down; and civ- 
ilization is facing a crisis. The prophets of doom today 
are not only preachers and evangelists, but also sociol- 
ogists, ecologists, and atomic scientists. 

Peter proved his point: God is able to intervene in 
the course of history. He did it in the past and He is 
able to do it again. The day of the Lord that was prom- 
ised by the prophets and apostles, as well as by Jesus 
Christ, will come just as surely as the flood came in 
Noah's day and the fire and brimstone came to destroy 
Sodom and Gomorrah. 

But the scoffers had their argument ready: “Then 
why the delay?” The promise of Christ’s coming and 
the judgment of the world has been around for cen- 
turies, and it is yet to be fulfilled. Has God changed 
His mind? The world today is certainly ripe for judg- 
ment! Thus, Peter’s third fact. 


God’s Will Is Merciful (3:8-10) 

Once again, Peter exposed the ignorance of the 
scoffers. Not only were they ignorant of what God had 
done in the past (2 Peter 3:5), but they were also igno- 
rant of what God was like. They were making God in 
their own image and ignoring the fact that God is eter- 
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nal. This means that He has neither beginning nor 
ending. Man is immortal: he has a beginning but not 
an ending. He will live forever either in heaven or hell. 
But God is eternal, without beginning or ending, and 
He dwells in eternity. Eternity is not just “extended 
time.” Rather, it is existence above and apart from time. 

Peter was certainly referring to Psalm 90:4—“For a 
thousand years in thy sight are but as yesterday when it 
is past, and as a watch in the night.” Isaac Watts used 
Psalm 90 as the basis for the familiar hymn “O God, 
Our Help in Ages Past.” 


A thousand ages, in Thy sight 

Are like an evening gone; 

Short as the watch that ends the night, 
Before the rising sun. 


Since a thousand years are as one day to the Lord, 
we cannot accuse Him of delayed fulfillment of His 
promises. In God’s sight, the whole universe is only a 
few days old! He is not limited by time the way we are, 
nor does He measure it according to man’s standards. 
When you study the works of God, especially in the 
Old Testament, you can see that He is never in a hurry, 
but He is never late. 

He could have created the entire universe in an 
instant, yet He preferred to do it over a period of six 
days. He could have delivered Israel from Egypt in a 
moment, yet He preferred to invest eighty years in 
training Moses. For that matter, He could have sent the 
Savior much sooner, but He waited until “the fullness 
of the time was come” (Gal. 4:4). While God works zn 
time, He is not limited by time. 

To God, a thousand years is as one day, and one day 
as a thousand years. God can accomplish in one day 
what it would take others a millennium to accomplish! 
He waits to work, but once He begins to work, He gets 
things done! 

The scoffers did not understand God’s eternality 
nor did they understand His mercy. Why was God 
delaying the return of Christ and the coming of the day 
of the Lord? It was not because He was unable to act or 
unwilling to act. He was not tardy or off schedule! 
Nobody on earth has the right to decide when God 
must act. God is sovereign in all things and does not 
need prodding or even counsel from sinful man (Rom. 
11:33-36). 

God delays the coming of Christ and the great day 
of fiery judgment because He is longsuffering and 
wants to give lost sinners the opportunity to be saved. 
“And account that the longsuffering of our Lord is sal- 
vation” (2 Peter 3:15). 

God’s “delay” is actually an indication that He has 
a plan for this world and that He is working His plan. 
There should be no question in anybody’s mind 
whether God wants sinners to be saved. God “is not 
willing that any should perish” (2 Peter 3:9). First 
Timothy 2:4 affirms that God “will have all men to be 
saved, and to come unto the knowledge of the truth.” 


These verses give both the negative and the positive, 
and together they assure us that God has no pleasure in 
the death of the wicked (Ezek. 18:23, 32; 33:11). He 
shows His mercy to all (Rom. 11:32) even though not 
all will be saved. 

It is worth noting that God revealed this same long- 
suffering in the years before the flood (1 Peter 3:20). 
He saw the violence and wickedness of man and could 
have judged the world immediately; yet He held back 
His wrath and, instead, sent Noah as a “preacher of 
righteousness.” In the case of Sodom and Gomorrah, 
God patiently waited while Abraham interceded for the 
cities, and He would have spared them had He found 
ten righteous people in Sodom. 

If God is longsuffering toward lost sinners, why did 
Peter write, “The Lord ... is longsuffering to us-ward”? 
Who is meant by “us-ward”? It would appear that God 
is longsuffering to His own people! 

Perhaps Peter was using the word us in a general 
way, meaning “mankind.” But it is more likely that he 
was referring to his readers as the elect of God (1 Peter 
1:2; 2 Peter 1:10). God is longsuffering toward lost sin- 
ners because some of them will believe and become a 
part of God’s elect people. We do not know who God’s 
elect are among the unsaved people of the world, nor 
are we supposed to know. Our task is to make our own 
“calling and election sure” (2 Peter 1:10; cf. Luke 
13:23-30). The fact that God has His elect people is an 
encouragement to us to share the good news and seek 
to win others to Christ. 

God was even longsuffering toward the scoffers of 
that day! They needed to repent and He was willing to 
save them. This is the only place where Peter used the 
word repentance in either of his letters, but that does 
not minimize its importance. To repent simply means 
“to change one’s mind.” It is not “regret,” which usu- 
ally means “being sorry I got caught.” Nor is it 
“remorse,” which is a hopeless attitude that can lead to 
despair. 

Repentance is a change of mind that results in an 
action of the will. If the sinner honestly changes his 
mind about sin, he will turn from it. If he sincerely 
changes his mind about Jesus Christ, he will turn to 
Him, trust Him, and be saved. “Repentance toward 
God, and faith toward our Lord Jesus Christ” (Acts 
20:21) is God’s formula for salvation. 

The word translated “come” at the end of 2 Peter 
3:9 carries the meaning of “make room for.” It is trans- 
lated “contain” in John 2:6 and 21:25. The lost sinner 
needs to “make room” for repentance in his heart by 
putting away his pride and meekly receiving the Word 
of God. Repentance is a gift from God (Acts 11:18; 2 
Tim. 2:25), but the unbeliever must make room for the 
gift. 

As you review Peter’s arguments, you can see that 
his evidence is irrefutable. He pointed out that the 
scoffers willfully rejected evidence in order that they 
might continue in their sins and scoffing. He proved 
from the Scriptures that God has intervened in past 
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history and that He has the power to do it today. He 
showed that the scoffers had a very low view of God’s 
character because they thought He delayed in keeping 
His promises just as men do. Finally, he explained that 
God does not live in the realm of human time, and that 
His so-called delay only gives more opportunity for lost 
sinners to repent and be saved. 

Having refuted their false claims, Peter then reaf- 
firmed the certainty of the coming of the day of the 
Lord. When will it come? Nobody knows when, 
because it will come to the world “as a thief in the 
night.” Our Lord used this phrase (Matt. 24:43; Luke 
12:39) and so did the apostle Paul (1 Thess. 5:2ff). 
When the world is feeling secure, then God’s judgment 
will fall. The thief does not warn his victims that he is 
coming! “For when they shall say, Peace and safety; 
then sudden destruction cometh upon them, as travail 
upon a woman with child; and they shall not escape” 
(1 Thess. 5:3). 

We do not know when it will happen, but we are 
told what will happen. Kenneth Wuest gave an accurate 
and graphic translation of these words: “In which the 
heavens with a rushing noise will be dissolved, and the 
elements being scorched will be dissolved, and the 
earth also and the works in it will be burned up” (2 
Peter 3:10). 

Many Bible students believe that Peter here 
described the action of atomic energy being released by 
God. The word translated “a great noise” in the King 
James Version means “with a hissing and a crackling 
sound.” When the atomic bomb was tested in the 
Nevada desert, more than one reporter said that the 
explosion gave forth “a whirring sound,” or a “crackling 
sound.” The Greek word Peter used was commonly 
used by the people for the whirring of a bird’s wings or 
the hissing of a snake. 

The word melt in 2 Peter 3:10 means “to disinte- 
grate, to be dissolved.” It carries the idea of something 
being broken down into its basic elements, and that is 
what happens when atomic energy is released. “Heaven 
and earth shall pass away,” said our Lord (Matt. 24:35), 
and it appears that this may happen by the release of 
the atomic power stored in the elements that make up 
the world. The heavens and earth are “stored with fire” 
(2 Peter 3:7 wugst), and only God can release it. 

For this reason, I do not personally believe that 
God will permit sinful men to engage in an earth- 
destroying atomic war. He will, I believe, overrule the 
ignorance and foolishness of men, including well- 
meaning but unbelieving diplomats and politicians, so 
that He alone will have the privilege of “pushing the 
button” and dissolving the elements to make way for a 
new heaven and a new earth. Peter no doubt had in 
mind Old Testament passages such as Isaiah 13:10-11; 
24:19; 34:4; and 64:1—4 when he wrote these words. 
The first passage is especially emphatic that God will 
bring judgment and not sinful man. “And I will punish 
the world for their evil, and the wicked for their iniq- 
uity,” says the Lord. It does not sound as though He 
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will give this task to some nervous military leader or 
some angry politician. 

Of course, this great explosion and conflagration 
will not touch the “heaven of heavens” where God 
dwells. It will destroy the earth and the atmospheric 
heavens around it, the universe as we know it; this will 
make room for the new heavens and earth (2 Peter 
3:13; Rev. 21:1ff.). 

Man’s great works will also be burned up! All of the 
things that man boasts about—his great cities, his great 
buildings, his inventions, his achievements—will be 
destroyed in a moment of time. When sinners stand 
before the throne of God, they will have nothing to 
point to as evidence of their greatness. It will all be 
gone. 

This is certainly a solemn truth, and we dare not 
study it in cavalier fashion. In the remaining verses of 
this letter, Peter will apply this truth to our daily living. 
But it would be wise for us to pause now and consider: 
where will I be when God destroys the world? Is what 
I am living for only destined to go up in an atomic 
cloud, to vanish forever? Or am I doing the will of God 
so that my works will glorify Him forever? 

Make your decision now—before it is too late. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 
2 Peter 3:11-18 


BE DILIGENT! 


T° purpose of prophetic truth is not speculation 


but motivation; thus Peter concluded his letter 

with the kind of practical admonitions that all of us 
must heed. It is unfortunate when people run from one 
prophetic conference to another, filling their notebooks, 
marking their Bibles, drawing their charts, and yet not 
living their lives to the glory of God. In fact, some of the 
saints battle each other more over prophetic interpreta- 
tion than perhaps any other subject. 

All true Christians believe that Jesus Christ is 
coming again. They may differ in their views of 
when certain promised events will occur, but they all 
agree that He is returning as He promised. 
Furthermore, all Christians agree that this faith in 
future glory ought to motivate the church. As one 
pastor said to me, “I have moved off the Planning 
Committee and joined the Welcoming Committee!” 
This does not mean that we should stop studying 
prophecy, or that every opposing viewpoint is cor- 
rect, which is an impossibility. But it does mean 
that, whatever views we hold, they ought to make a 
difference in our lives. 

“Be diligent!” is the admonition that best summa- 
rizes what Peter wrote in this closing paragraph. He 
used this word before in 2 Peter 1: “Giving all dili- 
gence, add to your faith” (2 Peter 1:5); “Give diligence 
to make your calling and election sure” (2 Peter 1:10); 
“Moreover I will endeavor [be diligent] that ye may be 
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able” (2 Peter 1:15). If we are going to be successful 
Christians, we must learn to be diligent. 

Peter gave three admonitions to encourage the read- 
ers in Christian diligence in the light of our Lord’s 
return. 


Be Diligent to Live Godly Lives (3:11-14) 

The key word in this paragraph is /ook. It means “to 
await eagerly, to be expectant.” You find it in Luke 3:15 
(“And as the people were in expectation’) and Acts 3:5 
(“expecting to receive something of them”). It describes 
an attitude of excitement and expectation as we wait 
for the Lord’s return. Because we realize that the world 
and its works will be dissolved, and that even the very 
elements will be disintegrated, we fix our hope, not on 
anything in this world, but only on the Lord Jesus 
Christ. 

Because we do not know the day or the hour of our 
Lord’s return, we must constantly be ready. The 
believer who starts to neglect the “blessed hope” (Titus 
2:13) will gradually develop a cold heart, a worldly atti- 
tude, and an unfaithful life (Luke 12:35—48). If he is 
not careful, he may even become like the scoffers and 
laugh at the promise of Christ’s coming. 

This expectant attitude ought to make a difference 
in our personal conduct (2 Peter 3:11). The word trans- 
lated “manner” literally means “exotic, out of this 
world, foreign.” Because we have “escaped the corrup- 
tion that is in the world” (2 Peter 1:4), we must live 
differently from the people in the world. To them, we 
should behave like “foreigners.” Why? Because this 
world is not our home! We are “strangers and pilgrims” 
(1 Peter 2:11) headed for a better world, the eternal 
city of God. Christians should be different, not odd. 
When you are different, you attract people; when you 
are odd, you repel them. 

Our conduct should be characterized by holiness 
and godliness. “But as he which hath called you is holy, 
so be ye holy in all manner of conversation [behavior]; 
because it is written, “Be ye holy; for I am holy” (1 
Peter 1:15-16). The word holy means “to separate, to 
cut off.” Israel was a “holy nation” because God called 
the Jews out from among the Gentiles and kept them 
separated. Christians are called out from the godless 
world around them and are set apart for God alone. 

The word godliness could be translated “piety.” It is 
the same word we met in 2 Peter 1:6-7, “to worship 
well.” It describes a person whose life is devoted to 
pleasing God. It is possible to be separated from sin 
positionally and yet not enjoy living for God person- 
ally. In the Greek world, the word translated 
“godliness” meant “respect and awe for the gods and 
the world they made.” It is that attitude of reverence 
that says with John the Baptist, “He must increase, but 
I must decrease” (John 3:30). 

Other New Testament writers also teach that an 
eager expectancy of the Lord’s return ought to motivate 
us to live pure lives (see Rom. 13:11-14; 2 Cor. 
5:1-11; Phil. 3:17-21; 1 Thess. 5:1-11; Titus 


2:11-15; 1 John 2:28-3:3). However, it is not simply 
knowing the doctrine in the mind that motivates the 
life; it is having it im the heart, loving His appearing (2 
Tim. 4:8). 

Not only should this expectant attitude make a dif- 
ference in our conduct, but it should also make a 
difference in our witness. The phrase looking for and 
hasting unto can be translated “looking for and hasten- 
ing the coming of the day of God.” Peter affirmed that 
it is possible for us to hasten the return of Jesus Christ. 

The word translated “hasting unto” means “hasten” 
in the other five places where it is used in the New 
Testament. The shepherds “came with haste” (Luke 
2:16). Jesus told Zaccheus to “make haste and come 
down” and “he made haste and came down” (Luke 
19:5-6). Paul “hasted ... to be at Jerusalem” (Acts 
20:16); and the Lord told Paul to “make haste and get 

.. out of Jerusalem” (Acts 22:18). To make this word 
a synonym for “eager anticipation” is to have Peter 
repeat himself in 2 Peter 2:12, for that is what the word 
looking means. 

There are two extremes in ministry that we must 
avoid. One is the attitude that we are locked into God’s 
sovereign plan in such a way that nothing we do will 
make any difference. The other extreme is to think that 
God cannot get anything done unless we do it! While 
God’s sovereign decrees must never become an excuse 
for laziness, neither must our plans and activities try to 
take their place. 

Perhaps two illustrations from Old Testament his- 
tory will help us better understand the relationship 
between God’s plans and man’s service. God delivered 
Israel from Egypt and told the people He wanted to 
put them into their inheritance, the land of Canaan. 
But at Kadesh-Barnea all except Moses, Joshua, and 
Caleb rebelled against God and refused to enter the 
land (Num. 13—14). Did God force them to go in? 
No. Instead, He had them wander in the wilderness for 
the next forty years while the older generation died off. 
He adjusted His plan to their response. 

When Jonah preached to the people of Nineveh, his 
message was clear: “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall 
be overthrown” (Jonah 3:4)! It was God’s plan to 
destroy the wicked city, but when the people repented, 
from the king on down, God adjusted His plan and 
spared the city. Neither God nor His basic principles 
changed, but His application of those principles 
changed. God responds when men repent. 

How, then, can we as Christians hasten the coming 
of the day of God? For one thing, we can pray as Jesus 
taught us, “Thy kingdom come” (Matt. 6:10). It would 
appear from Revelation 5:8 and 8:3—4 that the prayers 
of God’s people are related in some way to the pouring 
out of God’s wrath on the nations. 

If God’s work today is calling out a people for His 
name (Acts 15:14), then the sooner the church is com- 
pleted, the sooner our Lord will return. There is a 
suggestion of this truth in Acts 3:19-21. While 
Matthew 24:14 relates primarily to the tribulation, the 
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principle is the same: man’s ministry cooperates with 
God’s program so that promised events can take place. 

There are mysteries here that our minds cannot 
fully understand or explain, but the basic lesson is 
clear: the same God who ordains the end also ordains 
the means to the end, and we are a part of that means. 
Our task is not to speculate but to serve. 

Finally, this expectant attitude will make a differ- 
ence when we meet Jesus Christ (2 Peter 3:14). It will 
mean that He will greet us “in peace” and have no 
charges against us so that we are “ashamed before him 
at his coming” (1 John 2:28). The judgment seat of 
Christ will be a serious event (2 Cor. 5:8—11) as we give 
an account of our service to Him (Rom. 14:10-13). It 
is better to meet Him “in peace” than for Him to fight 
against us with His Word (Rev. 2:16)! 

If we are diligent to watch for His return and to live 
holy and godly lives, then we will not be afraid or 
ashamed. We will meet Him “without spot and blame- 
less.” Jesus Christ is “a lamb without blemish and 
without spot” (1 Peter 1:19), and we should be careful 
to follow His example. Peter had warned his readers 
against the defilement that the apostates bring: “Spots 
they are and blemishes” (2 Peter 2:13). The separated 
Christian will not permit himself to be “spotted and 
blemished” by the false teachers! He wants to meet his 
Lord wearing pure garments. 

How do we maintain this eager expectancy that leads 
to holy living? By keeping “his promise” before our 
hearts (2 Peter 3:13). The promise of His coming is the 
light that shines in this dark world (2 Peter 1:19), and we 
must be sure that “the day star” is aglow in our hearts 
because we love His appearing. 


Be Diligent to Win the Lost (3:15-16) 

Second Peter 3:15 ties in with verse 9, where Peter 
explained why the Lord had delayed fulfilling His 
promise. God had every reason long ago to judge the 
world and burn up its works, but in His mercy, He is 
longsuffering with us, “not willing that any should per- 
ish, but that all should come to repentance.” This is the 
day of salvation, not the day of judgment. 

Peter made reference to Paul’s writings, because it is 
Paul, more than any other New Testament writer, who 
explained God’s plan for mankind during this present 
age. Especially in Romans and Ephesians, Paul 
explained the relationship between Israel and the 
church. He pointed out that God used the nation Israel 
to prepare the way for the coming of the Savior. But 
Israel rejected its King and asked to have Him cruci- 
fied. Did this destroy God’s plan? Of course not! Today, 
Israel is set aside nationally, but God is doing a won- 
derful new thing: He is saving Jews and Gentiles, and 
making them one in Christ in the church! 

For centuries, if a Gentile wanted to be saved, he 
had to come by way of Israel. This same attitude per- 
sisted even in the early church (Acts 15). Paul made it 
clear that both Jews and Gentiles stand condemned 


before God and that both must be saved by faith in 


955 


2 Peter 3 


Jesus Christ. In Jesus Christ, saved Jews and Gentiles 
belong to the one body, the church. The church is a 
“mystery” that was hidden in God’s counsels and later 
revealed through the New Testament prophets and 
apostles (see Eph. 3). 

The Jewish nation was God’s great testimony to 
law, but the church is His witness for grace (see Eph. 
1—2). Law prepared the way for grace, and grace 
enables us to fulfill the righteousness of the law (Rom. 
8:1-5). This does not mean that there was no grace 
under the old covenant or that new covenant believers 
are lawless! Anyone who was saved under the adminis- 
tration of law was saved by grace, through faith, as 
Romans 4 and Hebrews 11 make clear. 

Now, unlearned and unstable people have a diffi- 
cult time understanding Paul’s teachings. Even some 
learned and stable people who have spiritual discern- 
ment can find themselves floundering in great passages 
like Romans 9—11! Some Bible students, in their 
attempt to “harmonize” seeming contradictions (law 
and grace, Israel and the church, faith and works) twist 
the Scriptures and try to make them teach what is 
really not there. The Greek word translated “wrest” 
means “to torture on the rack, to distort and pervert.” 

Even in Paul’s day, there were those who twisted his 
words and tried to defend their ignorance. They 
accused Paul of teaching that, since we are saved by 
grace, it makes no difference how we live! It was “slan- 
derously reported” that Paul taught, “Let us do evil that 
good may come” (Rom. 3:8; cf. Rom. 6:1ff). Others 
accused Paul of being against the law because he taught 
the equality of Jews and Gentiles in the church (Gal. 
3:28) and their liberty in Christ. 

Most heresies are the perversion of some funda- 
mental doctrine of the Bible. False teachers take verses 
out of context, twist the Scriptures, and manufacture 
doctrines that are contrary to the Word of God. Peter 
probably had the false teachers in mind, but the warn- 
ing is good for all of us. We must accept the teaching 
of the Scriptures and not try to make them say what we 
want them to say. 

Note that Peter classified Paul’s letters as Scripture, 
that is, the inspired Word of God. Not only did the 
teaching of the apostles agree with that of the prophets 
and our Lord (2 Peter 3:2), but the apostles also agreed 
with each other. Some liberal scholars try to prove that 
the apostles’ doctrine was different from that of Jesus 
Christ, or that Peter and Paul were at variance with 
each other. The recipients of Peter’s second letter had 
also read some of Paul’s epistles, and Peter assured them 
that there was agreement. 

What happens to people who blindly twist the 
Scriptures? They do it “unto their own destruction.” 
Peter was not writing about Christians who have a dif- 
ficult time interpreting the Word of God, because 
nobody understands ail of the Bible perfectly. He was 
describing the false teachers who “tortured” the Word of 
God in order to prove their false doctrines. I once lis- 
tened to a cultist “explain” why the group’s leader was 
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the “new Messiah” by manipulating the “weeks” in 
Daniel 9:23-27. He twisted the prophecy unmercifully! 

The word destruction is repeated often in this letter 
(2 Peter 2:1-3; 3:7, 16). In the King James Version it is 
translated “damnable,” “pernicious,” and “perdition,” 
as well as “destruction.” It means the rejection of eter- 
nal life, which results in eternal death. 

Since this is the day of salvation, we must be dili- 
gent to do all we can to win the lost. We do not know 
how long the Lord will be “longsuffering” toward this 
evil world. We must not presume on His grace. We 
must understand what the Bible teaches about God’s 
program for this present age, and we must be moti- 
vated by a love for the lost (2 Cor. 5:14) and a desire to 
be pleasing to Him when He returns. 

The false teachers are multiplying and their perni- 
cious doctrines are infecting the church. God needs 
separated men and women who will resist them, live 
godly lives, and bear witness of the saving grace of Jesus 
Christ. The time is short! 


Be Diligent to Grow Spiritually (3:17-18) 

There are four “beloved” statements in 2 Peter 3 that 
summarize what Peter wanted to get across as he 
brought his second letter to a close. 


“Beloved ... be mindful” (3:1-2). 
“Beloved, be not ignorant” (3:8). 
“Beloved ... be diligent” (3:14). 
“Beloved ... beware” (3:17). 


The word translated “beware” means “be constantly 
guarding yourself.” Peter’s readers knew the truth, but 
he warned them that knowledge alone was not suffi- 
cient protection. They had to be on their guard; they 
had to be alert. It is easy for people who have a knowl- 
edge of the Bible to grow overconfident and to forget 
the warning, “Wherefore let him that thinketh he 
standeth take heed lest he fall” (1 Cor. 10:12). 

What special danger did Peter see? That the true 
believers would be “led away together with the error of 
the wicked” (literal translation). He is warning us against 
breaking down the walls of separation that must stand 
between the true believers and the false teachers. There 
can be no communion between truth and error. The 
apostates “live in error” (2 Peter 2:18), while true believ- 
ers live in the sphere of the truth (2 John 1-2). 

The word wicked (2 Peter 3:17) means “the law- 
less.” Peter’s description of the apostates in 2 Peter 2 
reveals how lawless they are. They even speak evil of the 
authorities that seek to enforce God’s law in this world 
(2 Peter 2:10-11)! They promise their converts free- 
dom (2 Peter 2:19), but that freedom turns out to be 
lawlessness. 

True Christians cannot fall from salvation and be 
lost, but they can fall from their own “steadfastness.” 
What was this steadfastness? Being “established in the 
present truth” (2 Peter 1:12). The stability of the 
Christian comes from his faith in the Word of God, his 


knowledge of that Word, and his ability to use that 
Word in the practical decisions of life. 

One of the great tragedies of evangelism is bringing 
“spiritual babies” into the world and then failing to 
feed them, nurture them, and help them develop. The 
apostates prey on young believers who have “very 
recently escaped” from the ways of error (2 Peter 2:18). 
New believers need to be taught the basic doctrines of 
the Word of God; otherwise, they will be in danger of 
being “led away with the error of the lawless.” 

How can we as believers maintain our steadfastness 
and avoid being among the “unstable souls” who are 
easily beguiled and led astray? By growing spiritually. 
“But be constantly growing” is the literal translation. 
We should not grow “in spurts,” but in a constant 
experience of development. 

We must grow “in grace.” This has to do with 
Christian character traits, the very things Peter wrote 
about in 2 Peter 1:5-7, and that Paul wrote about in 
Galatians 5:22-23. We were saved by grace (Eph. 
2:8-9), but grace does not end there! We must also be 
strengthened by grace (2 Tim. 2:14). God’s grace can 
enable us to endure suffering (2 Cor. 12:7-10). His 
grace also helps us to give when giving is difficult (2 Cor. 
8:1ff) and to sing when singing is difficult (Col. 3:16). 

Our God is “the God of all grace” (1 Peter 5:10), 
who “giveth grace unto the humble” (James 4:6). As we 
study His Word, we learn about the various aspects of 
grace that are available to us as children of God. We are 
stewards of “the manifold grace of God” (1 Peter 4:10). 
There is grace for every situation and every challenge of 
life. “But by the grace of God I am what I am,” wrote 
Paul (1 Cor. 15:10), and that should be our testimony 
as well. 

Growing in grace often means experiencing trials 
and even suffering. We never really experience the 
grace of God until we are at the end of our own 
resources. The lessons learned in the “school of grace” 
are always costly lessons, but they are worth it. To grow 
in grace means to become more like the Lord Jesus 
Christ, from whom we receive all the grace that we 
need (John 1:16). 

We must also grow in knowledge. How easy it is to 
grow in knowledge but not in grace! All of us know far 
more of the Bible than we really live. Knowledge with- 
out grace is a terrible weapon, and grace without 
knowledge can be very shallow. But when we combine 
grace and knowledge, we have a marvelous tool for 
building our lives and for building the church. 

But note that we are challenged to grow, not just in 
knowledge of the Bible, as good as that is, but “in the 
knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.” It is 
one thing to “know the Bible,” and quite another thing 
to know the Son of God, the central theme of the 
Bible. The better we know Christ through the Word, 
the more we grow in grace; the more we grow in grace, 
the better we understand the Word of God. 

So, the separated Christian must constantly be 
guarding himself, lest he be led away into error; he also 
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must be constantly growing in grace and knowledge. 
This requires diligence! It demands discipline and pri- 
orities. Nobody automatically drifts into spiritual 
growth and stability, but anybody can drift out of ded- 
ication and growth. “For this reason we must pay much 
closer attention to what we have heard, lest we drift 
away from it” (Heb. 2:1 Nass). Just as the boat needs 
the anchor, so the Christian needs the Word of God. 

Physical growth and spiritual growth follow pretty 
much the same pattern. To begin with, we grow from 
the inside out. “As newborn babes” is the way Peter 
illustrated it (1 Peter 2:2). The child of God is born 
with everything he needs for growth and service (2 
Peter 1:3). All he needs is the spiritual food and exer- 
cise that will enable him to develop. He needs to keep 
clean. We grow by nutrition, not by addition! 

We grow best in a loving family, and this is where 
the local church comes in. A baby needs a family for 
protection, provision, and affection. Tests prove that 
babies who are raised alone, without special love, tend 
to develop physical and emotional problems very early. 
The church is God’s “nursery” for the care and feeding 
of Christians, the God-ordained environment that 
encourages them to grow. 

It is important that we grow in a balanced way. The 
human body grows in a balanced way with the various 
limbs working together; likewise the “spiritual man” 
must grow in a balanced way. We must grow in grace 
and knowledge (2 Peter 3:18), for example. We must 
keep a balance between worship and service, between 
faith and works. A balanced diet of the whole Word of 
God helps us to maintain a balanced life. 

It is the Holy Spirit of God who empowers and 
enables us to keep things in balance. Before Peter was 
filled with the Spirit, he was repeatedly going to 
extremes. He would bear witness to Christ one minute 
and then try to argue with the Lord the next (Matt. 
16:13—23)! He refused to allow Jesus to wash his feet, 
and then he wanted to be washed all over (John 
13:6-10)! He promised to defend the Lord and even 
die with Him, yet he did not have the courage to own 
the Lord before a little servant girl! But when he was 
filled with the Spirit, Peter began to live a balanced life 
that avoided impulsive extremes. 

What is the result of spiritual growth? Glory to 
God! “To Him be glory both now and forever.” It glo- 
rifies Jesus Christ when we keep ourselves separated 
from sin and error. It glorifies Him when we grow in 
grace and knowledge, for then we become more like 
Him (Rom. 8:29). In his life and even in his death, 
Peter glorified God (John 21:18-19). 

As you review this important epistle, you cannot 
help but be struck by the urgency of the message. The 
apostates are here! They are busy! They are seducing 
immature Christians! We must be guarding, growing, 
and glorifying the Lord, making the most of every 
opportunity to win the lost and strengthen the saved. 

Be diligent! The ministry you save may be your 
own! 
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What Do You Know for Sure? 


1 John 1 


CHAPTER ONE 
1 John 1:1-4 


IT’S REAL! 


0 nce upon a time....” Remember how exciting 


those words used to be? They were the open door 

into an exciting world of make-believe, a dream- 
world that helped you forget all the problems of 
childhood. 

Then—pow! You turned a corner one day, and 
“Once upon a time” became kid stuff. You discovered 
that life is a battleground, not a playground, and fairy 
stories were no longer meaningful. You wanted some- 
thing real. 

The search for something real is not new. It has 
been going on since the beginning of history. Men have 
looked for reality and satisfaction in wealth, thrills, 
conquest, power, learning, and even in religion. 

There is nothing really wrong with these experi- 
ences, except that by themselves they never really 
satisfy. Wanting something real and finding something 
real are two different things. Like a child eating cotton 
candy at the circus, many people who expect to bite 
into something real end up with a mouthful of noth- 
ing. They waste priceless years on empty substitutes for 
reality. 

This is where the apostle John’s first epistle comes 
in. Written centuries ago, this letter deals with a theme 
that is forever up-to-date: the life that is real. 

John had discovered that satisfying reality is not to 
be found in things or thrills, but in a Person—Jesus 
Christ, the Son of God. Without wasting any time, he 
told us about this “living reality” in the first paragraph 
of his letter. 

As you read 1 John 1:1—4, you learn three vital facts 
about the life that is real. 


This Life Is Revealed (1:1) 

As you read John’s letter, you will discover that he 
enjoyed using certain words and that the word manifest 
is one of them. “And the life was manifested” (1 John 
1:2), he said. This life was not hidden so that we have 
to search for it and find it. No, it was manifested— 
revealed openly! 

If you were God, how would you go about reveal- 
ing yourself to men? How could you tell them about, 
and give them, the kind of life you wanted them to 
enjoy? 

God has revealed Himself in creation (Rom. 1:20), 
but creation alone could never tell us the story of God’s 
love. God has also revealed Himself much more fully in 
His Word, the Bible. But God’s final and most com- 
plete revelation is in His Son, Jesus Christ. Jesus said, 
“He that hath seen me hath seen the Father” (John 
14:9). 

Because Jesus is God’s revelation of Himself, He has 
a very special name: “The Word of life” (1 John 1:1). 
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This same title opens John’s gospel: “In the begin- 
ning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and 
the Word was God” (John 1:1). 

Why does Jesus Christ have this name? Because 
Christ is to us what our words are to others. Our words 
reveal to others just what we think and how we feel. 
Christ reveals to us the mind and heart of God. He is 
the living means of communication between God and 
men. To know Jesus Christ is to know God! 

John made no mistake in his identification of Jesus 
Christ. Jesus is the Son of the Father—the Son of God 
(1 John 1:3). John warned us several times in his letter 
not to listen to the false teachers who tell lies about 
Jesus Christ. “Who is a liar but he that denieth that 
Jesus is the Christ?” (1 John 2:22). “Every spirit that 
confessed that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is of 
God; and every spirit that confesseth not that Jesus 
Christ is come in the flesh is not of God” (1 John 
4:2-3). If a man is wrong about Jesus Christ, he is 
wrong about God, because Jesus Christ is the final and 
complete revelation of God to men. 

For example, there are those who tell us that Jesus 
was a man but was not God. John had no place for 
such teachers! One of the last things he wrote in this 
letter is “We are in him that is true, even in his Son 
Jesus Christ This is the true God, and eternal life” (1 
John 5:20). 

False teaching is so serious a matter that John wrote 
about it in his second letter too, warning believers not 
to invite false teachers into their homes (2 John 9-10). 
And he made it plain that to deny that Jesus is God is 
to follow the lies of Antichrist (1 John 2:22-23). 

This leads to a basic Bible doctrine that has puzzled 
many people—the doctrine of the Trinity. 

John mentioned in his letter the Father, the Son, 
and the Holy Spirit. For example, he said, “By this 
know ye the Spirit of God: every spirit that confesseth 
that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is of God” (1 John 
4:2, Scofield). Here are references in one verse to God 
the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. And 
in 1 John 4:13-15 is another statement that mentions 
the three Persons of the Trinity. 

The word trinity is a combination of tri-, meaning 
“three,” and unity, meaning “one.” A “trinity,” then, is 
a three-in-one, or one-in-three. To be sure, the word 
trinity is not found in the Bible, but the truth is taught 
there (cf. also Matt. 28:19-20; John 14:16-17, 26; 2 
Cor. 13:14; Eph. 4:4-6). 

Christians do not believe that there are three gods. 
They believe that one God exists in three Persons— 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Nor do Christians believe 
merely that one God reveals Himself in three different 
ways, much as one man may be a husband, a father, 
and a son. No, the Bible teaches that God is one but 
that He exists in three Persons. 

One teacher of doctrine used to say, “Try to explain 
the Trinity and you may lose your mind. But try to 
explain it away and you will lose your soul!” And the 
apostle John says, “Whoever denies the Son does not 


have the Father” (1 John 2:23 nass). No Person of the 
Trinity is expendable! 

As you read the gospel records of the life of Jesus, 
you see the wonderful kind of life God wants us to 
enjoy. But it is not by imitating Jesus, our Example, 
that we may share in this life. No, there is a far better 
way. 


This Life Is Experienced (1:2) 

Read the first four verses of John’s letter again, and you 
will notice that the apostle had a personal encounter 
with Jesus Christ. His was no secondhand “religious 
experience” inherited from somebody else or discov- 
ered in a book! No, John knew Jesus Christ 
face-to-face. He and the other apostles heard Jesus 
speak. They watched Him as He lived with them. In 
fact, they studied Him carefully, and even touched His 
body. They knew that Jesus was real—not a phantom, 
not a vision, but God in human corporeal form. 

Some twenty-first-century student may say, “Yes, 
and this means that John had an advantage. He lived 
when Jesus walked on earth. He knew Jesus personally. 
But I was born twenty centuries too late!” 

But this is where our student is wrong! It was not 
the apostles’ physical nearness to Jesus Christ that 
made them what they were. It was their spiritual near- 
ness. They had committed themselves to Him as their 
Savior and their Lord. Jesus Christ was real and excit- 
ing to John and his colleagues because they had trusted 
Him. By trusting Christ, they had experienced eternal 
life! 

Six times in this letter John used the phrase “born 
of God.” This was not an idea John had invented; he 
had heard Jesus use these words. “Except a man be 
born again,” Jesus had said, “he cannot see the king- 
dom of God.... That which is born of the flesh is flesh; 
and that which is born of the Spirit is spirit. Marvel not 
that I said unto thee, Ye must be born again” (John 3:3, 
6-7). We can experience this “real life” only after we 
have believed the gospel, put our trust in Christ, and 
been “born of God.” 

“Whosoever believeth that Jesus is the Christ is 
born of God” (1 John 5:1). Eternal life is not some- 
thing we earn by good works or deserve because of 
good character. Eternal life, the life that is real, is a gift 
from God to those who trust His Son as their Savior. 

John wrote his gospel to tell people how to receive 
this wonderful life (John 20:31). He wrote his first let- 
ter to tell people how to be sure they have really been 
born of God (1 John 5:9-13). 

A college student returned to the campus after 
going home for a family funeral, and almost at once his 
grades began to go down. His counselor thought that 
the death of his grandmother had affected the boy and 
that time would heal the wound, but the grades only 
became worse. Finally the boy confessed the real prob- 
lem. While he was home, he happened to look into his 
grandmother's old Bible, and there he discovered in the 
family record that he was an adopted son. 
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“I dont know who I belong to,” he told his coun- 
selor. “I don’t know where I came from!” 

The assurance that we are in God’s family—that we 
have been “born of God”—is vitally important to all of 
us. Certain characteristics are true of all God’s children. 
A person who is born of God lives a righteous life (1 
John 2:29). A child of God does not practice sin 
(which is the meaning of the King James word commit, 
1 John 3:9). A believer will occasionally commit sin (cf. 
1 John 1:8—2:2), but he will not make it a habit to sin. 

God’s children also love each other and their heav- 
enly Father (cf. 1 John 4:7; 5:1). They have no love for 
the world system around them (1 John 2:15-17), and 
because of this the world hates them (1 John 3:13). 
Instead of being overcome by the pressures of this 
world and swept off balance, the children of God over- 
come the world (1 John 5:4). This is another mark of 
true children of God. 

Why is it so important that we know that we have 
been born of God? John gives us the answer: if you are 
not a child of God, you a “child of wrath” (Eph. 2:1-3) 
and may become a “child of the devil” (1 John 3:10; 
and see Matt: 13:24-30, 36—43). A “child of the devil” 
is a counterfeit Christian who acts “saved” but has not 
been born again. Jesus called the Pharisees “children of 
the devil” (John 8:44) and they were very religious. 

A counterfeit Christian—and they are common— 
is something like a counterfeit ten-dollar bill. 

Suppose you have a counterfeit bill and actually 
think it is genuine. You use it to pay for a tank of gas. 
The gas station manager uses the bill to buy supplies. 
The supplier uses the bill to pay the grocer. The grocer 
bundles the bill up with forty-nine other ten-dollar 
bills and takes it to the bank. And the teller says, “I’m 
sorry, but this bill is a counterfeit.” 

That ten-dollar bill may have done a lot of good 
while it was in circulation, but when it arrived at the 
bank it was exposed for what it really was and put out 
of circulation. 

So with a counterfeit Christian. He may do many 
good things in this life, but when he faces the final 
judgment he will be rejected. “Many will say to me in 
that day, Lord, Lord, have we not prophesied in thy 
name? And in thy name have cast out demons? And in 
thy name done many wonderful works? And then will 
I profess unto them, I never knew you; depart from 
me, ye that work iniquity” (Matt. 7:22-23 srs). 

Each of us must ask himself honestly, “Am I a true 
child of God or am I a counterfeit Christian? Have I 
truly been born of God?” 

If you have not experienced eternal life, this real 
life, you can experience it right now! Read 1 John 
5:9-15 carefully. God has “gone on record” in His 
Word. He offers you the gift of eternal life. Believe His 
promise and ask Him for His gift. “For whosoever shall 
call upon the name of the Lord shall be saved” (Rom. 
10:13). 

We have discovered two important facts about “the 
life that is real”: it is revealed in Jesus Christ, and it is 
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experienced when we put our trust in Him as our 
Savior. But John did not stop here! 


This Life Is Shared (1:3-4) 

“That which we have seen and heard declare we unto 
you” (1 John 1:3). And once you have experienced this 
exciting life that is real, you will want to share it with 
other people, just as John wanted to “declare” it to all 
his readers in the first century. 

A pastor had a phone call from an angry woman. “I 
have received a piece of religious literature from your 
church,” she shouted, “and I resent your using the 
mails to upset people!” 

“What was so upsetting about a piece of mail from 
a church?” the pastor asked calmly. 

“You have no right to try to change my religion!” 
the woman stormed. “You have your religion and I 
have mine, and I’m not trying to change yours!” (She 
really was, but the pastor didn’t argue with her.) 

“Changing your religion, or anybody else’s religion, 
is not our purpose,” the pastor explained. “But we have 
experienced a wonderful new life through faith in 
Christ, and we want to do all we can to share it with 
others.” 

Many people (including some Christians) have the 
idea that “witnessing” means wrangling over the differ- 
ences in religious beliefs or sitting down and 
comparing churches. 

That isn’t what John had in mind! He told us that 
witnessing means sharing our spiritual experiences with 
others—both by the lives that we live and by the words 
that we speak. 

John wrote this letter to share Christ with us. As 
you read it, you will discover that John had in mind 
five purposes for sharing. 

That we may have fellowship (v. 3). This word 
fellowship is an important one in the vocabulary of 
a Christian. It simply means “to have in common.” 
As sinners, men have nothing in common with the 
holy God. But God in His grace sent Christ to have 
something in common with men. Christ took on 
Himself a human body and became a man. Then He 
went to the cross and took on that body the sins of 
the world (1 Peter 2:24). Because He paid the price 
for our sins, the way is open for God to forgive us 
and take us into His family. When we trust Christ, 
we become “partakers of the divine nature” (2 Peter 
1:4). The term translated “partakers” in Peter’s epis- 
tle is from the same Greek root that is translated 
“fellowship” in 1 John 1:3. 

What a thrilling miracle! Jesus Christ took on 
Himself the nature of man that by faith we may receive 
the very nature of God! A famous British writer was 
leaving Liverpool by ship. He noticed that the other 
passengers were waving to friends on the dock. He 
rushed down to the dock and stopped a little boy. 
“Would you wave to me if I paid you?” he asked the 
lad, and of course the boy agreed. The writer rushed 
back on board and leaned over the rail, glad for some- 
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one to wave to. And sure enough, there was the boy 
waving back to him! 

A foolish story? Perhaps—but it reminds us that 
man hates loneliness. All of us want to be wanted. The 
life that is real helps to solve the basic problem of lone- 
liness, for Christians have genuine fellowship with God 
and with one another. Jesus promised, “Lo, I am with 
you always” (Matt. 28:20). In his letter, John explained 
the secret of fellowship with God and with other 
Christians. This is the first purpose John mentioned for 
the writing of his letter— the sharing of his experience 
of eternal life. 

That we may have joy (v. 4). Fellowship is Christ’s 
answer to the loneliness of life. Joy is His answer to the 
emptiness, the hollowness, of life. 

John, in his epistle, used the word joy only once, 
but the idea of joy runs through the entire letter. Joy is 
not something that we manufacture for ourselves; joy is 
a wonderful by-product of our fellowship with God. 
David knew the joy that John mentioned; he said, “In 
thy presence is fullness of joy” (Ps. 16:11). 

Basically, sin is the cause of the unhappiness that 
overwhelms our world today. Sin promises joy, but it 
always produces sorrow. The pleasures of sin are tem- 
porary—they are only for a season (Heb. 11:25). God’s 
pleasures last eternally—they are forevermore (Ps. 
16:11). 

The life that is real produces a joy that is real—not 
some limp substitute. Jesus said, the night before He 
was crucified, “Your joy no man taketh from you” 
(John 16:22). “These things have I spoken unto you, 
that my joy might remain in you, and that your joy 
might be full” John 15:11). 

Karl Marx wrote, “The first requisite for the peo- 
ple’s happiness is the abolition of religion.” But the 
apostle John wrote, in effect, “Faith in Jesus Christ 
gives you a joy that can never be duplicated by the 
world. I have experienced this joy myself, and I want to 
share it with you.” 

That we may not sin (2:1). John faced the prob- 
lem of sin squarely (cf. 1 John 3:4-9, for example) and 
announced the only answer to this enigma—the person 
and work of Jesus Christ. Christ not only died for us to 
carry the penalty of our sins, but rose from the dead in 
order to intercede for us at the throne of God: “If any 
man sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus 
Christ the righteous” (1 John 2:1). 

Christ is our Representative. He defends us at the 
Father’s throne. Satan may stand there as the accuser of 
the brethren (Zech. 3; Rev. 12:10), but Christ stands 
there as our Advocate—He pleads on our behalf! 
Continuing forgiveness, in response to His interces- 
sion, is God’s answer to our sinfulness. 

“I would like to become a Christian,” an interested 
woman said to a visiting pastor, “but I’m afraid I can’t 
hold out. I’m sure to sin again!” 

Turning to 1 John 1, the pastor said, “No doubt 
you will sin again, because God says, ‘If we say that 
we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is 


not in us (1 John 1:8). But if you do sin, God will 
forgive you if you will confess your sin to Him. But 
it isn’t necessary for Christians to sin. As we walk in 
fellowship with God and in obedience to His Word, 
He gives us ability to resist and to have victory over 
temptation.” 

Then the pastor remembered that the woman had 
gone through surgery some months before. 

“When you had your surgery,” he asked, “was there 
a possibility of complications or problems afterward?” 

“Oh, yes,” she replied. “But whenever I had a prob- 
lem, I went to see the doctor and he took care of it.” 

Then the truth hit her! “I see it!” she exclaimed. 
“Christ is always available to keep me out of sin or to 
forgive my sin!” 

The life that is real is a life of victory. In this letter, 
John told us how to draw on our divine resources to 
experience victory over temptation and sin. 

That we may not be deceived (2:26). As never 
before, Christians today need ability to distinguish 
between right and wrong, between truth and error. The 
notion is widespread in our generation that there are 
no “absolutes’—that nothing is always wrong and that 
nothing is always right. False doctrines, therefore, are 
more prevalent than at any time in history—and most 
men and women seem to be willing to accept almost 
any teaching except the truths of the Bible. 

In John’s epistles is a word that no other New 
Testament writer uses—antichrist (1 John 2:18, 22; 
4:3; 2 John 7). That prefix anti- has two meanings: 
“against” and “instead of.” There are in this world 
teachers of lies who are opposed to Christ, and their 
method of “seducing” people is to use lies. They offer a 
substitute Christ, a substitute salvation, and a substi- 
tute Bible. They want to give you something instead of 
the real Word of God and real eternal life. 

Christ is the Truth (John 14:6), but Satan is the liar 
(John 8:44). The devil leads people astray—not neces- 
sarily with gross sensual sins, but with half-truths and 
outright lies. He began his career by seducing man in 
the garden of Eden. He asked Eve, “Yea, hath God 
said?” Even then, he did not appear to her in his true 
nature, but masqueraded as a beautiful creature (cf. 2 
Cor. 11:13-15). 

Satan today often spreads his lies even through reli- 
gious groups! Not every man standing in a pulpit is 
preaching the truth of the Word of God. False preach- 
ers and false religious teachers have always been among 
the devil’s favorite and most effective tools. 

How can Christians today detect Satan's lies? How 
can they identify false teachers? How can they grow in 
their own knowledge of the truth so that they will not 
be victims of false doctrines? 

John answered these questions. The life that is real 
is characterized by discernment. 

The Holy Spirit, referred to by John as “the 
anointing ... ye have received of Him” (1 John 2:27), 
is Christ’s answer to our need for discernment. The 
Spirit is our Teacher; it is He who enables us to detect 
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truth and error and to remain (“abide”) in Christ. He 
is our protection against ignorance, deception, and 
untruth. 

The discernment of false doctrines and of false 
teachers will come to our attention again. 

That we may know we are saved (5:13). We 
have already touched on this truth, but it is so 
important that it bears repeating. The life that is real 
is not built on the empty hopes—or wishes—based 
on human supposings. It is built on assurance. In 
fact, as you read John’s letter you encounter the word 
know more than thirty times. No Christian, if he is 
asked whether or not he is going to heaven, needs to 
say “I hope so” or “I think so.” He need have no 
doubt whatever. 

The life that is real is such a free and exciting life 
because it is based on knowledge of solid facts. “Ye shall 
know the truth, and the truth shall make you free,” 
promised Jesus (John 8:32). “We have not followed 
cunningly devised fables” (2 Peter 1:16) was the testi- 
mony of Jesus’ disciples. These men, almost all of 
whom died for their faith, did not give their lives for a 
clever hoax of their own devising, as some critics of 
Christianity fatuously assert. They knew what they had 
seen! 

Years ago a traveling entertainer billed himself as 
“The Human Fly.” He would climb up the sides of 
buildings or monuments without the aid of ropes or 
the protection of nets. Usually the whole neighbor- 
hood would turn out to watch him. 

During one performance, the Human Fly came to 
a point on the wall of the building and paused as 
though he didn’t know what to do next. Then he 
reached with his right arm to take hold of a piece of 
mortar to lift himself higher. But instead of moving 
higher, he fell back with a scream and was killed on the 
pavement below. 

When the police opened his right hand, it did not 
contain a piece of mortar. It contained a handful of 
dirty cobwebs! The Fly had tried to climb on cobwebs, 
and it just didn’t work. 

Jesus warned against such false assurance in the 
passage that we have already quoted. Many who pro- 
fess to be Christians will be rejected in the day of 
God’s judgment. 

John was saying in his letter, “I want you to be sure 
that you have eternal life.” 

As you read this fascinating letter, you will discover 
that John frequently repeated himself: He wove three 
themes in and out of these chapters: obedience, love, 
and truth. In 1 John 1 and 2, the apostle emphasized 
fellowship, and he told us that the conditions for fel- 
lowship are obedience (1 John 1:5-2:6), love (1 John 
2:7-17), and truth (1 John 2:18-29). 

In the latter half of his letter, John dealt primarily 
with sonship—our being “born of God.” How can a 
person really know he is a child of God? Well, said 
John, sonship is revealed by obedience (1 John 3), love 
(1 John 4), and truth (1 John 5). 
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Obedience—love—truth. Why did John use these 
particular tests of fellowship and sonship? For a very 
practical reason. 

When God made us, He made us in His own image 
(Gen. 1:26-27). This means that we have a personality 
patterned after God’s. We have a mind to think with, a 
heart to feel with, and a will with which to make deci- 
sions. We sometimes refer to these aspects of our 
personality as intellect, emotion, and will. 

The life that is real must involve all the elements of 
the personality. 

Most people are dissatisfied today because their 
total personality has never been controlled by some- 
thing real and meaningful. When a person is born of 
God through faith in Christ, God’s Spirit comes into 
his life to live there forever. As he has fellowship with 
God in reading and studying the Bible and in prayer, 
the Holy Spirit is able to control his mind, heart, and 
will. And what happens then? 

A Spirit-controlled mind knows and understands 
truth. 

A Spirit-controlled heart feels love. 

A Spirit-controlled will inclines us to obedience. 

John wanted to impress this fact on us, and that is 
why he used a series of contrasts in his letter: truth vs. 
lies, love vs. hatred, and obedience vs. disobedience. 

There is no middle ground in the life that is real. 
We must be on one side or on the other. 

This, then, is the life that is real. It was revealed in 
Christ; it was experienced by those who trusted in 
Christ; and it can be shared today. 

This life begins with sonship and continues in fel- 
lowship. First we are born of God; then we walk (live) 
with God. 

This means that there are two kinds of people who 
cannot enter into the joy and victory about which we 
are thinking: those who have never been born of God 
and those who, though saved, are out of fellowship 
with God. 

It would be a wise thing for us to take inventory 
spiritually (cf. 2 Cor. 13:5) to see whether or not we 
qualify to enjoy the spiritual experience with which 
John’s letter deals. 

We have already emphasized the importance of 
being born of God, but if you have any doubts or ques- 
tions, a review of Fact 2 might be beneficial. 

If a true believer is out of fellowship with God, it is 
usually for one of three reasons: 

1. He has disobeyed God’s will. 

2. He is not getting along with fellow believers. 

3. He believes a lie and therefore is living a lie. 

Even a Christian can be mistaken in his under- 
standing of truth. That’s why John warned us, “Little 
children, let no man deceive you” (1 John 3:7). 

These three reasons parallel John’s three important 
themes: obedience, love, and truth. Once a believer dis- 
covers why he is out of fellowship with God, he should 
confess that sin (or those sins) to the Lord and claim 
His full forgiveness (1 John 1:9—2:2). A believer can 
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never have joyful fellowship with the Lord if sin stands 
between them. 

God’s invitation to us today is “Come and enjoy fel- 
lowship with Me and with each other! Come and share 
the life that is real!” 


CHAPTER TWO 
1 John 1:5—2:6 


WALKING AND TALKING 


very form of life has its enemies. Insects have to 
Fes: out for hungry birds, and birds must keep 

an eye on hungry cats and dogs. Even human 
beings have to dodge automobiles and fight off germs. 

The life that is real also has an enemy, and we read 
about it in this section. This enemy is sin. Nine times 
in these verses John mentioned sin, so the subject is 
obviously not unimportant. John illustrated his theme 
by using the contrast between light and darkness: God 
is light; sin is darkness. 

But there is another contrast here too—the contrast 
between saying and doing. Four times John wrote, “If 
we say” or “He that saith” (1 John 1:6, 8, 10; 2:4). It is 
clear that our Christian life is to amount to more than 
mere “talk”; we must also “walk,” or live, what we 
believe. If we are in fellowship with God (if we are 
“walking in the light”), our lives will back up what our 
lips are saying. But if we are living in sin (“walking in 
darkness”), then our lives will contradict what our lips 
are saying, making us hypocrites. 

The New Testament calls the Christian life a 
“walk.” This walk begins with a step of faith when we 
trust Christ as our Savior. But salvation is not the 
end—its only the beginning—of spiritual life. 
“Walking” involves progress, and Christians are sup- 
posed to advance in the spiritual life. Just as a child 
must learn to walk and must overcome many difficul- 
ties in doing so, a Christian must learn to “walk in the 
light.” And the fundamental difficulty involved here is 
this matter of sin. 

Of course, sin is not simply outward disobedience; 
sin is also inner rebellion or desire. For example, we are 
warned about the desires of the flesh and of the eyes 
and about the pride of life (1 John 2:16), all of which 
are sinful. Sin is also transgression of the law (1 John 
3:4), or literally, “lawlessness.” Sin is refusal to submit 
to the law of God. Lawlessness, or independence of the 
law, is the very essence of sin. If a believer decides to 
live an independent life, how can he possibly walk in 
fellowship with God? “Can two walk together except 
they be agreed?” (Amos 3:3). 

Neither in the Old Testament nor in the New does 
the Bible whitewash the sins of the saints. In escaping 
a famine, Abraham became weak in his faith and went 
down to Egypt and lied to Pharaoh (Gen. 12). Later, 
the patriarch tried to “help God” by marrying Hagar 
and begetting a son (Gen. 16). In both cases, God 


forgave Abraham his sin, but Abraham had to reap 
what he had sowed. God can and will cleanse the 
record, but He does not change the results. No one can 
unscramble an egg. 

Peter denied the Lord three times and tried to kill a 
man in the garden when Jesus was arrested. Satan is a 
liar and a murderer (John 8:44), and Peter was playing 
right into his hands! Christ forgave Peter (see John 21), 
of course, but what Peter had done hurt his testimony 
greatly and hindered the Lord’s work. 

The fact that Christians sin bothers some people— 
especially new Christians. They forget that their receiving 
the new nature does not eliminate the old nature they 
were born with. The old nature (which has its origin in 
our physical birth) fights against the new nature, which 
we receive when we are born again (Gal. 5:16-26). No 
amount of self-discipline, no set of man-made rules and 
regulations, can control this old nature. Only the Holy 
Spirit of God can enable us to “put to death” the old 
nature (Rom. 8:12-13) and produce the Spirit’s fruit 
(Gal. 5:22-23) in us through the new nature. 

Sinning saints are not mentioned in the Bible to 
discourage us, but to warn us. 

“Why do you keep preaching to us Christians 
about sin?” an angry church member said to her pastor. 
“After all, sin in the life of a Christian is different from 
sin in the life of an unsaved person!” 

“Yes,” replied the pastor, “it is different. It’s much 
worse!” 

All of us, therefore, must deal with our sins if we are 
to enjoy the life that is real. In this section, John 
explained three approaches to sin. 


We Can Try to Cover Our Sins (1:5-6, 8, 10; 2:4) 
“God is light, and in him is no darkness at all” (1 John 
1:5). When we were saved, God called us out of dark- 
ness into His light (1 Peter 2:9). We are children of 
light (1 Thess. 5:5). Those who do wrong hate light 
(John 3:19-21). When light shines in on us, it reveals 
our true nature (Eph. 5:8-13). 

Light produces life and growth and beauty, but sin 
is darkness; and darkness and light cannot exist in the 
same place. If we are walking in the light, the darkness 
has to go. If we are holding to sin, then the light goes. 
There is no middle ground, no vague “gray” area, 
where sin is concerned. 

How do Christians try to cover up their sins? By 
telling lies! First, we tell lies to others (1 John 1:6). We 
want our Christian friends to think we are “spiritual,” 
so we lie about our lives and try to make a favorable 
impression on them. We want them to think that we 
are walking in the light, though in reality we are walk- 
ing in the darkness. 

Once one begins to lie to others, he will sooner or 
later lie to himself, and our passage deals with this (1 
John 1:8). The problem now is not deceiving others, 
but deceiving ourselves. It is possible for a believer to 
live in sin yet convince himself that everything is fine 
in his relationship to the Lord. 


1 John 1—2 


Perhaps the classic example of this is King David (2 
Sam. 11—12). First David lusted after Bathsheba. 
Then he actually committed adultery. Instead of 
openly admitting what he had done, he tried to cover 
his sin. He tried to deceive Bathsheba’s husband, made 
him drunk, and had him killed. He lied to himself and 
tried to carry on his royal duties in the usual way. 
When his court chaplain, the prophet Nathan, con- 
fronted him with a similar hypothetical situation, 
David condemned the other man, though he felt no 
condemnation at all for himself. Once we begin to lie 
to others, it may not be long before we actually believe 
our lie. 

But the spiritual decline becomes still worse: the 
next step is trying to lie to God (1 John 1:10). We have 
made ourselves liars; now we try to make God a liar! 
We contradict His Word, which says that “all have 
sinned,” and we maintain that we are exceptions to the 
tule. We apply God’s Word to others but not to our- 
selves. We sit through church services or Bible studies 
and are not touched by the Bible's teachings. Believers 
who have reached this low level are usually highly crit- 
ical of other Christians, but they strongly resist 
applying the Word to their own lives. 

The Holy Spirit’s inspired picture of the human 
heart is devastating indeed! A believer lies about his fel- 
lowship (1 John 1:6); about his nature—‘“I could never 
do a thing like that!” (1 John 1:8) and about his actions 
(1 John 1:10). 

Sin has a deadly way of spreading, doesn’t it? 

At this point we must discuss an extremely impor- 
tant factor in our experience of the life that is real. That 
factor is honesty. We must be honest with ourselves, 
honest with others, and honest with God. Our passage 
describes a believer who is living a dishonest life: he is 
a phony. He is playing a role and acting a part, but is 
not living a genuine life. He is insincere. 

What losses does this kind of person experience? 

For one thing, he loses the Word. He stops “doing 
the truth” (1 John 1:6); then the truth is no longer in 
him (1 John 1:8); and then he turns the truth into lies 
(1 John 1:10)! “Thy word is truth” (John 17:17), said 
Jesus, but a person who lives a lie loses the Word. One 
of the first symptoms of walking in darkness is a loss of 
blessing from the Bible. You cannot read the Word 
profitably while you are walking in the dark. 

But a dishonest person loses something else: he 
loses his fellowship with God and with God’s people (1 
John 1:6-7). As a result, prayer becomes an empty 
form to him. Worship is dull routine. He becomes crit- 
ical of other Christians and starts staying away from 
church: “What communion hath light with darkness?” 
(2 Cor. 6:14). 

A backslidden husband, for example, who is walk- 
ing in spiritual darkness, out of fellowship with God, 
can never enjoy full fellowship with his Christian wife, 
who is walking in the light. In a superficial way, the 
couple can have companionship; but true spiritual fel- 
lowship is impossible. This inability to share spiritual 


965 


1 John 2 


experiences causes many personal problems in homes 
and between members of local churches. 

A group of church members were discussing their 
new pastor. 

“For some reason,” said one man, “I really don’t feel 
at ease with him. I believe he’s a good man, all right— 
but something seems to stand between us.” 

Another member replied, “Yes, I think I know what 
you mean. I used to have that same problem with him, 
but now I don’t have it anymore. The pastor and I have 
great fellowship.” 

“What did he do to make things better?” 

“He didn't do anything,” said the friend. “I did the 
changing.” 

“You did the changing?” 

“Yes, I decided to be open and honest about things, 
the way our pastor is. You see, there isn’t one stain of 
hypocrisy in his life, and there was so much pretending 
in my life that we just didn’t make it together. He and 
I both knew I was a phony. Since I’ve started to live an 
honest Christian life, everything is better.” 

One problem with dishonesty is that just keeping a 
record of our lies and pretenses is a full-time job! 
Abraham Lincoln used to say that if a man is going to 
be a liar, he had better have a good memory! When a 
person uses up all his energy in pretending, he has 
nothing left for living, and life becomes shallow and 
tasteless. A person who pretends not only robs himself 
of reality, but he keeps himself from growing: his true 
self is smothered under the false self. 

The third loss is really the result of the first two: the 
believer loses his character (1 John 2:4). The process 
starts out with his telling lies and it ends up with his 
becoming a liar! His insincerity, or lack of truthfulness, 
is at first a role that he plays. Then it is no longer a 
role—it has become the very essence of his life. His 
character has eroded. He is no longer a liar because he 
tells lies; he now tells lies because he is a confirmed liar. 

Is it any wonder that God warns, “He that covereth 
his sins shall not prosper” (Prov. 28:13)? David tried to 
cover his sins and it cost him his health (Ps. 32:3-4), 
his joy (Ps. 51), his family, and almost his kingdom. If 
we want to enjoy the life that is real, we must never 
cover our sins. What should we do? 


We Can Confess Our Sins (1:7, 9) 

John gave two interesting titles to Jesus Christ: “advo- 
cate” and “propitiation” (1 John 2:1-2). It’s 
important that we understand these two titles because 
they stand for two ministries that only the Lord 
Himself performs. 

Let’s begin with “propitiation.” If you look this 
word up in the dictionary, you may get the wrong idea 
of its meaning. The dictionary tells us that “to propiti- 
ate” means “to appease someone who is angry.” If you 
apply this to Christ, you get the horrible picture of an 
angry God, about to destroy the world, and a loving 
Savior giving Himself to appease the irate God—and 
this is not the Bible picture of salvation! Certainly God 
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is angry at sin; after all, He is infinitely holy. But the 
Bible reassures us that “God so loved [not hated] the 
world” (John 3:16, italics mine). 

No, the word propitiation does not mean the 
appeasing of an angry God. Rather, it means the sat- 
isfying of God’s holy law. “God is light” (1 John 
1:5), and therefore He cannot close His eyes to sin. 
But “God is love” (1 John 4:8) too and wants to save 
sinners. 

How, then, can a holy God uphold His own justice 
and still forgive sinners? The answer is in the sacrifice 
of Christ. At the cross, God in His holiness judged sin. 
God in His love offers Jesus Christ to the world as 
Savior. God was just in that He punished sin, but He 
is also loving in that He offers free forgiveness through 
what Jesus did at Calvary. (Read 1 John 4:10, and also 
give some thought to Rom. 3:23-26.) 

Christ is the Sacrifice for the sins of the whole 
world, but He is Advocate only for believers. “We 
[Christians] have an advocate with the Father.” The 
word advocate used to be applied to lawyers. The word 
John used is the very same word Jesus used when He 
was talking about the coming of the Holy Spirit (John 
14:16, 26; 15:26). It means, literally, “one called along- 
side.” When a man was summoned to court, he took 
an advocate (lawyer) with him to stand at his side and 
plead his case. 

Jesus finished His work on earth (John 17:4)—the 
work of giving His life as a sacrifice for sin. Today He 
has an “unfinished work” in heaven. He represents us 
before God’s throne. As our High Priest, He sympa- 
thizes with our weaknesses and temptations and gives 
us grace (Heb. 4:15-16; 7:23-28). As our Advocate, 
He helps us when we sin. When we confess our sins to 
God, because of Christ’s advocacy God forgives us. 

The Old Testament contains a beautiful picture of 
this. Joshua (Zech. 3:1-7) was the Jewish high priest 
after the Jews returned to their land following their 
captivity in Babylon. (Don’t confuse this Joshua with 
the Joshua who conquered the Promised Land.) The 
nation had sinned; to symbolize this, Joshua stood 
before God in filthy garments and Satan stood at 
Joshua's right hand to accuse him (cf. Rev. 12:10). God 
the Father was the Judge; Joshua, representing the peo- 
ple, was the accused; Satan was the prosecuting 
attorney. (The Bible calls him the accuser of the 
brethren.) It looked as if Satan had an open-and-shut 
case. But Joshua had an Advocate who stood at God’s 
right hand and this changed the situation. Christ gave 
Joshua a change of garments and silenced the accusa- 
tions of Satan. 

This is what is in view when Jesus Christ is called 
our “advocate.” He represents believers before God’s 
throne, and the merits of His sacrifice make possible 
the forgiveness of the believer's sin. Because Christ died 
for His people, He satisfied the justice of God. (“The 
wages of sin is death.”) Because He lives for us at God’s 
right hand, He can apply His sacrifice to our needs day 
by day. 


All He asks is that when we have failed, we confess 
our sins. 

What does it mean to “confess”? Well, to confess 
sins means much more than simply to “admit” them. 
The word confess actually means “to say the same thing 
[about].” To confess sin, then, means to say the same 
thing about it that God says about it. 

A counselor was trying to help a man who had 
come forward during an evangelistic meeting. “I’m a 
Christian,” the man said, “but there’s sin in my life, 
and I need help.” The counselor showed him 1 John 
1:9 and suggested that the man confess his sins to God. 

“O Father,” the man began, “if we have done any- 
thing wrong—” 

“Just a minute!” the counselor interrupted. “Don’t 
drag me into your sin! My brother, it’s not ‘if’ or ‘we’ — 
youd better get down to business with God!” 

The counselor was right. 

Confession is not praying a lovely prayer, or mak- 
ing pious excuses, or trying to impress God and other 
Christians. True confession is naming sin—calling it by 
name what God calls it: envy, hatred, lust, deceit, or 
whatever it may be. Confession simply means being 
honest with ourselves and with God, and if others are 
involved, being honest with them too. It is more than 
admitting sin. It means judging sin and facing it 
squarely. 

When we confess our sins, God promises to forgive 
us (1 John 1:9). But this promise is not a “magic rab- 
bit’s foot” that makes it easy for us to disobey God! 

“I went out and sinned,” a student told his campus 
chaplain, “because I knew I could come back and ask 
God to forgive me.” 

“On what basis can God forgive you?” the chaplain 
asked, pointing to 1 John 1:9. 

“God is faithful and just,” the boy replied. 

“Those two words should have kept you out of sin,” 
the chaplain said. “Do you know what it cost God to 
forgive your sins?” 

The boy hung his head. “Jesus had to die for me.” 

Then the chaplain zeroed in. “That’s right—for- 
giveness isn’t some cheap sideshow trick God performs. 
God is faithful to His promise, and God is just, because 
Christ died for your sins and paid the penalty for you. 
Now, the next time you plan to sin, remember that you 
are going to sin against a faithful, loving God!” 

Of course, cleansing has two sides to it: the judicial 
and the personal. The blood of Jesus Christ, shed on 
the cross, delivers us from the guilt of sin and gives us 
right standing (“justification”) before God. God is able 
to forgive because Jesus’ death has satisfied His holy 
law. 

But God is also interested in cleansing a sinner 
inwardly. David prayed, “Create in me a clean heart, O 
God” (Ps. 51:10). When our confession is sincere, God 
does a cleansing work (1 John 1:9) in our hearts by His 
Spirit and through His Word (John 15:3). 

The great mistake King David made was in trying 
to cover his sins instead of confessing them. For per- 
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haps a whole year he lived in deceit and defeat. No 
wonder he wrote that a man should pray “in a time of 
finding out” (Ps. 32:6, literal translation). 

When should we confess our sin? Immediately 
when we discover it! “He that covereth his sins shall not 
prosper; but whoso confesseth and forsaketh them shall 
have mercy” (Prov. 28:13). By walking in the light, we 
are able to see the “dirt” in our lives and deal with it 
immediately. 

This leads to a third way to deal with sins. 


We Can Conquer Our Sins (2:1-3, 5-6) 

John makes it clear that Christians do not have to sin. 
“Tam writing these things to you that you may not sin” 
(1 John 2:1 Nass, italics mine). 

The secret of victory over sin is found in the phrase 
“walk in the light” (1 John 1:7). 

To walk in the light means to be open and honest, 
to be sincere. Paul prayed that his friends might “be 
sincere and without offense” (Phil. 1:10). The word 
sincere comes from two Latin words, sine and cera, 
which mean “without wax.” It seems that in Roman 
days, some sculptors covered up their mistakes by fill- 
ing the defects in their marble statues with wax, which 
was not readily visible—until the statue had been 
exposed to the hot sun awhile. But more dependable 
sculptors made certain that their customers knew that 
the statues they sold were sine cera—without wax. 

It is unfortunate that churches and Bible classes 
have been invaded by insincere people, people whose 
lives cannot stand to be tested by God’s light. “God is 
light,” and when we walk in the light, there is nothing 
we can hide. It is refreshing to meet a Christian who is 
open and sincere and is not trying to masquerade! 

To walk in the light means to be honest with God, 
with ourselves, and with others. It means that when the 
light reveals our sin to us, we immediately confess it to 
God and claim His forgiveness. And if our sin injures 
another person, we ask his forgiveness too. 

But walking in the light means something else: it 
means obeying God’s Word (1 John 2:3-4). “Thy word 
is a lamp unto my feet and a light unto my path” (Ps. 
119:105). To walk in the light means to spend time 
daily in God’s Word, discovering His will; and then 
obeying what He has told us. 

Obedience to God’s Word is proof of our love for 
Him. There are three motives for obedience. We can 
obey because we have to, because we need to, or 
because we want to. 

A slave obeys because he has to. If he doesn’t obey 
he will be punished. An employee obeys because he 
needs to. He may not enjoy his work, but he does enjoy 
getting his paycheck! He needs to obey because he has 
a family to feed and clothe. But a Christian is to obey 
his heavenly Father because he wants to—for the rela- 
tionship between him and God is one of love. “If you 
love me, keep my commandments” (John 14:15). 

This is the way we learned obedience when we were 
children. First, we obeyed because we had to. If we 
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didn’t obey, we were spanked! But as we grew up, we 
discovered that obedience meant enjoyment and 
reward; so we started obeying because it met certain 
needs in our lives. And it was a mark of real maturity 
when we started obeying because of love. 

“Baby Christians” must constantly be warned or 
rewarded. Mature Christians listen to God’s Word and 
obey it simply because they love Him. 

Walking in the light involves honesty, obedience, 
and love; it also involves following the example of 
Christ and walking as He walked (1 John 2:6). Of 
course, nobody ever becomes a Christian by following 
Christ’s example, but after we come into God’s family, 
we are to look to Jesus Christ as the one great Example 
of the kind of life we should live. 

This means “abiding in Christ.” Christ is not only 
the Propitiation (or sacrifice) for our sins (1 John 2:2) 
and the Advocate who represents us before God (1 
John 2:1), but He is also the perfect Pattern (He is 
“Jesus Christ the righteous”) for our daily life. 

The key statement here is “as he is.” “Because as he 
is, so are we in this world” (1 John 4:17, italics mine). 
We are to walk in the light “as he is in the light” (1 John 
1:7, italics mine). We are to purify ourselves “even as he 
is pure” (1 John 3:3, italics mine). “He that doeth righ- 
teousness is righteous, even as He is righteous” (1 John 
3:7, italics mine). Walking in the light means living 
here on earth the way Jesus lived when He was here and 
the way He is right now in heaven. 

This has extremely practical applications in our 
daily lives. For example, what should a believer do 
when another believer sins against him? The answer is 
that believers should forgive one another “even as God 
for Christ’s sake hath forgiven you” (Eph. 4:32, italics 
mine; cf. Col. 3:13). 

Walking in the light—following the example of 
Christ—will affect a home. Husbands are supposed to 
love their wives “even as Christ also loved the church” 
(Eph. 5:25). Husbands are supposed to care for their 
wives “even as the Lord” cares for the church (Eph. 
5:29). And wives are to honor and obey their husbands 
(Eph. 5:22-24). 

No matter what area of life it may be, our responsi- 
bility is to do what Jesus would do. “As he is, so are we 
in this world.” We should “walk [live] even as He 
walked [lived].” 

Jesus Himself taught His disciples what it means to 
abide in Him. He explained it in His illustration of the 
vine and its branches (John 15). Just as the branch gets 
its life by remaining in contact with the vine, so believ- 
ers receive their strength by maintaining fellowship 
with Christ. 

To abide in Christ means to depend completely on 
Him for all that we need in order to live for Him and 
serve Him. It is a living relationship. As He lives out 
His life through us, we are able to follow His example 
and walk as He walked. Paul expressed this experience 
perfectly: “Christ liveth in me” (Gal. 2:20). 

This is a reference to the work of the Holy Spirit. 
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Christ is our Advocate in heaven (1 John 2:1), to rep- 
resent us before God when we sin. The Holy Spirit is 
God’s Advocate for us here on earth. Christ is making 
intercession for us (Rom. 8:34), and the Holy Spirit is 
also making intercession for us (Rom. 8:26-27). We 
are part of a fantastic “heavenly party line”: God the 
Son prays for us in heaven, and God the Spirit prays for 
us in our hearts. We have fellowship with the Father 
through the Son, and the Father has fellowship with us 
through the Spirit. 

Christ lives out His life through us by the power of 
the Spirit, who lives within our bodies. It is not by 
means of imitation that we abide in Christ and walk as 
He walked. No, it is through incarnation: through His 
Spirit, “Christ liveth in me.” To walk in the light is to 
walk in the Spirit and not fulfill the lusts of the flesh 
(see Gal. 5:16). 

God has made provisions for us in these ways to 
conquer sin. We can never lose or change the sin nature 
that we were born with (1 John 1:8), but we need not 
obey its desires. As we walk in the light and see sin as 
it actually is, we will hate it and turn from it. And if we 
sin, we immediately confess it to God and claim His 
cleansing. By depending on the power of the 
indwelling Spirit, we abide in Christ and “walk as he 
walked.” 

But all this begins with openness and honesty 
before God and men. The minute we start to act a part, 
to pretend, to impress others, we step out of the light 
and into shadows. Sir Walter Scott put it this way: 

Oh, what a tangled web we weave 

When first we practice to deceive! 

The life that is real cannot be built on things that 
are deceptive. Before we can walk in the light, we must 
know ourselves, accept ourselves, and yield ourselves to 
God. It is foolish to try to deceive others, because God 
already knows what we really are! 

All this helps to explain why walking in the light 
makes life so much easier and happier. When you walk 
in the light, you live to please only one Person—God. 
This really simplifies things! Jesus said, “I do always 
those things that please him” (John 8:29, italics mine). 
We “ought to walk and to please God” (1 Thess. 4:1). 
If we live to please ourselves and God, we are trying to 
serve two masters, and this never works. If we live to 
please men, we will always be in trouble because no 
two men will agree and we will find ourselves caught in 
the middle. Walking in the light—living to please 
God—simplifies our goals, unifies our lives, and gives 
us a sense of peace and poise. 

John made it clear that the life that is real has no 
love for sin. Instead of trying to cover sin, a true 
believer confesses sin and tries to conquer it by walking 
in the light of God’s Word. He is not content simply to 
know he is going to heaven. He wants to enjoy that 
heavenly life right here and now. “As he is, so are we in 
this world.” He is careful to match his walk and his 
talk. He does not try to impress himself, God, or other 
Christians with a lot of “pious talk.” 


A congregation was singing as a closing hymn the 
familiar song “For You I Am Praying.” The speaker 
turned to a man on the platform and asked quietly, 
“For whom are you praying?” 

The man was stunned. “Why, I guess I’m not pray- 
ing for anybody. Why do you ask?” 

“Well, I just heard you say, ‘For you I am praying,’ 
and I thought you meant it,” the preacher replied. 
“Oh, no,” said the man. “I’m just singing.” 

Pious talk! A religion of words! To paraphrase James 
1:22, “We should be doers of the Word as well as talk- 
ers of the Word.” We must walk what we talk. It is not 
enough to know the language; we must also live the 
life. “If we say—” then we ought also to do! 


CHAPTER THREE 
1 John 2:7-11 


SOMETHING OLD, SOMETHING NEW 


just love that hat!” 
| “Man, I really love the old-fashioned kind of 
baked beans!” 

“But, Mom, don't you realize that Tom and I love 
each other?” 

Words, like coins, can be in circulation for such a 
long time that they start wearing out. Unfortunately, 
the word love is losing its value and is being used to 
cover a multitude of sins. 

It is really difficult to understand how a man can 
use the same word to express his love for his wife as he 
uses to tell how he feels about baked beans! When 
words are used that carelessly, they really mean little or 
nothing at all. Like the dollar, they have been devalued. 

As John described the life that is real, he used three 
words repeatedly: life, love, and light. In fact, he 
devoted three sections of his letter to the subject of 
Christian love. He explained that love, life, and light 
belong together. Read these three sections (1 John 
2:7-11; 3:10-24; 4:7-21) without the intervening 
verses, and you will see that love, life, and light must 
not be separated. 

In our present study (1 John 2:7-11), we learn how 
Christian love is affected by light and darkness. A 
Christian who is walking in the light (which simply 
means he is obeying God) is going to love his brother 
Christian. 

In 1 John 3:10-24, we are told that Christian love 
is a matter of life or death: to live in hatred is to live in 
spiritual death. In 1 John 4:7—21 we see that Christian 
love is a matter of truth or error (cf. 1 John 4:6): 
because we know God’s love toward us, we show God’s 
love toward others. 

In these three sections, then, we find three good 
reasons why Christians should love one another: 

1. God has commanded us to love (1 John 2:7-11). 

2. We have been born of God and God’s love lives 
in us (1 John 3:10-24). 
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3. God first revealed His love to us (1 John 4:7-21). 
“We love ... because He first loved us.” 

John not only wrote about love but also practiced 
it. One of his favorite names for his readers was 
“Beloved.” He felt love for them. John is known as the 
“apostle of love” because in his gospel and his epistles 
he gives such prominence to this subject. However, 
John was not always the apostle of love. At one time 
Jesus gave John and his brother James, both of whom 
had hot tempers, the nickname “Boanerges” (Mark 
3:17), which means “sons of thunder.” On another 
occasion these two brothers wanted to call down fire 
from heaven to destroy a village (Luke 9:51-56). 

Since the New Testament was written in Greek, the 
writers were often able to use more precise language. It 
is unfortunate that our English word love has so many 
shades of meaning (some of them contradictory). 
When we read in 1 John about “love,” the Greek word 
used is agape (ah-GAH-pay), the word for God’s love 
toward man, a Christian’s love for other Christians, and 
God’s love for His church (Eph. 5:22-33). 

Another Greek word for love, philia (fee-LEE-ah), 
used elsewhere, carries the idea of “friendship love,” 
which is not quite as profound or divine as agape love. 
(The Greek word for sensual love, eros, from which we 
get our word erotic, is not used at all in the New 
Testament.) 

The amazing thing is that Christian love is both old 
and new (1 John 2:7-8). This seems to be a contradic- 
tion. Love itself, of course, is not new, nor is the 
commandment—that men love God and each other— 
a new thing. Jesus Himself combined two Old 
Testament commandments, Deuteronomy 6:5 and 
Leviticus 19:18, and said (Mark 12:28—34) that these 
two commandments summarize all the law and the 
prophets. Loving God and loving one’s neighbor were 
old, familiar responsibilities before Jesus ever came to 
earth. 

In what sense, then, is “love one another” a “new” 
commandment (1 John 2:8)? Again, a look at the 
Greek helps to answer the question. 

The Greeks had two different words for “new.” One 
means “new in time,” and the other means “new in 
quality.” For example, you would use the first word to 
describe the latest car, a recent model. But if you pur- 
chased a car that was so revolutionary that it was 
radically different, you would use the second word— 
new in quality. (Our English words recent and fresh 
just about make this distinction: “recent” means new in 
time, “fresh” means new in character.) 

The commandment to love one another is not new 
in time, but it is new in character. Because of Jesus 
Christ, the old commandment to “love one another” 
has taken on new meaning. We learn in these five brief 
verses (1 John 2:7—11) that the commandment is new 
in three important ways. 


It Is New in Emphasis (2:7) 
In the previous paragraph (1 John 2:3-6), John had 
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been talking about “the commandments” in general, 
but now he narrowed his focus down to one single 
commandment. In the Old Testament, the command 
that God’s people love one another was only one of 
many, but now this old commandment is lifted out and 
given a place of preeminence. 

How is it possible for one commandment to stand 
head and shoulders above all the others? This is 
explained by the fact that love is the fulfillment of 
God’s law (Rom. 13:8—10). 

Parents must care for their children according to 
law. Child neglect is a serious crime. But how many 
parents have a conversation like this when the alarm 
clock goes off in the morning? 

She: “Honey, youd better get up and go to work. 
We don’t want to get arrested.” 

He: “Yeah, and youd better get up and get breakfast 
for the kids, and get their clothes ready. The cops 
might show up and put us both in jail.” 

She: “Youre right. Boy, it’s a good thing they have a 
law, or we'd stay in bed all day!” 

Its doubtful that the fear of the law is often the 
motive behind earning a living or caring for one’s chil- 
dren. Parents fulfill their responsibilities (even if 
grudgingly on occasion) because they love each other 
and their children. To them, doing the right thing is 
not a matter of law—it’s a matter of love. 

The commandment “Love one another” is the ful- 
fillment of God’s law in the same way. When you love 
people, you do not lie about them or steal from them. 
You have no desire to kill them. Love for God and love 
for others motivates a person to obey God’s command- 
ments without even thinking about them! When a 
person acts out of Christian love he obeys God and 
serves others—not because of fear, but because of his 
love. 

This is why John said that “Love one another” is a 
new commandment—it is new in emphasis. It is not 
simply one of many commandments. No, it stands at 
the top of the list! 

But it is new in emphasis in another way too. It 
stands at the very beginning of the Christian life. 
“The old commandment is the word which ye had 
from the beginning” (1 John 2:7). This phrase “from 
the beginning” is used in two different ways in John’s 
letter, and it is important that you distinguish them. 
In 1 John 1:1, describing the eternality of Christ, we 
read that He existed “from the beginning.” In John 
1:1—a parallel verse—we read, “In the beginning was 
the Word.” 

But in 1 John 2:7, the subject is the beginning of 
the Christian life. The commandment to love one 
another is not an appendix to our Christian experience, 
as though God had an afterthought. No! It is in our 
hearts from the very beginning of our faith in Jesus 
Christ. If this were not so, John could not have written, 
“We know that we have passed out of death into life 
because we love the brethren” (1 John 3:14 Nass). And 
Jesus said, “By this all men will know that you are My 
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disciples, if you have love for one another” (John 13:35 
NASB). 

By nature, an unsaved person may be selfish and 
even hateful. As much as we love a newborn baby, we 
must confess that the infant is self-centered and thinks 
the whole world revolves around his crib. The child is 
typical of an unsaved person. “We ourselves also were 
sometimes foolish, disobedient, deceived, serving 
divers lusts and pleasures, living in malice and envy, 
hateful and hating one another” (Titus 3:3). This unre- 
touched photo of the unbeliever may not be beautiful, 
but it is certainly accurate! Some unregenerate persons 
do not display the traits here mentioned, but the works 
of the flesh (Gal. 5:19-21) are always potentially pres- 
ent in their dispositions. 

When a sinner trusts Christ, he receives a new life 
and a new nature. The Holy Spirit of God comes to live 
in him and the love of God is “shed abroad in [his] 
heart” by the Spirit (Rom. 5:5). God does not have to 
give a new believer a long lecture about love! “For ye 
yourselves are taught of God [i.e., by the Holy Spirit 
within you] to love one another” (1 Thess. 4:9). A new 
believer discovers that he now hates what he used to 
love, and that he loves what he used to hate! 

So the commandment to love one another is new in 
emphasis: it is one of the most important command- 
ments Christ gave us (John 13:34). In fact, “love one 
another” is repeated at least a dozen times in the New 
Testament (John 13:34; 15:9, 12, 17; Rom. 13:8; 1 
Thess. 4:9; 1 Peter 1:22; 1 John 3:11, 23; 4:7, 11-12; 
2 John 5). And there are many other references to 
brotherly love. 

It is important that we understand the meaning of 
Christian love. It is not a shallow sentimental emotion 
that Christians try to “work up” so they can get along 
with each other. It is a matter of the will rather than an 
emotion—an affection for and attraction to certain 
persons. It is a matter of determining—of making up 
your mind—that you will allow God’s love to reach 
others through you, and then of acting toward them in 
loving ways. You are not to act “as if you loved them,” 
but because you love them. This is not hypocrisy—it is 
obedience to God. 

Perhaps the best explanation of Christian love is 1 
Corinthians 13. You should read a modern translation 
of this chapter to get the full force of its message: the 
Christian life without love is NOTHING! 

But the commandment “Love one another” is not 
only new in emphasis. It is new in another way. 


It Is New in Example (2:8) 

“Love one another,” John pointed out, was first true in 
Christ, and now it is true in the lives of those who are 
trusting Christ. Jesus Himself is the greatest Example 
of this commandment. 

Later on we will think about that great statement 
“God is love” (1 John 4:8), but it is anticipated here. 
When one looks at Jesus Christ, one sees love embod- 
ied and exemplified. In commanding us to love, Jesus 


does not ask us to do something that He has not 
already done Himself. The four gospel records are the 
account of a life lived in the spirit of love—and that life 
was lived under conditions far from ideal. Jesus says to 
us, in effect, “I lived by this great commandment, and 
I can enable you to follow My example.” 

Jesus illustrated love by the very life that He lived. 
He never showed hatred or malice. His righteous soul 
hated all sin and disobedience, but He never hated the 
people who committed such sins. Even in His righ- 
teous announcements of judgment, there was always an 
undercurrent of love. 

It is encouraging to think of Jesus’ love for the 
twelve disciples. How they must have broken His heart 
again and again as they argued over who was the great- 
est or tried to keep people from seeing their Master. 
Each of them was different from the others, and 
Christ’s love was broad enough to include each one in 
a personal, understanding way. He was patient with 
Peters impulsiveness, Thomas’s unbelief, and even 
Judas’s treachery. When Jesus commanded His disciples 
to love one another, He was only telling them to do as 
He had done. 

Consider too our Lord’s love for all kinds of peo- 
ple. The publicans and sinners were attracted by His 
love (Luke 15:1), and even the lowest of the low 
could weep at His feet (Luke 7:36-39). Spiritually 
hungry rabbi Nicodemus could meet with Him pri- 
vately at night (John 3:1-21), and four thousand of 
the “common people” could listen to His teaching 
for three days (Mark 8:1—9) and then receive a mirac- 
ulous meal from Him. He held babies in His arms. 
He spoke about children at play. He even comforted 
the women who wept as the soldiers led Him out to 
Calvary. 

Perhaps the greatest thing about Jesus’ love was the 
way it touched even the lives of His enemies. He 
looked with loving pity on the religious leaders who in 
their spiritual blindness accused Him of being in 
league with Satan (Matt. 12:24). When the mob came 
to arrest Him, He could have called on the armies of 
heaven for protection, but He yielded to His enemies. 
And then He died for them—for His enemies! 
“Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay 
down his life for his friends’? (John 15:13, italics 
mine). But Jesus died not only for His friends, but also 
for His foes! And as they crucified Him, He prayed for 
them: “Father, forgive them, for they know not what 
they do.” 

In His life, in His teachings, and in His death, Jesus 
is the perfect Example of this new commandment, 
“Love one another.” And this is what helps to make the 
commandment “new.” In Christ we have a new illustra- 
tion of the old truth that God is love and that the life of 
love is the life of joy and victory. 

What is true in Christ ought to be true in each 
believer. “As he is, so are we in this world” (1 John 
4:17). A believer should live a life of Christian love 
“because the darkness is passing away, and the true 
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light is already shining” (1 John 2:8 Nass). This 
reminds us of the emphasis on walking in the light (1 
John 1). Two ways of life are contrasted: those who 
walk in the light practice love; those who walk in the 
darkness practice hatred. The Bible repeatedly empha- 
sizes this truth. 

“The darkness is passing away,” but the light does 
not yet shine fully all over the world, nor does it pene- 
trate every area of even a believer's life. 

When Christ was born, “the dayspring from on 
high” visited the world (Luke 1:78). “Dayspring” 
means sunrise. The birth of Christ was the beginning 
of a new day for mankind! As He lived before men, 
taught them, and ministered to them, He spread the 
light of life and love. “The people who sat in dark- 
ness saw a great light; and to them which sat in the 
region and shadow of death light is sprung up” 
(Matt. 4:16). 

But there is a conflict in this world between the 
forces of light and the forces of darkness. “And the light 
is shining in the darkness, and the darkness is not able 
to put it out” (John 1:5, literal translation). Satan is the 
Prince of darkness, and he extends his evil kingdom by 
means of lies and hatred. Christ is the “Sun of righ- 
teousness” (Mal. 4:2), and He extends His kingdom by 
means of truth and love. 

The kingdoms of Christ and of Satan are in conflict 
today, but “the path of the just is as the shining light, 
that shineth more and more unto the perfect day” 
(Prov. 4:18). The darkness is passing away little by lit- 
tle, and the True Light is shining brighter and brighter 
in our hearts. 

Jesus Christ is the standard of love for Christians. 
“A new commandment I give unto you, that ye love 
one another,” He said, “as I have loved you, that ye also 
love one another” (John 13:34). And He repeated: 
“This is my commandment, that ye love one another, 
as I have loved you” (John 15:12, italics mine). We are 
not to measure our Christian love against the love of 
some other Christian (and we usually pick somebody 
whose life is more of an excuse than an example!) but 
against the love of Jesus Christ our Lord. The old com- 
mandment becomes “new” to us as we see it fulfilled in 
Christ. 

So the commandment “Love one another” is new in 
emphasis and new in example. It is also new in a third 
way. 


It Is New in Experience (2:9-11) 

Our passage continues the illustration of light and 
darkness. If a Christian walks in the light and is in fel- 
lowship with God, he will also be in fellowship with 
others in God’s family. Love and light go together, 
much as hatred and darkness go together. 

It is easy to talk about Christian love, but much 
more difficult to practice it. For one thing, such love is 
not mere talk (1 John 2:9). For a Christian to say (or 
sing!) that he loves the brethren while he actually hates 
another believer is for him to lie. In other words (and 
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this is a sobering truth), it is impossible to be in fellow- 
ship with the Father and out of fellowship with another 
Christian at the same time. 

This is one reason why God established the local 
church, the fellowship of believers. “You can't be a 
Christian alone”; a person cannot live a complete and 
developing Christian life unless he is in fellowship with 
God’s people. The Christian life has two relationships: 
the vertical (Godward) and the horizontal (man-ward). 
And what God has joined together, man must not put 
asunder! And each of these two relationships is to be 
one of love one for the other. 

Jesus dealt with this matter in the Sermon on the 
Mount (see Matt. 5:21-26). A gift on the altar was val- 
ueless as long as the worshipper had a dispute to settle 
with his brother. Note that Jesus did not say that the 
worshipper had something against his brother, but that 
the brother had something against the worshipper. But 
even when we have been offended, we should not wait 
for the one who has offended us to come to us; we 
should go to him. If we do not, Jesus warned us that 
we will end up in a prison of spiritual judgment 
where we will have to pay the last penny (Matt. 
18:21-35). In other words, when we harbor an unfor- 
giving, unloving spirit, we harm ourselves most. 

The contrast between “saying” and “doing” is one 
we have met before (1 John 1:6, 8, 10; 2:4, 6). It is 
easy to practice a Christianity of “words”—singing 
the right songs, using the right vocabulary, praying the 
right prayers—and, through it all, deceiving ourselves 
into thinking we are spiritual. This mistake also ties 
into something Jesus taught in the Sermon on the 
Mount (Matt. 5:33-37). What we say should be 
the true expression of our character. We should not 
need extra words (“oaths”) to fortify what we say. Our 
yes should mean yes, and our no should mean no. So, 
if we say we are in the light, we will prove it by loving 
the brethren. Many Christians urgently need to be 
accepted, loved, and encouraged. 

Contrary to popular opinion, Christian love is not 
“blind.” When we practice true Christian love, we find 
life getting brighter and brighter. Hatred is what dark- 
ens life! When true Christian love flows out of our 
hearts, we will have greater understanding and percep- 
tion in spiritual things. This is why Paul prayed that 
our love may grow in knowledge and perception, “that 
ye may distinguish the things that differ” (see Phil. 
1:9-10). A Christian who loves his brother is a 
Christian who sees more clearly. 

No book in the Bible illustrates the blinding power 
of hatred like the book of Esther. The events recorded 
there take place in Persia, where many of the Jews were 
living after the captivity. Haman, one of the king’s chief 
men, had a burning hatred for the Jews. The only way 
he could satisfy this hatred was to see the whole nation 
destroyed. He plunged ahead in an evil plot, com- 
pletely blind to the fact that the Jews would win and 
that he himself would be destroyed. 

Hatred is blinding people today too. Christian love 
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is not a shallow sentiment, a passing emotion that we 
perhaps experience in a church service. Christian love 
is a practical thing; it applies in the everyday affairs of 
life. Just consider the “one another” statements in the 
New Testament and you will see how practical it is to 
love one another. Here are just a few (there are over 
twenty such statements): 

Wash one another’s feet (John 13:14). 

Prefer one another (Rom. 12:10). 

Be of the same mind one to another (Rom. 12:16). 

Do not judge one another (Rom. 14:13). 

Receive one another (Rom. 15:7). 

Admonish one another (Rom. 15:14). 

Edify [build up] one another (1 Thess. 5:11). 

Bear one another’s burdens (Gal. 6:2). 

Confess your faults to one another (James 5:16). 

Use hospitality one to another (1 Peter 4:9). 

In short, to love other Christians means to treat 
them the way God treats them—and the way God 
treats us. Christian love that does not show itself in 
action and in attitude is spurious (see 1 Cor. 13:4-7). 

What happens to a believer who does not love the 
brethren? We have already seen the first tragic result: he 
lives in the darkness, though he probably thinks he is 
living in the light (1 John 2:9). He thinks he sees, but 
he is actually blinded by the darkness of hatred. This is 
the kind of person who causes trouble in Christian 
groups. He thinks he is a “spiritual giant,” with great 
understanding, when actually he is a babe with very lit- 
tle spiritual perception. He may read the Bible 
faithfully and pray fervently, but if he has hatred in his 
heart, he is living a lie. 

The second tragic result is that such a believer 
becomes a cause of stumbling (see 1 John 2:10). It is 
bad enough when an unloving believer hurts himself (1 
John 2:9), but when he starts to hurt others the situa- 
tion is far more serious. It is serious to walk in the 
darkness. It is dangerous to walk in the darkness when 
stumbling blocks are in the way! An unloving brother 
stumbles himself, and in addition he causes others to 
stumble. 

A man who was walking down a dark street one 
night saw a pinpoint of light coming toward him in a 
faltering way. He thought perhaps the person carrying 
the light was ill or drunk, but as he drew nearer he 
could see a man with a flashlight carrying a white cane. 

“Why would a blind man be carrying a light?” the 
man wondered, and then he decided to ask. 

The blind man smiled. “I carry my light, not so I 
can see, but so that others can see me. I cannot help 
being blind,” he said, “but I can help being a stumbling 
block.” 

The best way to help other Christians not to stum- 
ble is to love them. Love makes us stepping-stones; 
hatred (or any of its “cousins,” such as envy or malice) 
makes us stumbling blocks. It is important that 
Christians exercise love in a local church, or else there 
will always be problems and disunity. When we are 
falling over each other, instead of lifting each other 


higher, we will never become a truly happy spiritual 
family. 

Apply this, for instance, to the delicate matter of 
“questionable things” (Rom. 14—15). Since believers 
come from different backgrounds, they do not always 
agree. In Paul’s day, they differed on such matters as 
diets and holy days. One group said it was unspiritual 
to eat meat offered to idols. Another group wanted 
strict observance of the Sabbath. There were several 
facets to the problem, but basic to its solution was 
“Love one another!” Paul put it this way: “Let us not, 
therefore, judge one another anymore; but judge this, 
rather, that no man put a stumbling block or an occa- 
sion to fall in his brother’s way.... But if thy brother be 
grieved with thy food, now walkest thou not in love” 
(Rom. 14:13, 15 srs). 

A third tragic result of hatred is that it retards a 
believer’s spiritual progress (1 John 2:11). A blind 
man—a person who is walking in darkness—can 
never find his way! The only atmosphere that is con- 
ducive to spiritual growth is the atmosphere of 
spiritual light—of love. Just as the fruits and flowers 
need sunshine, so God’s people need love if they are 
going to grow. 

The commandment “Love one another” becomes 
new to us in our own day-by-day experience. It is not 
enough for us to recognize that it is new in emphasis 
and say, “Yes, love is important!” Nor is it enough for 
us to see God’s love exemplified by Jesus Christ. We 
must know this love in our own experience. The old 
commandment “Love one another” becomes a new 
commandment as we practice God’s love in daily life. 

Thus far, we have seen the negative side of 1 John 
2:9-11; now let’s look at the positive. If we practice 
Christian love, what will the wonderful results be? 

First of all, we will be living in the light—living in 
fellowship with God and with our Christian brothers. 

Second, we will not stumble or become stumbling 
blocks to others. 

And, third, we will grow spiritually and will 
progress toward Christlikeness. 

At this point, we should think about the contrast 
between the ugly “works of the flesh” (Gal. 5:19-21) 
and the beautiful fruit of the Spirit—“Love, joy, peace, 
patience, gentleness, goodness, faithfulness, meekness, 
and self-control” (Gal. 5:22-23). When we are walking 
in the light, the “seed of the Word” (Luke 8:11) can 
take root and bear fruit. And the first cluster the Spirit 
produces is love! 

But love does not live alone. Love produces joy! 
Hatred makes a man miserable, but love always brings 
him joy. 

A Christian couple came to see a pastor because 
their marriage was beginning to fall apart. “Were both 
saved,” the discouraged husband said, “but we just 
arent happy together. There’s no joy in our home.” As 
the pastor talked with them and they considered 
together what the Bible has to say, one fact became 
clear: both the husband and wife were nursing grudges. 


1 John 2 


Each recalled many annoying little things the other had 
done! 

“If you two really loved each other,” said the pastor, 
“you wouldn't file these hurts away in your hearts. 
Grudges fester in our hearts like infected sores and poi- 
son the whole system.” 

Then he read, “[Love] thinketh no evil” (1 Cor. 
13:5). He explained, “This means that love never 
keeps records of things others do that hurt us. When 
we truly love someone, our love covers their sins and 
helps to heal the wounds they cause.” Then he read, 
“And above all things have fervent love among your- 
selves; for love shall cover the multitude of sins” (1 
Peter 4:8 sco). 

Before the couple left, the pastor counseled them: 
“Instead of keeping records of the things that hurt, 
start remembering the things that please. An unforgiv- 
ing spirit always breeds poison, but a loving spirit that 
sees and remembers the best always produces health.” 

A Christian who walks in love is always experienc- 
ing some new joy because the “fruit of the Spirit” is 
love and joy. And when we blend “love” and “joy,” we 
will have “peace’—and peace helps to produce 
“patience.” In other words, walking in the light, walk- 
ing in love, is the secret of Christian growth, which 
nearly always begins with love. 

Now, all of us must admit that we cannot generate 
Christian love under our own power. By nature, we are 
selfish and hateful. It is only as God’s Spirit floods our 
hearts with love that we, in turn, can love one another. 
“The love of God is shed abroad in our hearts by the 
Holy Ghost which is given unto us” (Rom. 5:5). The 
Spirit of God makes the commandment “Love one 
another” into a new and exciting day-by-day experi- 
ence. If we walk in the light, God’s Spirit produces 
love. If we walk in darkness, our own selfish spirit pro- 
duces hatred. 

The Christian life—the life that is real—is a beau- 
tiful blending of “something old, something new.” The 
Holy Spirit takes the “old things” and makes them 
“new things” in our experience. When you stop to 
think about it, the Holy Spirit never grows old! He is 
always young! And He is the only Person on earth 
today who was here centuries ago when Jesus lived, 
taught, died, and rose again. He is the only One who 
can take “old truth” and make it fresh and new in our 
daily experience at this present time. 

There are other exciting truths in the rest of John’s 
letter, but if we fail to obey in this matter of love, the 
rest of the letter may well be “darkness” to us. Perhaps 
the best thing we can do, right now, is to search our 
hearts to see if we hold anything against a brother, or if 
someone has anything against us. The life that is real is 
an honest life—and it is a life of doing, not merely say- 
ing. It is a life of active love in Christ. This means 
forgiveness, kindness, longsuffering. But it also means 
joy and peace and victory. 

The love life is the only life, because it is the life 
that is real! 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
1 John 2:12-17 


THE LOVE GOD HATES 


Ae of first graders had just completed a tour of 


a hospital, and the nurse who had directed them 
was asking for questions. Immediately a hand 
went up. 

“How come the people who work here are always 
washing their hands?” a little fellow asked. 

After the laughter had subsided, the nurse gave a 
wise answer: “They are ‘always washing their hands’ for 
two reasons. First, they love health; and second, they 
hate germs.” 

In more than one area of life, love and hate go hand 
in hand. A husband who loves his wife is certainly 
going to exercise a hatred for what would harm her. “Ye 
that love the Lord, hate evil” (Ps. 97:10). “Let love be 
without hypocrisy. Abhor what is evil; cling to what is 
good” (Rom. 12:9 Nass). 

John’s epistle has reminded us to exercise love (1 
John 2:7-11)—the right kind of love. Now it warns us 
that there is a wrong kind of love, a love that God 
hates. This is love for what the Bible calls “the world.” 

There are four reasons why Christians should not 
love “the world.” 


Because of What the World Is 

The New Testament word world has at least three dif- 
ferent meanings. It sometimes means the physical 
world, the earth: “God that made the world [our 
planet] and all things therein” (Acts 17:24). It also 
means the human world, mankind: “For God so loved 
the world” (John 3:16). Sometimes these two ideas 
appear together “He [Jesus] was in the world, and the 
world [earth] was made by Him, and the world 
[mankind] knew him not” (John 1:10). 

But the warning “Love not the world!” is not about 
the world of nature or the world of men. Christians 
ought to appreciate the beauty and usefulness of the 
earth God has made, since He “giveth us richly all 
things to enjoy” (1 Tim. 6:17). And they certainly 
ought to love people—not only their friends, but even 
their enemies. 

This “world” named here as our enemy is an invis- 
ible spiritual system opposed to God and Christ. 

We use the word world in the sense of system in our 
daily conversation. The TV announcer says, “We bring 
you the news from the world of sports.” “The world of 
sports” is not a separate planet or continent. It is an 
organized system, made up of a set of ideas, people, 
activities, purposes, and so forth. And “the world of 
finance” and “the world of politics” are likewise systems 
of their own. Behind what we see in sports or finance 
is an invisible system that we cannot see, and it is the 
system that “keeps things going.” 

“The world,” in the Bible, is Satan’s system for 
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opposing the work of Christ on earth. It is the very 
opposite of what is godly and holy and spiritual (1 
John 2:16). “We know that we are of God, and the 
whole world lies in the power of the evil one” (1 John 
5:19 NASB). Jesus called Satan “the prince of this world” 
(John 12:31). The devil has an organization of evil spir- 
its (Eph. 6:11-12) working with him and influencing 
the affairs of “this world.” 

Just as the Holy Spirit uses people to accomplish 
God’s will on earth, so Satan uses people to fulfill his 
evil purposes. Unsaved people, whether they realize it 
or not, are energized by “the prince of the power of the 
air, the spirit that now worketh in the children of dis- 
obedience” (Eph. 2:1-2). 

Unsaved people belong to “this world.” Jesus called 
them “the children of this world” (Luke 16:8). When 
Jesus was here on earth, the people of “this world” did 
not understand Him, nor do they now understand 
those of us who trust Him (1 John 3:1). A Christian is 
a member of the human world, and he lives in the 
physical world, but he does not belong to the spiritual 
world that is Satan’s system for opposing God. “If ye 
were of the world [Satan’s system], the world would 
love his own; but because ye are not of the world, but 
I have chosen you out of the world, therefore the world 
hateth you” (John 15:18). 

“The world,” then, is not a natural habitat for a 
believer. The believer’s citizenship is in heaven (Phil. 
3:20 Nass), and all his effective resources for living on 
earth come from his Father in heaven. 

The believer is somewhat like a scuba diver. The 
water is not man’s natural habitat, for he is not 
equipped for life in (or under) it. When a scuba diver 
goes under, he has to take special equipment with him 
so that he can breathe. 

Were it not for the Holy Spirit’s living within us, 
and the spiritual resources we have in prayer, Christian 
fellowship, and the Word, we could never “make it” 
here on earth. We complain about the pollution of 
earth’s atmosphere—the atmosphere of “the world” is 
also so polluted spiritually that Christians cannot 
breathe normally! 

But there is a second—and more serious—reason 
why Christians must not love the world. 


Because of What the World Does to Us (2:15-16) 
“If any man love the world, the love of the Father is not 
in him” (1 John 2:15). 

Worldliness is not so much a matter of activity as of 
attitude. It is possible for a Christian to stay away from 
questionable amusements and doubtful places and still 
love the world, for worldliness is a matter of the heart. 
To the extent that a Christian loves the world system 
and the things in it, he does not love the Father. 

Worldliness not only affects your response to the 
love of God; it also affects your response to the will of 
God. “The world passeth away ... but he that doeth 
the will of God abideth forever” (1 John 2:17). 

Doing the will of God is a joy for those living in the 


love of God. “If ye love me, keep my commandments.” 
But when a believer loses his enjoyment of the Father’s 
love, he finds it hard to obey the Father’s will. 

When you put these two factors together, you have 
a practical definition of worldliness: anything in a 
Christian’s life that causes him to lose his enjoyment of 
the Father’s love or his desire to do the Father’s will is 
worldly and must be avoided. Responding to the 
Father’s love (your personal devotional life), and doing 
the Father’s will (your daily conduct)—these are two 
tests of worldliness. 

Many things in this world are definitely wrong, and 
God’s Word identifies them as sins. It is wrong to steal 
and to lie (Eph. 4:25, 28). Sexual sins are wrong (Eph. 
5:1-3). About these and many other actions, 
Christians can have little or no debate. But there are 
areas of Christian conduct that are not so clear and 
about which even the best Christians disagree. In such 
cases, each believer must apply the test to his own life 
and be scrupulously honest in his self-examination, 
remembering that even a good thing may rob a believer 
of his enjoyment of God’s love and his desire to do 
God’s will. 

A senior student in a Christian college was known 
for his excellent grades and his effective Christian serv- 
ice. He was out preaching each weekend, and God was 
using him to win the souls and challenge Christians. 

Then something happened: his testimony was no 
longer effective, his grades began to drop, and even his 
personality seemed to change. The president called him 
in. 

“There’s been a change in your life and your work,” 
the president said, “and I wish youd tell me what’s 
wrong.” 

The student was evasive for a time, but then he told 
the story. He was engaged to a lovely Christian girl and 
was planning to get married after graduation. He had 
been called to a fine church and was anxious to move 
his new bride into the parsonage and get started in the 
pastorate. 

“Tve been so excited about it that I’ve even come to 
the place where I don’t want the Lord to come back!” 
he confessed. “And then the power dropped out of my 
life.” 

His plans—good and beautiful as they were—came 
between him and the Father. He lost his enjoyment of 
the Father’s love. He was worldly! 

John pointed out that the world system uses three 
devices to trap Christians: the lust (desire) of the flesh, 
the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life (1 John 2:16). 
These same devices trapped Eve back in the garden: 
“And when the woman saw that the tree was good for 
food [the lust of the flesh], and that it was pleasant to 
the eyes [the lust of the eyes], and a tree to be desired 
to make one wise [the pride of life], she took of the 
fruit” (Gen. 3:6). 

The lust of the flesh includes anything that appeals 
to man’s fallen nature. “The flesh” does not mean “the 
body.” Rather, it refers to the basic nature of unregen- 
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erate man that makes him blind to spiritual truth (1 
Cor. 2:14). Flesh is the nature we receive in our physi- 
cal birth; spirit is the nature we receive in the second 
birth (John 3:5—6). When we trust Christ, we become 
“partakers of the divine nature” (2 Peter 1:4). A 
Christian has both the old nature (flesh) and the new 
nature (Spirit) in his life. And what a battle these two 
natures can wage (Gal. 5:17—23)! 

God has given man certain desires, and these desires 
are good. Hunger, thirst, weariness, and sex are not at 
all evil in themselves. There is nothing wrong about 
eating, drinking, sleeping, or begetting children. But 
when the flesh nature controls them, they become sin- 
ful “lusts.” Hunger is not evil, but gluttony is sinful. 
Thirst is not evil, but drunkenness is a sin. Sleep is a 
gift of God, but laziness is shameful. Sex is God’s pre- 
cious gift when used rightly; but when used wrongly, it 
becomes immorality. 

Now you can see how the world operates. It appeals 
to the normal appetites and tempts us to satisfy them 
in forbidden ways. In today’s world we are surrounded 
by all kinds of allurements that appeal to our lower 
nature—and “the flesh is weak” (Matt. 26:41). If a 
Christian yields to it, he will get involved in the “works 
of the flesh.” (Gal. 5:19-21 gives us the ugly list.) 

It is important that a believer remember what God 
says about his old nature, the flesh. Everything God 
says about the flesh is negative. In the flesh there is “no 
good thing” (Rom. 7:18). The flesh profits “nothing” 
(John 6:63). A Christian is to put “no confidence” in 
the flesh (Phil. 3:3). He is to make “no provision” for 
the flesh (Rom. 13:14 Nass). A person who lives for the 
flesh is living a negative life. 

The second device that the world uses to trap the 
Christian is called “the lust of the eyes.” We sometimes 
forget that the eyes can have an appetite! (Have you 
ever said, “Feast your eyes on this”?) 

The lust of the flesh appeals to the lower appetites 
of the old nature, tempting us to indulge them in sin- 
ful ways. The lust of the eyes, however, operates in a 
more refined way. In view here are pleasures that grat- 
ify the sight and the mind—sophisticated and 
intellectual pleasures. Back in the days of the apostle 
John, the Greeks and Romans lived for entertainments 
and activities that excited the eyes. Times have not 
changed very much! In view of television, perhaps 
every Christian’s prayer ought to be “Turn away my 
eyes from looking at vanity” (Ps. 119:37 Nass). 

Achan (Josh. 7), a soldier, brought defeat to Joshua’s 
army because of the lust of his eyes. God had warned 
Israel not to take any spoils from the condemned city 
of Jericho, but Achan did not obey. He explained: 
“When I saw among the spoils a goodly Babylonish 
garment, and two hundred shekels of silver, ... then I 
coveted them, and took them” (Josh. 7:21). The lust of 
the eyes led him into sin, and his sin led the army into 
defeat. 

The eyes (like the other senses) are a gateway into 
the mind. The lust of the eyes, therefore, can include 
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intellectual pursuits that are contrary to God’s Word. 
There is pressure to make Christians think the way the 
world thinks. God warns us against “the counsel of the 
ungodly.” This does not mean that Christians ignore 
education and secular learning; it does mean they are 
careful not to let intellectualism crowd God into the 
background. 

The third device is the “boastful pride of life” 
(NasB). God’s glory is rich and full; man’s glory is vain 
and empty. In fact, the Greek word for “pride” was 
used to describe a braggart who was trying to impress 
people with his importance. People have always tried to 
outdo others in their spending and their getting. The 
boastful pride of life motivates much of what such peo- 
ple do. 

Why is it that so many folks buy houses, cars, appli- 
ances, or wardrobes that they really cannot afford? 
Why do they succumb to the “travel now, pay later” 
advertising and get themselves into hopeless debt tak- 
ing vacations far beyond their means? Largely because 
they want to impress other people—because of their 
“pride of life.” They may want folks to notice how 
affluent or successful they are. 

Most of us do not go that far, but it is amazing what 
stupid things people do just to make an impression. 
They even sacrifice honesty and integrity in return for 
notoriety and a feeling of importance. 

Yes, the world appeals to a Christian through the 
lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of 
life. And once the world takes over in one of these 
areas, a Christian will soon realize it. He will lose his 
enjoyment of the Father’s love and his desire to do the 
Father’s will. The Bible will become boring and prayer 
a difficult chore. Even Christian fellowship may seem 
empty and disappointing. It is not that there is some- 
thing wrong with others, however—what’s wrong is the 
Christian’s worldly heart. 

It is important to note that no Christian becomes 
worldly all of a sudden. Worldliness creeps up on a 
believer; it is a gradual process. First is the friendship of 
the world (James 4:4). By nature, the world and the 
Christian are enemies. (“Marvel not, my brethren, if 
the world hate you,” 1 John 3:13.) A Christian who is 
a friend of the world is an enemy of God. 

Next, the Christian becomes spotted by the world 
(James 1:27). The world leaves its dirty marks on one 
or two areas of his life. This means that gradually the 
believer accepts and adopts the ways of the world. 

When this happens, the world ceases to hate the 
Christian and starts to love him! So John warned us, 
“Love not the world!”—but too often our friendship 
with the world leads to love. As a result, the believer 
becomes conformed to the world (Rom. 12:2), and you 
can hardly tell the two apart. 

Among Christians, worldliness rears its ugly head 
in many subtle and unrecognized forms. Sometimes 
we tend to idolize great athletes, TV stars, or politi- 
cal leaders who profess to be Christians—as if these 
individuals were able to be of special help to 
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Almighty God. Or we cater to wealthy and “influen- 
tial” persons in our local church, as if God’s work 
would fold up without their good will or financial 
backing. Many forms of worldliness do not involve 
reading the wrong books and indulging in “carnal” 
amusements. 

Sad to say, being conformed to the world can lead a 
Christian into being “condemned with the world” (1 
Cor. 11:32). Ifa believer confesses and judges this sin, 
God will forgive him, but if he does not confess, God 
must lovingly chasten him. When a Christian is “con- 
demned with the world,” he does not lose his sonship. 
Rather, he loses his testimony and his spiritual useful- 
ness. And in extreme cases, Christians have even lost 
their lives (see 1 Cor. 11:29-30)! 

The downward steps and their consequences are 
illustrated in the life of Lot (Gen. 13:5-13; 14:8-14; 
19). First Lot looked toward Sodom. Then he pitched 
his tent toward Sodom in the well-watered plains of 
Jordan. Then he moved into Sodom. And when 
Sodom was captured by the enemy, Lot was captured 
too. He was a believer (2 Peter 2:6-8), but he had to 
suffer with the unbelieving sinners of that wicked city. 
And when God destroyed Sodom, everything Lot lived 
for went up in smoke! Lot was saved so as by fire and 
lost his eternal reward (1 Cor. 3:12-15). 

No wonder John warned us not to love the world! 


Because of What a Christian Is (2:12-14) 

This raises a practical and important question about 
the nature of a Christian and how he keeps from get- 
ting worldly. 

The answer is found in the unusual form of address 
used in 1 John 2:12-14. Note the titles used as John 
addressed his Christian readers: “little children ... 
fathers ... young men ... little children.” 

What was he referring to? 

To begin with, “little children” (1 John 2:12) refers 
to all believers. Literally, this word means “born ones.” 
All Christians have been born into God’s family 
through faith in Jesus Christ, and their sins have been 
forgiven. The very fact that one is in God’s family, shar- 
ing His nature, ought to discourage him from 
becoming friendly with the world. To be friendly with 
the world is treachery! “Friendship of the world is 
enmity with God ... whosoever therefore will be 
[wants to be] a friend of the world is the enemy of 
God” (James 4:4). 

But something else is true: we begin as little chil- 
dren—born ones—but we must not stay that way! 
Only as a Christian grows spiritually does he overcome 
the world. 

John mentioned three kinds of Christians in a 
local church family: fathers, young men, and little 
children (1 John 2:12-14). The “fathers,” of course, 
are mature believers who have an intimate personal 
knowledge of God. Because they know God, they 
know the dangers of the world. No Christian who has 
experienced the joys and wonders of fellowship with 


God, and of service for God, will want to live on the 
substitute pleasures this world offers. 

The “young men” are the conquerors: they have 
overcome the wicked one, Satan, who is the prince of 
this world system. How did they overcome him? 
Through the Word of God! “I have written unto you, 
young men, because ye are strong, and the Word of 
God abideth in you” (1 John 2:14). The “young men,” 
then, are not yet fully mature, but they are maturing, 
for they use the Word of God effectively. The Word is 
the only weapon that will defeat Satan (Eph. 6:17). 

The “little children” addressed in 1 John 2:13 are 
not those addressed in 1 John 2:12; two different 
Greek words are used. The word in 1 John 2:13 carries 
the idea of “immature ones,” or little children still 
under the authority of teachers and tutors. These are 
young Christians who have not yet grown up in Christ. 
Like physical children, these spiritual children know 
their father, but they still have some growing to do. 

Here, then, is the Christian family! All of them are 
“born ones,” but some of them have grown out of 
infancy into spiritual manhood and adulthood. It is the 
growing, maturing Christian to whom the world does 
not appeal. He is too interested in loving his Father and 
in doing his Father’s will. The attractions of the world 
have no allure for him. He realizes that the things of 
the world are only toys, and he can say with Paul, 
“When I became a man, I put away childish things” (1 
Cor. 13:11). 

A Christian stays away from the world because of 
what the world is (a satanic system that hates and 
opposes Christ), because of what the world does to us 
(attracts us to live on sinful substitutes), and because of 


what he (the Christian) is—a child of God. 


Because of Where the World Is Going (2:17) 
“The world is passing away!” (see 1 John 2:17). 

That statement would be challenged by many men 
today who are confident that the world—the system in 
which we live—is as permanent as anything can be. 
But the world is not permanent. The only sure thing 
about this world system is that it is not going to be here 
forever. One day the system will be gone, and the pleas- 
ant attractions within it will be gone: all are passing 
away. What is going to last? 

Only what is part of the will of God! 

Spiritual Christians keep themselves “loosely 
attached” to this world because they live for something 
far better. They are “strangers and pilgrims on the 
earth” (Heb. 11:13). “For here have we no continuing 
city, but we seek one to come” (Heb. 13:14). In Bible 
times, many believers lived in tents because God did 
not want them to settle down and feel at home in this 
world. 

John was contrasting two ways of life: a life lived for 
eternity and a life lived for time. A worldly person lives 
for the pleasures of the flesh, but a dedicated Christian 
lives for the joys of the Spirit. A worldly believer lives 
for what he can see, the lust of the eyes, but a spiritual 
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believer lives for the unseen realities of God (2 Cor. 
4:8-18). A worldly minded person lives for the pride of 
life, the vainglory that appeals to men, but a Christian 
who does the will of God lives for God’s approval. And 
he “abideth forever.” 

Every great nation in history has become decadent 
and has finally been conquered by another nation. 
There is no reason why we should suppose that our 
nation will be an exception. Some nineteen world civ- 
ilizations in the past have slipped into oblivion. There 
is no reason why we should think that our present civ- 
ilization will endure forever. “Change and decay in all 
around I see,” wrote Henry F. Lyte (1793-1847), and 
if our civilization is not eroded by change and decay it 
will certainly be swept away and replaced by a new 
order of things at the coming of Christ, which could 
happen at any time. 

Slowly but inevitably, and perhaps sooner than even 
Christians think, the world is passing away, but the 
man who does God’s will abides forever. 

This does not mean that all God’s servants will be 
remembered by future generations. Of the multitudes 
of famous men who have lived on earth, less than two 
thousand have been remembered by any number of 
people for more than a century. 

Nor does it mean that God’s servants will live on in 
their writings or in the lives of those they influenced. 
Such “immortality” may be a fact, but it is equally true 
of unbelievers such as Karl Marx, Voltaire, or Adolf 
Hitler. 

No, we are told here (1 John 2:17) that Christians 
who dedicate themselves to doing God’s will—to obey- 
ing God—“abide [remain] forever.” Long after this 
world system—with its vaunted culture, its proud 
philosophies, its egocentric intellectualism, and its 
godless materialism—has been forgotten, and long 
after this planet has been replaced by the new heavens 
and the new earth, God’s faithful servants will 
remain—sharing the glory of God for all eternity. 

And this prospect is not limited to Moody, 
Spurgeon, Luther, or Wesley and their likes— it is 
open to each and every humble believer. If you are 
trusting Christ, it is for you. 

This present world system is not a lasting one. “The 
fashion of this world passeth away” (1 Cor. 7:31). 
Everything around us is changing, but the things that 
are eternal never change. A Christian who loves the 
world will never have peace or security because he has 
linked his life with that which is in a state of flux. “He 
is no fool,” wrote missionary martyr Jim Elliot, “who 
gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot 
lose.” 

The New Testament has quite a bit to say about 
“the will of God.” One of the “fringe benefits” of salva- 
tion is the privilege of knowing God’s will (Acts 22:14). 
In fact, God wants us to be “filled with the knowledge 
of his will” (Col. 1:9). The will of God is not some- 
thing that we consult occasionally like an encyclopedia. 
It is something that completely controls our lives. The 
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issue for a dedicated Christian is not simply, “Is it right 
or wrong?” or “Is it good or bad?” The key issue is, “Is 
this the will of God for me?” 

God wants us to understand His will (Eph. 5:17), 
not just know what it is. “He made known his ways 
unto Moses, his acts unto the children of Israel” (Ps. 
103:7). Israel knew what God was doing, but Moses 
knew why He was doing it! It is important that we 
understand God’s will for our lives and see the purposes 
He is fulfilling. 

After we know the will of God, we should do it 
from the heart (Eph. 6:6). It is not by talking about the 
Lord’s will that we please Him, but by doing what He 
tells us (Matt. 7:21). And the more we obey God, the 
better able we are to “find and follow God’s will” 
(Rom. 12:2, Williams). Discovering and doing God’s 
will is something like learning to swim: you must get in 
the water before it becomes real to you. The more we 
obey God, the more proficient we become in knowing 
what He wants us to do. 

God’s goal for us is that we will “stand ... complete 
in all the will of God” (Col. 4:12). This means to be 
mature in God’s will. 

A little child constantly asks his parents what is 
right and what is wrong and what they want him to do 
or not to do. But as he lives with his parents and expe- 
riences their training and discipline, he gradually 
discovers what their will for him is. In fact, a disci- 
plined child can “read his father’s mind” just by 
watching the parent’s face and eyes! An immature 
Christian is always asking his friends what they think 
God’s will is for him. A mature Christian stands com- 
plete in the will of God. He knows what the Lord 
wants him to do. 

How does one discover the will of God? The 
process begins with surrender: “Present your bodies a 
living sacrifice ... be not conformed to this world ... 
that ye may prove [know by experience] what is that 
good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God” (Rom. 
12:1-2). A Christian who loves the world will never 
know the will of God in this way. The Father shares His 
secrets with those who obey Him. “If any man will do 
his will, he shall know of the doctrine” (John 7:17). 
And God’s will is not a “spiritual cafeteria” where a 
Christian takes what he wants and rejects the rest! No, 
the will of God must be accepted in its entirety. This 
involves a personal surrender to God of one’s entire life. 

God reveals His will to us through His Word. “Thy 
word is a lamp unto my feet, and a light unto my path” 
(Ps. 119:105). A worldly believer has no appetite for 
the Bible. When he reads it, he gets little or nothing 
from it. But a spiritual believer, who spends time daily 
reading the Bible and meditating on it, finds God’s will 
there and applies it to his everyday life. 

We may also learn God’s will through circum- 
stances. God moves in wonderful ways to open and 
close doors. We must test this kind of leading by the 
Word of God—and not test the Bible’s clear teaching 
by circumstances! 
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Finally, God leads us into His will through prayer 
and the working of His Spirit in our hearts. As we pray 
about a decision, the Spirit speaks to us. An “inner 
voice” may agree with the leading of circumstances. We 
are never to follow this “inner voice” alone: we must 
always test it by the Bible, for it is possible for the flesh 
(or for Satan) to use circumstances—or “feelings’>—to 
lead us completely astray. 

To sum it up, a Christian is in the world physically 
(John 17:11), but he is not of the world spiritually 
(John 17:14). Christ has sent us into the world to bear 
witness of Him (John 17:18). Like a scuba diver, we 
must live in an alien element, and if we are not careful, 
the alien element will stifle us. A Christian cannot help 
being in the world, but when the world is in the 
Christian, trouble starts! 

The world gets into a Christian through his heart: 
“Love not the world!” Anything that robs a Christian 
of his enjoyment of the Father's love, or of his desire to 
do the Father's will, is worldly and must be avoided. 
Every believer, on the basis of God’s Word, must iden- 
tify those things for himself. 

A Christian must decide, “Will I live for the pres- 
ent only, or will I live for the will of God and abide 
forever?” Jesus illustrated this choice by telling about 
two men. One built on the sand and the other on the 
rock (Matt. 7:24-27). Paul referred to the same choice 
by describing two kinds of material for building: tem- 
porary and permanent (1 Cor. 3:11-15). 

Love for the world is the love God hates. It is the 
love a Christian must shun at all costs! 


CHAPTER FIVE 
1 John 2:18-29 


TRUTH OR CONSEQUENCES 


t makes no difference what you believe, just as long 
| as you are sincere!” 

That statement expresses the personal philosophy 
of many people today, but it is doubtful whether most 
of those who make it have really thought it through. Is 
“sincerity” the magic ingredient that makes something 
true? If so, then you ought to be able to apply it to any 
area of life, and not only to religion. 

A nurse in a city hospital gives some medicine to a 
patient, and the patient becomes violently ill. The 
nurse is sincere but the medicine is wrong, and the 
patient almost dies. 

A man hears noises in the house one night and 
decides a burglar is at work. He gets his gun and shoots 
the “burglar,” who turns out to be his daughter! Unable 
to sleep, she has gotten up for a bite to eat. She ends up 
the victim of her father’s “sincerity.” 

It takes more than “sincerity” to make something 
true. Faith in a lie will always cause serious conse- 
quences; faith in the truth is never misplaced. It does 
make a difference what a man believes! If a man wants 


to drive from Chicago to New York, no amount of sin- 
cerity will get him there if the highway is taking him to 
Los Angeles. A person who is real builds his life on 
truth, not superstition or lies. It is impossible to live a 
real life by believing lies. 

God has warned the church family (“little chil- 
dren”) about the conflict between light and darkness 
(1 John 1:1—2:6) and between love and hatred (1 
John 2:7-17). Now He warns them about a third con- 
flict: the conflict between truth and error. It is not 
enough for a believer to walk in the light and to walk 
in love; he must also walk in truth. The issue is 
truth—or consequences! 

Before John explained the tragic consequences of 
turning from the truth, he emphasized the seriousness 
of the matter. He did so by using two special terms: 
“the last time” and “antichrist.” Both terms make it 
clear that Christians are living in an hour of crisis and 
must guard against the errors of the enemy. 

“The last time” (or “the last hour”) is a term that 
reminds us that a new age has dawned on the world. 
“The darkness is past, and the true light now shineth” 
(1 John 2:8). Since the death and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ, God is doing a “new thing” in this world. All of 
Old Testament history prepared the way for the work 
of Christ on the cross. All history since that time is 
merely preparation for “the end,” when Jesus will come 
and establish His kingdom. There is nothing more that 
God must do for the salvation of sinners. 

You may ask, “But if it was ‘the last hour’ in John’s 
day, why has Jesus not yet returned?” 

This is an excellent question and Scripture gives us 
the answer. God is not limited by time the way His 
creatures are. God works in human time, but He is 
above time (see 2 Peter 3:8). 

“The last hour” began back in John’s day and has 
been growing in intensity ever since. There were 
ungodly false teachers in John’s day, and during the 
intervening centuries they have increased both in num- 
ber and in influence. “The last hour” or “the last times” 
are phrases that describe a kind of time, not a duration 
of time. “The latter times” are described in 1 Timothy 
4. Paul, like John, observed characteristics of his time, 
and we see the same characteristics today in even 
greater intensity. 

In other words, Christians have always been living 
in “the last time”—in crisis days. It is therefore impor- 
tant that you know what you believe and why you 
believe it. 

The second term, “antichrist,” is used in the Bible 
only by John (1 John 2:18, 22; 4:3; 2 John 7). It 
describes three things: (1) a spirit in the world that 
opposes or denies Christ; (2) the false teachers who 
embody this spirit; and, (3) a person who will head up 
the final world rebellion against Christ. 

The “spirit of antichrist” (1 John 4:3) has been in 
the world since Satan declared war on God (see Gen. 
3). The “spirit of antichrist” is behind every false doc- 
trine and every “religious” substitute for the realities 
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Christians have in Christ. As I mentioned in chapter 1 
of this study, that prefix anti- actually has a dual mean- 
ing. It can mean, in the Greek, both “against” Christ 
and “instead of” Christ. Satan in his frenzy is fighting 
Christ and His eternal truth, and he is substituting his 
counterfeits for the realities found only in our Lord 
Jesus. 

The “spirit of antichrist” is in the world today. It 
will eventually lead to the appearance of a “satanic 
superman” whom the Bible calls “Antichrist” (capital 
A). He is called “the man of sin” (or “lawlessness”) (2 
Thess. 2:1—12). 

This passage explains that there are two forces at 
work in today’s world: truth is working through the 
church by the Holy Spirit, and evil is working by the 
energy of Satan. The Holy Spirit, in Christians, is hold- 
ing back lawlessness; but when the church is removed 
at the rapture (1 Thess. 4:13-18), Satan will be able to 
complete his temporary victory and take over the 
world. (John had more to say about this world ruler 
and his evil system in the book of Revelation, particu- 
larly 13:1-18; 16:13; and 19:20.) 

Does it make any difference what you believe? It 
makes all the difference in the world! You are living in 
crisis days—in the last hour—and the spirit of 
antichrist is working in the world! It is vitally impor- 
tant that you know and believe the truth and be able to 
detect lies when they come your way. 

John’s epistle gives three outstanding marks of the 
false teacher who is controlled by the “spirit of 
antichrist.” 


He Departs from the Fellowship (2:18-19) 

“They went out from us, but they were not really of us; 
for if they had been of us, they would have remained 
with us” (1 John 2:19 Nass). 

The word us refers, of course, to the fellowship of 
believers, the church. Not everyone who is part of an 
assembly of believers is necessarily a member of the 
family of God! 

The New Testament presents the church in a 
twofold way: as one worldwide family and as local 
units or assemblies of believers. There is a “universal” as 
well as “local” aspect of the church. The whole world- 
wide company of believers is compared with a body (1 
Cor. 12) and with a building (Eph. 2:19-22). When a 
sinner trusts Christ as Savior, he receives eternal life 
and immediately becomes a member of God’s family 
and a part of Christ’s spiritual body. He should then 
identify himself with a local group of Christians (a 
church) and start serving Christ (Acts 2:41-42). But 
the point here is that a person can belong to a local 
church and not be part of the true spiritual body of 
Christ. 

One of the evidences of true Christian life is a 
desire to be with the people of God. “We know that we 
have passed from death unto life, because we love the 
brethren” (1 John 3:14). When people share the same 


divine nature (2 Peter 1:4) and are indwelt by the same 
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Holy Spirit (Rom. 8:14-16), they want to enjoy fel- 
lowship and to share with one another. As we have 
seen, fellowship means “to have in common.” When 
people have spiritual realities in common, they want to 
be together. 

But the “counterfeit Christians” mentioned in 1 
John 2 did not remain in the fellowship. They went 
out. This doesn’t imply that “staying in the church” 
keeps a person saved; rather, it indicates that remaining 
in the fellowship is one evidence that a person is truly 
a Christian. In His Parable of the Sower (Matt. 13:1-9, 
18-23), Jesus makes it clear that only those who pro- 
duce fruit are truly born again. It is possible to be close 
to an experience of salvation, and even to have some 
characteristics that would pass for “Christian,” and yet 
not be a child of God. The people in view in 1 John 2 
left the fellowship because they did not possess the true 
life and the love of Christ was not in their hearts. 

There are many unfortunate divisions among the 
people of God today, but all true Christians have things 
in common, regardless of church affiliation. They 
believe that the Bible is the Word of God and that Jesus 
is the Son of God. They confess that men are sinners 
and that the only way one can be saved is through faith 
in Christ. They believe that Christ died as man’s substi- 
tute on the cross, and that He arose again from the 
dead. They believe that the Holy Spirit indwells true 
believers. Finally, they believe that one day in the 
future Jesus will come again. Christians may differ on 
other matters—church government, for example, or 
modes of baptism—but they agree on the basic doc- 
trines of the faith. 

If you will investigate the history of the false cults 
and antichristian religious systems in today’s world, 
you will find that in most cases their founders started 
out in a local church! They were “with us” but not “of 
us,” so they went out “from us” and started their own 
groups. 

Any group, no matter how “religious,” that for 
doctrinal reasons separates itself from a local church 
that holds to the Word of God, must immediately be 
suspect. Often these groups follow human leaders and 
the books men have written, rather than Jesus Christ 
and God’s Word. The New Testament (e.g., 2 Tim. 
3—4; 2 Peter 2) makes it clear that it is dangerous to 
depart from the fellowship. 


He Denies the Faith (2:20-25; 4:1-6) 

The key question for a Christian is, Who is Jesus 
Christ? Is Christ merely “an Example,” “a good Man,” 
or “a wonderful teacher,” or is He God come in the 
flesh? 

John’s readers knew the truth about Christ, or else 
they would not have been saved. “You all know the 
truth, because you have the Spirit of God, an unction, 
and the Spirit teaches you all things” (see 1 John 2:20, 
27). “Now if any man have not the Spirit of Christ he 
is none of his” (Rom. 8:9). 

False Christians in John’s day used two special 
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words to describe their experience: “knowledge” and 
“unction.” They claimed to have a special unction 
(anointing) from God that gave them a unique knowl- 
edge. They were “illuminated” and therefore living on 
a much higher level than anybody else. But John 
pointed out that all true Christians know God and 
have received the Spirit of God! And because they have 
believed the truth, they recognize a lie when they meet 
it. 

The great assertion of the faith that sets a Christian 
apart from others is this: Jesus Christ is God come in 
the flesh (1 John 4:2). 

Not all preachers and teachers who claim to be 
Christian are really Christian in their belief (1 John 
4:1-6). If they confess that Jesus Christ is God come in 
the flesh, then they belong to the true faith. If they 
deny Christ, then they belong to antichrist. They are in 
and of the world, and are not, like true believers, called 
out of the world. When they speak, the world (unsaved 
persons) hears them and believes them. But the 
unsaved world can never understand a true Christian. 
A Christian speaks under the direction of the Spirit of 
Truth; a false teacher speaks under the influence of the 
spirit of error—the spirit of antichrist. 

To confess that “Jesus Christ is God come in the 
flesh” involves much more than simply to identify 
Christ. The demons did this (Mark 1:24) but it did not 
save them. True confession involves personal faith in 
Christ—in who He is and what He has done. A con- 
fession is not a mere intellectual “theological 
statement” that you recite; it is a personal witness from 
your heart of what Christ has done for you. If you have 
trusted Christ and have confessed your faith, you have 
eternal life (1 John 2:25). Those who cannot honestly 
make this confession do not have eternal life, which is 
an ultimately serious matter. 

George Whitefield, a great British evangelist, was 
speaking to a man about his soul. He asked the man, 
“Sir, what do you believe?” 

“I believe what my church believes,” the man 
replied respectfully. 

“And what does your church believe?” 

“The same thing I believe.” 

“And what do both of you believe?” the preacher 
inquired again. 

“We both believe the same thing!” was the only 
reply he could get. 

A man is not saved by assenting to a church creed. 
He is saved by trusting Jesus Christ and bearing witness 
to his faith (Rom. 10:9-10). 

False teachers will often say, “We worship the 
Father. We believe in God the Father, even though we 
disagree with you about Jesus Christ.” 

But to deny the Son means to deny the Father also. 
You cannot separate the Father and the Son, since both 
are one God. Jesus said, “I and my Father are one” 
(John 10:30). He also made it clear that true believers 
honor both the Father and the Son: “That all men 
should honor the Son, even as they honor the Father. 


He that honoreth not the Son honoreth not the Father 
which hath sent him” (John 5:23). If you say you “wor- 
ship one God” but leave Jesus Christ out of your 
worship, you are not worshipping as a true Christian. 

It is important that you stay with the truth of God’s 
Word. The Word (or message) Christians have “heard 
from the beginning” is all you need to keep you true to 
the faith. The Christian life continues just as it began: 
through faith in the Bible’s message. A religious leader 
who comes along with “something new,” something 
that contradicts what Christians have “heard from the 
beginning,” is not to be trusted. “Try the spirits, 
whether they are of God” (1 John 4:1). Let the Word 
abide in you (1 John 2:24), and abide in Christ (1 John 
2:28); otherwise you will be led astray by the spirit of 
antichrist. No matter what false teachers may promise, 
you have the sure promise of eternal life (1 John 2:25). 
You need nothing more! 

If false teachers were content to enjoy themselves in 
their own meetings, it would be bad enough; the 
tragedy is that they try earnestly to convert others to 
their antichristian doctrines. This is the third mark of a 
man who has turned away from God’s truth. 


He Tries to Deceive the Faithful (2:26-29) 

It is interesting to observe that antichristian groups 
rarely try to lead lost sinners to their false faith. 
Instead, they spend much of their time trying to con- 
vert professing Christians (and church members, at 
that) to their own doctrines. They are out to “seduce” 
the faithful. 

The word seduce carries the idea of “being led 
astray.” We have been warned that this would happen: 
“Now the Spirit speaketh expressly, that in the latter 
times some shall depart from the faith, giving heed to 
seducing spirits, and doctrines of devils [teachings of 
demons]” (1 Tim. 4:1). 

Jesus called Satan the “father of lies” (John 8:44 
Niv). The devil’s purpose is to lead Christians astray by 
teaching them false doctrines (2 Cor. 11:1-4, 13-15). 
We should not accept everything a person tells us sim- 
ply because he claims to believe the Bible, for it is 
possible to “twist” the Bible to make it mean almost 
anything (2 Cor. 4:1-2). 

Satan is not an originator; he is a counterfeiter. He 
imitates the work of God. For example, Satan has 
counterfeit “ministers” (2 Cor. 11:13-15) who preach 
a counterfeit gospel (Gal. 1:6-12) that produces coun- 
terfeit Christians (John 8:43-44) who depend on a 
counterfeit righteousness (Rom. 10:1—10). In the para- 
ble of the tares (Matt. 13:24-30, 36-43), Jesus and 
Satan are pictured as sowers. Jesus sows the true seed, 
the children of God, but Satan sows “the children of 
the wicked one.” The two kinds of plants, while grow- 
ing, look so much alike that the servants could not tell 
the difference until the fruit appeared! Satan’s chief 
stratagem during this age is to plant the counterfeit 
wherever Christ plants the true. And it is important 
that you be able to detect the counterfeit and separate 
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the teachings of Christ from the false teachings of 
antichrist. 

How does a believer do this? By depending on the 
teaching of the Holy Spirit. Each believer has experi- 
enced the anointing (the “unction,” 1 John 2:20) of 
the Spirit, and it is the Spirit who teaches him truth 
(John 14:17; 15:26). False teachers are not led by the 
Spirit of Truth; they are led by the spirit of error (1 
John 4:3, 6). 

The word anoint reminds us of the Old Testament 
practice of pouring oil on the head of a person being 
set apart for special service. A priest was anointed (Ex. 
28:41), and so was a king (1 Sam. 15:1) or a prophet 
(1 Kings 19:16). A New Testament Christian is 
anointed, not with literal oil, but by the Spirit of 
God—an anointing that sets him apart for his ministry 
as one of God’s priests (1 Peter 2:5, 9). It is not neces- 
sary for you to pray for “an anointing of the Spirit”; if 
you are a Christian, you have already received this spe- 
cial anointing. This anointing “abides in us” and 
therefore does not need to be imparted to us. 

We have seen that false teachers deny the Father 
and the Son; they also deny the Spirit. The Spirit is the 
Teacher God has given us (John 14:26), but these false 
Christians want to be teachers themselves and lead oth- 
ers astray. They try to take the place of the Holy Spirit! 

We are warned against letting any man be our 
teacher, for God has given us the Spirit to teach us His 
truth. This does not deny the office of human teachers 
in the church (Eph. 4:11-12), but it means that under 
the guidance of the Spirit you must test the teaching of 
men as you search the Bible for yourself (see Acts 
17:11). 

A missionary to the Native Americans was in Los 
Angeles with a Native American friend who was a new 
Christian. As they walked down the street, they passed 
a man on the corner who was preaching with a Bible in 
his hand. The missionary knew the man represented a 
cult, but the Native American saw only the Bible. He 
stopped to listen to the sermon. 

“I hope my friend doesn’t get confused,” the mis- 
sionary thought, and he began to pray. In a few 
minutes the Native American turned away from the 
meeting and joined his missionary friend. 

“What did you think of the preacher?” the mission- 
ary asked. 

“All the time he was talking,” exclaimed the Native 
American, “something in my heart kept saying, ‘Liar! 
Liar!” 

That “something” in his heart was “Someone”—the 
Holy Spirit of God! The Spirit guides us into the truth 
and helps us to recognize error. This anointing of God 
is “no lie,” because “the Spirit is truth” (1 John 5:6). 

Why are some Christians led astray to believe false 
teachings? Because they are not abiding in the Spirit. 
The word abide occurs several times in this section of 
1 John, and it would be helpful to review: 

e False teachers do not abide (“continue”) in the 


fellowship (1 John 2:19). 
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e The word (message) we have heard should abide 
in us (1 John 2:24). 
e The anointing (the Holy Spirit) abides in us, and 

we should abide in the Spirit (1 John 2:27). 

e As we abide in the Word and in the Spirit, we 
also abide in Christ (1 John 2:28). 

We noticed this word abide earlier in John’s letter 
too: 

e If we say we abide in Christ, we should walk as 
He walked (1 John 2:6). 
e If we love our brother, we abide in the light (1 

John 2:10). 

e If the Word abides in us, we will be spiritually 

strong (1 John 2:14). 

e If we do the will of God, we shall abide forever (1 

John 2:17). 

“To abide” means to remain in fellowship; and “fel- 
lowship” is the key idea in the first two chapters of this 
epistle. From chapters 3 to 5, the emphasis is on son- 
ship, or being “born of God.” 

It is possible to be a child in a family and yet be out 
of fellowship with one’s father and with other members 
of the family. When our heavenly Father discovers that 
we are out of fellowship with Him, He deals with us to 
bring us back into the place of abiding. This process is 
called “chastening’—child-training (Heb. 12:5-11). 

A believer must allow the Spirit of God to teach 
him from the Bible. One of the major functions of a 
local church is the teaching of God’s Word (2 Tim. 2:2; 
4:1-5). The Spirit gives the gift of teaching to certain 
individuals in the fellowship (Rom. 12:6-7) and they 
teach others, but what they teach must be tested (1 
John 4:1-3). 

There is a difference between deliberate deception 
and spiritual ignorance. When Apollos preached in the 
synagogue at Ephesus, his message was correct as far as 
it went, but it was not complete. Priscilla and Aquila, 
two mature believers in the congregation, took him 
aside privately and instructed him in the full message 
of Christ (Acts 18:24-28). A Christian who spends 
time daily in the Bible and in prayer will walk in the 
Spirit and have the discernment he needs. 

The Spirit teaches us “of all things” (1 John 2:27, 
italics mine). False teachers have a way of “riding a 
hobby’—prophecy or sanctification or even diet—and 
neglecting the whole message of the Bible. Jesus 
implied that we are to live by “every word that pro- 
ceedeth out of the mouth of God” (Matt. 4:4, italics 
mine). Paul was careful to preach “all the counsel of 
God” (Acts 20:27, italics mine). “All Scripture is given 
by inspiration of God and is profitable” (2 Tim. 3:16, 
italics mine). 

If you ignore or neglect any part of the Bible, you 
invite trouble. You must read and study the whole 
Book, and be able to rightly divide it (see 2 Tim. 2:15); 
that is, you must handle it accurately (see Nass). You 
should discern in the Bible what God says to different 
people at different times; there are passages that apply 
specifically to the Jews, or to the Gentiles, or to the 
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church (1 Cor. 10:32). You must be careful to distin- 
guish between them. Though all of the Bible was 
written for you, not all of it was written to you. False 
teachers, however, pick (out of context) only what they 
want, and often apply to believers today passages that 
were given only for ancient Israel. 

John’s second epistle gives further warning about 
false teachers (2 John 7-11). A Christian who meddles 
with these deceivers is in danger of losing his full 
reward (2 John 8). You should not even say goodbye 
(which literally means “God be with you”). You are not 
to be rude or unkind, because that would not be 
Christian, but you are not to let them into your home 
to explain their views. Why? Because if you let them in, 
two consequences may follow: First, they will plant the 
seeds of false teaching in your mind, and Satan can 
water and nourish these seeds to produce bitter fruit. 
But even if this does not happen, by entertaining false 
teachers in your home you are giving them entrance 
into other homes! The deceiver will say to your neigh- 
bor down the street, “Mr. and Mrs. Smith let me into 
their home, and you know what good Christians they 
are!” 

John has now concluded his message on fellowship 
and is about to begin his message on sonship. He has 
pointed out the contrasts between light and darkness (1 
John 1:1—2:6), love and hatred (1 John 2:7-17), and 
truth and error (1 John 2:18-27). He has explained 
that a real Christian lives a life of obedience (walking in 
light, not darkness), love, and truth. It is impossible to 
live in fellowship with God if you are disobedient or 
hateful or untruthful. Any of these sins will lead you 
out of reality and into pretense. You will have an “arti- 
ficial” life instead of an “authentic” life. 

First John 2:28 and 29 are a bridge from the fellow- 
ship section into the sonship section (“born of God”); 
in these verses John used three words that ought to 
encourage us to live in fellowship with the Father, the 
Son, and the Spirit. 

e Abide. This is a word we have met twice before. 
You must recognize the importance of abiding in 
Christ. In fact, this has been the theme of the first two 
chapters of this epistle. You abide in Christ by believ- 
ing the truth, obeying the truth, and loving other 
Christians—‘“the brethren.” Obedience—love—truth. 
If you are a believer and find yourself out of fellowship 
with God, it is because you have disobeyed His Word, 
lacked love for a brother, or believed a lie. The solution 
is to confess your sin instantly and to claim God’s for- 
giveness (1 John 1:9). 

e Appear. This is the first mention in this epistle of 
the promised return of Christ. The book of Revelation 
deals in detail with future events. The epistle (1 John 
2:28-3:3; 4:17) merely mentions the return of Christ 
and a coming day of judgment. 

Not all Bible students are agreed as to the details of 
future events, but evangelical Christians agree that 
Christ is returning for His church (1 Thess. 4:13—-18). 
Though Christians will not then be judged for their 


sins, they will be judged on the basis of their faithful- 
ness in serving Christ (1 Cor. 3:10-15). Those who 
have been faithful will receive rewards (1 Cor. 4:5), and 
those who have not been faithful will lose rewards. This 
event is called “the judgment seat of Christ” (Rom. 
14:10; 2 Cor. 5:10); do not confuse it with the “Great 
White Throne Judgment” of unsaved people at the end 
of time (Rev. 20:11-15). 

The fact that Jesus Christ may return at any 
moment ought to be an incentive for us to live in fel- 
lowship with Him and be obedient to His Word. For 
this reason, John used a third word: 

e Ashamed. Some Christians will be “ashamed 
before him at his coming” (1 John 2:28). All believers 
are “accepted,” but there is a difference between being 
“accepted” and being “acceptable.” A disobedient child 
who goes out and gets dirty will be accepted when he 
comes home, but he will not be treated as though he 
were acceptable. “Therefore also we have as our ambi- 
tion ... to be pleasing to Him” (2 Cor. 5:9 Nass). A 
Christian who has not walked in fellowship with Christ 
in obedience, love, and truth will lose his rewards; and 
this will make him ashamed. 

No matter in which direction a Christian looks, he 
finds reason to obey God. If he looks back, he sees 
Calvary, where Christ died for him. If he looks within, 
he sees the Holy Spirit, who lives within and teaches 
him the truth. If he looks around, he sees his Christian 
brethren, whom he loves; he also sees a world lost in 
sin, desperately needing his godly witness. And if he 
looks ahead, he sees the return of Christ! “And every 
man that hath this hope in him purifieth himself, even 
as he is pure” (1 John 3:3). The return of Christ is a 
great inspiration for godly living. 

John has written about light and darkness, love and 
hatred, and truth and error, and in 1 John 2:29 he 
summed up the whole matter of Christian living in one 
phrase—“doing righteousness.” 

The life that is real is a life of doing, not simply 
talking (“If we say,” 1 John 1:8—2:9) or giving mental 
assent that a doctrine is correct. “Not every one that 
saith unto me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall enter into the king- 
dom of heaven, but he that doeth the will of my Father 
which is in heaven” (Matt. 7:21, italics mine). 
Christians do not simply believe the truth; they do it (1 
John 1:6). 

A person who professes to be a Christian, but who 
does not live in obedience, love, and truth, is either 
deceived or a deceiver. A child bears the nature of his 
father, and a person who has been “born of God” will 
reveal the characteristics of the heavenly Father. 
“Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children” 
(Eph. 5:1 Nass). “As obedient children, not fashioning 
yourselves according to the former lusts in your igno- 
rance: but as he which hath called you is holy, so be ye 
holy” (1 Peter 1:14-15). 

A Sunday school class seemed to be having constant 
problems. The pastor and the superintendent met with 
the teacher and officers, but made no apparent 
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progress. Then, one Sunday morning, the teacher of 
the class came down the aisle during the closing hymn 
of the service. “I suppose she wants to dedicate her life 
to the Lord,” the pastor thought. 

“Pastor,” she said, “I want to confess Christ as my 
Savior. All these years I thought I was saved, but I 
wasn't. There was always something lacking in my life. 
The class problems were my problems, but now they've 
been solved. Now I know I’m saved.” 

“Test yourselves to see if you are in the faith; exam- 
ine yourselves!” (2 Cor. 13:5 nass). Does your life bear 
the marks of obedience, love, and truth? Is your 
Christian life something real—genuine—authentic? 
Or is it counterfeit? 

It is a question of truth—or consequences! 

And if you do not face the truth, you must pay the 
consequences! 


CHAPTER SIX 
1 John 3:1-10 


THE PRETENDERS 


he United States Treasury Department has a spe- 
Te group of men whose job it is to track down 

counterfeiters. Naturally, these men need to know 
a counterfeit bill when they see it. 

How do they learn to identify fake bills? 

Oddly enough, they are not trained by spending 
hours examining counterfeit money. Rather, they study 
the real thing. They become so familiar with authentic 
bills that they can spot a counterfeit by looking at it or, 
often, simply by feeling it. 

This is the approach in 1 John 3, which warns us 
that in today’s world there are counterfeit Christians— 
“children of the devil” (1 John 3:10). But instead of 
listing the evil characteristics of Satan’s children, the 
Scripture gives us a clear description of God’s children. 
The contrast between the two is obvious. 

The key verse of this chapter is 1 John 3:10: a true 
child of God practices righteousness and loves other 
Christians despite differences. First John 3:1-10 deals 
with the first topic, and 1 John 3:11-24 takes up the 
second. 

Practicing righteousness and loving the brethren, of 
course, are not new themes. These two important sub- 
jects are treated in the first two chapters of this epistle, 
but in 1 John 3 the approach is different. In the first 
two chapters the emphasis was on fellowship: a 
Christian who is in fellowship with God will practice 
righteousness and will love the brethren. But in 1 John 
3—5, the emphasis is on sonship: because a Christian 
is “born of God,” he will practice righteousness and 
will love the brethren. 

“Born of God” is the idea that is basic to these 
chapters (see 1 John 2:29; 3:9; 4:7; 5:1, 4, 18). 

When you read 1 John 3:1-10 in the Authorized 
Version, you may be startled by 1 John 3:6 and 9, 
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which seem to contradict 1 John 1:8-9. The 
Authorized translation of the verbs here is not accurate. 
What the Greek text really says is “No one who abides 
in Him practices sin; no one who practices sin has seen 
Him or knows Him” (1 John 3:6). “No one who is 
born of God practices sin ... he cannot practice sin 
because he is born of God” (1 John 3:9). To “practice” 
sin is to sin consistently and as a way of life. It does not 
refer to committing an occasional sin. It is clear that no 
Christian is sinless (1 John 1:8-10), but God expects a 
true believer to sin less, not to sin habitually. 

Every great personality mentioned in the Bible 
sinned at one time or another. Abraham lied about his 
wife (Gen. 12:10-20). Moses lost his temper and dis- 
obeyed God (Num. 20:7-13). Peter denied the Lord 
three times (Matt. 26:69-75). But sin was not the set- 
tled practice of these men. It was an incident in their 
lives, totally contrary to their normal habits. And when 
they sinned, they admitted it and asked God to forgive 
them. 

An unsaved person (even if he professes to be a 
Christian but is a counterfeit) lives a life of habitual sin. 
Sin—especially the sin of unbelief—is the normal 
thing in his life (Eph. 2:1-3). He has no divine 
resources to draw on. His profession of faith, if any, is 
not real. This is the distinction in view in 1 John 
3:1-10—a true believer does not live in habitual sin. 
He may commit sin—an occasional wrong act—but he 
will not practice sin—make a settled habit of it. 

The difference is that a true Christian knows God. 
A counterfeit Christian may talk about God and get 
involved in “religious activities,” but he does not really 
know God. The person who has been “born of God” 
through faith in Christ knows God the Father, God the 
Son, and God the Holy Spirit. And because he knows 
them, he lives a life of obedience: he does not practice 
sin. 

John gave us three reasons for a holy life. 


God the Father Loves Us (3:1-3) 

God’s love for us is unique. First John 3:1 may be trans- 
lated, “Behold, what peculiar, out-of-this-world kind 
of love the Father has bestowed on us.” While we were 
His enemies God loved us and sent His Son to die for 
us! 

The whole wonderful plan of salvation begins with 
the love of God. 

Many translators add a phrase to 1 John 3:1: “That 
we should be called the sons of God, and we are.” 
“Sons of God” is not simply a high-sounding name 
that we bear; it is a reality! We are God’s children! We 
do not expect the world to understand this thrilling 
relationship, because it does not even understand God. 
Only a person who knows God through Christ can 
fully appreciate what it means to be called a child of 
God. 

First John 3:1 tells us what we are and 1 John 3:2 
tells us what we shall be. The reference here, of course, 
is to the time of Christ’s coming for His church. This 
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was mentioned in 1 John 2:28 as an incentive for holy 
living, and now it is repeated. 

God’s love for us does not stop with the new birth. 
It continues throughout our lives and takes us right up 
to the return of Jesus Christ! When our Lord appears, 
all true believers will see Him and will become like 
Him (Phil. 3:20-21). This means, of course, that they 
will have new, glorified bodies, suited to heaven. 

But the apostle did not stop here! He has told us 
what we are and what we shall be. Now, in 1 John 3:3, 
he told us what we should be. In view of the return of 
Jesus Christ, we should keep our lives clean. 

All this is to remind us of the Father’s love. Because 
the Father loved us and sent His Son to die for us, we 
are children of God. Because God loves us, He wants 
us to live with Him one day. Salvation, from start to 
finish, is an expression of the love of God. We are saved 
by the grace of God (Eph. 2:8-9; Titus 2:11-15), but 
the provision for our salvation was originated in the 
love of God. And since we have experienced the love of 
the Father, we have no desire to live in sin. 

An unbeliever who sins is a creature sinning against 
his Creator. A Christian who sins is a child sinning 
against his Father. The unbeliever sins against law; the 
believer sins against love. 

This reminds us of the meaning of the phrase so 
often repeated in the Bible: “the fear of the Lord.” This 
phrase does not suggest that God’s children live in an 
atmosphere of terror, “for God hath not given us the 
spirit of fear” (2 Tim. 1:7). Rather, it indicates that 
God’s children hold their Father in reverence and will 
not deliberately disobey Him or try His patience. 

A group of teenagers were enjoying a party, and 
someone suggested that they go to a certain restaurant 
for a good time. 

“Yd rather you took me home,” Jan said to her date. 
“My parents don’t approve of that place.” 

“Afraid your father will hurt you?” one of the girls 
asked sarcastically. 

“No,” Jan replied, “Pm not afraid my father will 
hurt me, but I am afraid I might hurt him.” 

She understood the principle that a true child of 
God, who has experienced the love of God, has no 
desire to sin against that love. 


God the Son Died for Us (3:4-8) 

John turned here from the future appearing of Jesus (1 
John 3:2) to His past appearing (1 John 3:5, where the 
word manifest [kjv] means “appear”). John gave two 
reasons why Jesus came and died: (1) to take away our 
sins (1 John 3:4-6), and (2) to destroy the works of the 
devil (1 John 3:7-8). For a child of God to sin indicates 
that he does not understand or appreciate what Jesus 
did for him on the cross. 

Christ appeared to take away our sins (vv. 4-6). 
There are several definitions of sin in the Bible: 
“Whatsoever is not of faith is sin” (Rom. 14:23). “The 
thought of foolishness is sin” (Prov. 24:9). “Therefore 
to him that knoweth to do good, and doeth it not, to 


him it is sin” (James 4:17). “All unrighteousness is sin” 
(1 John 5:17). But John’s epistle defines sin as lawless- 
ness (1 John 3:4). It views sin as defilement (1 John 
1:9—2:2), but here it views it as defiance. 

The emphasis here is not on sins (plural), but on sin 
(singular): “Whosoever practices sin.” Sins are the 
fruit, but sin is the root. 

That God is love does not mean He has no rules 
and regulations for His family. “And hereby we do 
know that we know him, if we keep his command- 
ments” (1 John 2:3). “And whatsoever we ask, we 
receive of him, because we keep his commandments, 
and do those things that are pleasing in his sight” (1 
John 3:22). “By this we know that we love the children 
of God, when we love God and keep his command- 
ments” (1 John 5:2). 

God’s children are not in bondage to the Old 
Testament law, for Christ has set us free and has given 
us liberty (Gal. 5:1-6). But God’s children are not to 
be lawless, either! They are “not without law to God, 
but under the law to Christ” (1 Cor. 9:21). 

Sin is basically a matter of the will. For us to assert 
our will against God’s will is rebellion, and rebellion is 
the root of sin. It is not simply that sin reveals itself in 
lawless behavior, but that the very essence of sin is law- 
lessness. No matter what his outward action may be, a 
sinner’s inward attitude is one of rebellion. 

Little Judy was riding in the car with her father. She 
decided to stand up in the front seat. Her father com- 
manded her to sit down and put on the seat belt, but 
she declined. He told her a second time, and again she 
refused. 

“If you dont sit down immediately, Pll pull over 
to the side of the road and spank you!” Dad finally 
said, and at this the little girl obeyed. But in a few 
minutes she said quietly, “Daddy, I’m still standing up 
inside.” 

Lawlessness! Rebellion! Even though there was con- 
straint from the outside, there was still rebellion on the 
inside, and this attitude is the essence of sin. 

But after a person has become a child of God, born 
again by faith in Jesus Christ, he cannot practice law- 
lessness! For one thing, Jesus Christ was without sin, 
and to abide in Him means to be identified with the 
One who is sinless. And even more than that, Jesus 
Christ died to take away our sins! If we know the per- 
son of Christ, and if we have shared in the blessing of 
His death, we cannot deliberately disobey God. The 
whole work of the cross is denied when a professed 
Christian practices deliberate sin. This is one reason 
why Paul called such people “enemies of the cross of 
Christ” (Phil. 3:18-19). 

“Whosoever abideth in him does not practice sin” 
(1 John 3:6). “Abide” was one of John’s favorite words. 
To abide in Christ means to be in fellowship with 
Him, to allow nothing to come between ourselves and 
Christ. Sonship (being born of God) brings about our 
union with Christ, but fellowship makes possible 
our communion with Christ. It is this communion 
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(abiding) with Christ that keeps us from deliberately 
disobeying His Word. 

A person who deliberately and habitually sins is 
proving that he does not know Christ and therefore 
cannot be abiding in Him. 

There is more in the death of Christ on the cross 
than simply our salvation from judgment, as wonder- 
ful as that is. Through His death, Christ broke the 
power of the sin principle in our lives. The theme of 
Romans 6—8 is this identification with Christ in His 
death and resurrection. Christ not only died for me, 
but I died with Christ! Now I can yield myself to Him 
and sin will not have dominion over me. 

Christ appeared to destroy the works of the devil 
(vv. 7-8). The logic here is clear: if a man knows God, 
he will obey God; if he belongs to the devil, he will 
obey the devil. John accepted the reality of a personal 
devil. 

This enemy has many different names in Scripture: 
Satan (adversary, enemy), the devil (accuser), Abaddon 
or Apollyon (destroyer), the prince of this world, the 
dragon, and so forth. Whatever name you call him, 
keep in mind that his chief activity is to oppose Christ 
and God’s people. 

The contrast here is between Christ (who has no 
sin, 1 John 3:5) and the devil (who can do nothing but 
sin). 

The origin of Satan is a mystery. Many scholars 
believe he was once one of the highest angels, placed by 
God over the earth and over the other angels, and that 
he sinned against God and was cast down (Isa. 
14:9-17; Ezek. 28:12-14). 

Satan is not eternal, as is God, for he is a created 
being. He was not created sinful. His present nature is 
a result of his past rebellion. Satan is not like God: he 
is not all-powerful, all-knowing, or everywhere present. 
However, he is assisted by an army of spirit creatures 
known as demons, who make it possible for him to 
work in many places at one time (Eph. 6:10-12). 

Satan is a rebel, but Christ is the obedient Son of 
God. Christ was “obedient unto death, even the death 
of the cross” (Phil. 2:8). Christ is God but was willing 
to become a servant. Satan was a servant and wanted to 
become God. From the beginning of his career, Satan 
has been a sinner, and Christ came to destroy the works 
of the devil. 

“Destroy” (1 John 3:8) does not mean “annihilate.” 
Satan is certainly still at work today! “Destroy,” here, 
means “to render inoperative, to rob of power.” Satan 
has not been annihilated, but his power has been 
reduced and his weapons have been impaired. He is 
still a mighty foe, but he is no match for the power of 
God. 

Jesus compared this world to a palace that contains 
many valuable goods. A strong man is guarding this 
palace (Luke 11:14-23). Satan is the strong man, and 
his “goods” are lost men and women. The only way to 
release the “goods” is to bind the strong man, and that 
is just what Jesus did on the cross. Jesus, in coming to 
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earth, invaded Satan’s “palace.” When He died, He 
broke Satan’s power and captured his goods! Each time 
a lost sinner is won to Christ, more of Satan's “spoils” 
are taken from him. 

For many months after the close of World War II, 
Japanese troops were discovered hidden in the caves and 
jungles of the Pacific islands. Some of these stragglers 
were living like frightened savages; they didn’t know the 
war was over. Once they understood that it was no 
longer necessary for them to fight, they surrendered. 

Christians may rest in the truth that Satan is a 
defeated enemy. He may still win a few battles here and 
there, but he has already lost the war! Sentence has 
been pronounced on him, but it will be awhile before 
the punishment is meted out. A person who knows 
Christ, and who has been delivered from the bondage 
of sin through Christ’s death on the cross, has no desire 
to obey Satan and live like a rebel. 

“Little children, let no man deceive you!” 
Counterfeit Christians were trying to convince true 
believers that a person could be “saved” and still prac- 
tice sin. John did not deny that Christians sin, but he 
did deny that Christians can live in sin. A person who 
can enjoy deliberate sin and who does not feel con- 
victed or experience God’s chastening had better 
examine himself to see whether or not he is really born 


of God. 


God the Holy Spirit Lives in Us (3:9-10) 
“Whosoever is born of God does not practice sin!” 

Why? Because he has a new nature within him, and 
that new nature cannot sin. John called this new nature 
God’s “seed.” 

When a person receives Christ as his Savior, 
tremendous spiritual changes take place in him. He is 
given a new standing before God, being accepted as 
righteous in God’s sight. This new standing is called 
“justification.” It never changes and is never lost. 

The new Christian is also given a new position: he 
is set apart for God’s own purposes to live for His glory. 
This new position is called “sanctification,” and it has 
a way of changing from day to day. On some days we 
are much closer to Christ and obey Him much more 
readily. 

But perhaps the most dramatic change in a new 
believer is what we call “regeneration.” He is “born 
again” into the family of God. (Re- means “again,” and 
generation means “birth.”) 

Justification means a new standing before God, 
sanctification means being set apart to God, and regen- 
eration means a new nature—God’s nature (see 2 Peter 
1:4). 

The only way to enter God’s family is by trusting 
Christ and experiencing this new birth. “Whosoever 
believeth that Jesus is the Christ is born of God” (1 
John 5:1). 

Physical life produces only physical life; spiritual 
life produces spiritual life. “That which is born of the 
flesh is flesh; and that which is born of the Spirit is 
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spirit” (John 3:6). Christians have been born again, 
“not of corruptible seed, but of incorruptible, by the 
word of God, which liveth and abideth forever” (1 
Peter 1:23). A Christian’s “spiritual parents,” so to 
speak, are the Word of God and the Spirit of God. The 
Spirit of God uses the Word of God to convict of sin 
and to reveal the Savior. 

We are saved by faith (Eph. 2:8-9), and “faith 
cometh by hearing, and hearing by the word of God” 
(Rom. 10:17). In the miracle of the new birth, the 
Holy Spirit imparts new life—God’s life—to a believ- 
ing sinner, and as a result the individual is born into 
the family of God. 

Just as physical children bear the nature of their 
parents, so God’s spiritual children bear His nature. 
The divine “seed” is in them. A Christian has an old 
nature from his physical birth and a new nature from 
his spiritual birth. The New Testament contrasts these 
two natures and gives them various names: 


Old Nature New Nature 


“our old man” (Rom. “the new man” (Col. 
6:6) 3:10) 

“the flesh” (Gal. 5:24) “the Spirit” (Gal. 5:17) 

“corruptible seed” (1 “God's seed” (1 John 
Peter 1:23) 3:9) 


The old nature produces sin, but the new nature 
leads one into a holy life. A Christian’s responsibility 
is to live according to his new nature, not the old 
nature. 

One way to illustrate this is by contrasting the 
“outer man” with the “inner man” (2 Cor. 4:16). The 
physical man needs food, and so does the inner, or spir- 
itual man. “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by 
every word that proceedeth out of the mouth of God” 
(Matt. 4:4). Unless a Christian spends time daily in 
meditating on the Word of God, his inner man will 
lack power. 

A converted Native American explained, “I have 
two dogs living in me—a mean dog and a good dog. 
They are always fighting. The mean dog wants me to 
do bad things, and the good dog wants me to do good 
things. Do you want to know which dog wins? The one 
I feed the most!” 

A Christian who feeds the new nature from the 
Word of God will have power to live a godly life. We 
are to “make not provision for the flesh, to fulfill the 
lusts thereof” (Rom. 13:14). 

The physical man needs cleansing, and so does the 
inner man. We wash our hands and face frequently. A 
believer should look into the mirror of God’s Word 
daily (James 1:22-25) and examine himself. He must 
confess his sins and claim God’s forgiveness (1 John 
1:9). Otherwise the inner man will become unclean, 
and this uncleanness will breed infection and “spiritual 
sickness.” 

Unconfessed sin is the first step in what the Bible 
calls “backsliding’—gradually moving away from a 


close walk with Christ into a life filled with the alien 
world in which we live. 

God’s promise “I will heal your backslidings” (Jer. 
3:22) implies that backsliding resembles physical sick- 
ness. First is the secret invasion of the body by a disease 
germ. Then infection follows and there is a gradual 
decline: no pep, no appetite, no interest in normal 
activities. Then comes the collapse! 

Spiritual decline works in a similar way. First sin 
invades us. Instead of fighting it, we yield to it (see James 
1:14) and infection sets in. A gradual decline follows. We 
lose our appetite for spiritual things, we become listless 
and even irritable, and finally we collapse. 

The only remedy is to confess and forsake our sin 
and turn to Christ for cleansing and healing. 

The inner man not only needs food and cleansing, 
but he also needs exercise. “Exercise thyself ... unto 
godliness” (1 Tim. 4:7). A person who eats but does 
not exercise will become overweight; a person who 
exercises without eating will kill himself. There must be 
proper balance. 

“Spiritual exercise” for a believer, includes sharing 
Christ with others, doing good works in Christ’s name, 
and helping to build up other believers. Each Christian 
has at least one spiritual gift, which he is to use for the 
good of the church (1 Cor. 12:1-11). “As each one has 
received a special gift, employ it in serving one another, 
as good stewards of the manifold grace of God” (1 
Peter 4:10 Nass). 

Here is a vivid commentary on this whole process 
of temptation and sin: 

“Let no one say when he is tempted, ‘I am being 
tempted by God’; for God cannot be tempted by evil, 
and He Himself does not tempt anyone. But each one 
is tempted when he is carried away and enticed by his 
own lust. Then when lust has conceived, it gives birth 
to sin; and when sin is accomplished, it brings forth 
death” (James 1:13—15 Nass). 

Temptation appeals to our basic natural desires. 
There is nothing sinful about our desires, but temp- 
tation gives us an opportunity to satisfy these desires 
in an evil way. It is not a sin to be hungry, but it is a 
sin to satisfy hunger out of the will of God. This was 
the first temptation Satan hurled at Jesus (Matt. 
4:1-4). 

The two terms, “carried away” and “enticed” (James 
1:14), both relate to hunting or fishing: the putting of 
bait in a trap or on a hook. The animal (or fish) comes 
along and his natural desires attract him to the bait. 
But in taking the bait, he gets caught in the trap, or 
hooked. And the end is death. 

Satan baits his traps with pleasures that appeal to 
the old nature, the flesh. But none of his bait appeals 
to the new divine nature within a Christian. If a 
believer yields to his old nature, he will hanker for the 
bait, take it, and sin. But if he follows the leanings of 
his new nature, he will refuse the bait and obey God. 
“This I say then, walk in the Spirit, and ye shall not ful- 
fill the lust of the flesh” (Gal. 5:16). 
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Yielding to sin is the distinguishing mark of “the 
children of the devil” (1 John 3:10). They profess, or 
claim, one thing, but they practice another. Satan is a 
liar and the father of lies (John 8:44), and his children 
are like their father. “He that saith, ‘I know [God], and 
keepeth not his commandments, is a liar, and the truth 
is not in him” (1 John 2:4). The children of the devil 
try to deceive God’s children into thinking that a per- 
son can be a Christian and still practice sin. “Little 
children, let no man deceive you; he that doeth righ- 
teousness is righteous, even as he [God] is righteous” (1 
John 3:7). 

False teachers in John’s day taught that a Christian 
did not have to worry about sin, because only the body 
sinned and what the body did in no way affected the 
spirit. Some of them went so far as to teach that sin is 
natural to the body, because the body is sinful. 

The New Testament exposes the foolishness of such 
excuses for sin. 

To begin with, “the old nature” is not the body. The 
body itself is neutral: it can be used either by the old 
sinful nature or by the new divine nature. “Therefore 
do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you 
obey its lusts, and do not go on presenting the mem- 
bers of your body to sin as instruments of 
unrighteousness; but present yourselves to God as 
those [who are] alive from the dead, and your members 
as instruments of righteousness to God” (Rom. 
6:12—13 NASB). 

How does a child of God go about overcoming the 
desires of the old nature? He must begin each day by 
yielding his body to God as a living sacrifice (Rom. 
12:1). He must spend time reading and studying the 
Word of God, “feeding” his new nature. He must take 
time to pray, asking God to fill him with the Holy 
Spirit and give him power to serve Christ and glorify 
Him. 

As he goes through the day, a believer must depend 
on the power of the Spirit in the inner man. When 
temptations come, he must immediately turn to Christ 
for victory. 

The Word of God in his heart will help to keep him 
from sin if only he will turn to Christ. “Thy word have 
I hid in mine heart, that I might not sin against thee” 
(Ps. 119:11). If he does sin, he must instantly confess 
to God and claim forgiveness. But it is not necessary 
for him to sin. By yielding his body to the Holy Spirit 
within him, he will receive the power he needs to over- 
come the tempter. 

A good practice is to claim God’s promise: “No 
temptation has overtaken you but such as is common 
to man; and God is faithful, who will not allow you to 
be tempted beyond what you are able; but with the 
temptation will provide the way of escape also, so that 
you will be able to endure it” (1 Cor. 10:13 Nass). 

A Sunday school teacher was explaining the 
Christians two natures—the old and the new—to a 
class of teenagers. 

“Our old nature came from Adam,” he explained, 
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“and our new nature comes from Christ, who is called 
‘the Last Adam.” He had the class read 1 Corinthians 
15:45: “So also it is written, “The first man, Adam, 
became a living soul.’ The Last Adam became a life- 
giving spirit” (NasB). 

“This means there are two ‘Adams’ living in me,” 
said one of the teenagers. 

“That's right,” the teacher replied. “And what is the 
practical value of this truth?” 

The class was silent for a moment, and then a stu- 
dent spoke up. 

“This idea of the ‘two Adams’ really helps me in 
fighting temptation,” he said. “When temptation 
comes knocking at my door, if I send the first Adam 
to answer, Ill sin. But if I send the Last Adam, Pll get 
victory.” 

A true believer does not practice sin; a counterfeit 
believer cannot help but practice sin, because he does 
not have God’s new nature within him. The true 
believer also loves other Christians, which is discussed 
in detail in 1 John 3:11-24. 

But these words were not written so that you and I 
might check on other people. They were inspired so 
that we may examine ourselves. Each of us must answer 
honestly before God: 

1. Do I have the divine nature within me, or am I 
merely pretending to be a Christian? 

2. Do I cultivate this divine nature by daily Bible 
reading and prayer? 

3. Has any unconfessed sin defiled my inner man? 
Am I willing to confess and forsake it? 

4. Do I allow my old nature to control my thoughts 
and desires, or does the divine nature rule me? 

5. When temptation comes, do I “play with it,” or 
do I flee from it? Do I immediately yield to the divine 
nature within me? 

The life that is real is honest with God about these 
vital issues. 


CHAPTER SEVEN 
1 John 3:11-24 


LOVE OR DEATH 


ohn’s letter has been compared to a spiral staircase 
J because he kept returning to the same three top- 

ics: love, obedience, and truth. Though these 
themes recur, it is not true that they are merely repeti- 
tious. Each time we return to a topic, we look at it 
from a different point of view and are taken more 
deeply into it. 

We have already learned about our love for other 
believers—‘“the brethren” (1 John 2:7-11)—but the 
emphasis in 1 John 2 was on fellowship. A believer who 
is “walking in the light” will evidence that fact by lov- 
ing the brethren. In our present section, the emphasis 
is on his relationship with other believers. 

Christians love one another because they have all 
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been born of God, which makes them all brothers and 
sisters in Christ. 

Obedience and love are both evidences of sonship 
and brotherhood. We have been reminded that a true 
child of God practices righteousness (1 John 3:1-10), 
and now we shall look into the matter of love for the 
brethren (1 John 3:11—24). This truth is first stated in 
the negative: “Whosoever doeth not righteousness is 
not of God, neither he that loveth not his brother” (1 
John 3:10). 

A striking difference should be noted between the 
earlier and the present treatment of love for the 
brethren. In the section on fellowship (1 John 
2:7-11), we are told that loving the brethren is a mat- 
ter of light and darkness. If we do not love one 
another, we cannot walk in the light, no matter how 
loud our profession. But in this section on brother- 
hood (1 John 3:11-24), the epistle probes much 
deeper. We are told that loving the brethren is a mat- 
ter of life and death. “He that loveth not his brother 
abideth in death” (1 John 3:14). 

When it comes to this matter of love, there are four 
possible “levels of relationship,” so to speak, on which 
a person may live: murder (1 John 3:11-12), hatred (1 
John 3:13-15), indifference (1 John 3:16-17), and 
Christian compassion (1 John 3:18-24). 

The first two are not Christian at all, the third is less 
than Christian, and only the last is compatible with 
true Christian love. 


Murder (3:11-12) 

Murder, of course, is the lowest level on which one may 
live in relationship to someone else. It is the level on 
which Satan himself exists. The devil was a murderer 
from the beginning of his fallen career (John 8:44), but 
Christians have heard, from the beginning of their 
experience, that they are to “love one another.” John 
emphasized origins: “Go back to the beginning.” If our 
spiritual experience originates with the Father, we must 
love one another. But if it originates with Satan, we will 
hate one another. “Let that therefore abide in you 
which ye have heard from the beginning” (1 John 
2:24). 

Cain is an example of a life of hatred; we find the 
record in Genesis 4:1—16. It is important to note that 
Cain and Abel, being brothers, had the same parents, 
and they both brought sacrifices to God. Cain is not 
presented as an atheist; he is presented as a worshipper. 
And this is the point: children of the devil masquerade 
as true believers. They attend religious gatherings, as 
Cain did. They may even bring offerings. But these 
actions in themselves are not valid proof that a man is 
born of God. The real test is his love for the brethren— 
and here Cain failed. 

Every man has a “spiritual lineage” as well as a phys- 
ical, and Cain’s “spiritual father” was the devil. This 
does not mean, of course, that Satan literally fathered 
Cain. It means, rather, that Cain’s attitudes and actions 
originated with Satan. Cain was a murderer and a liar 


like Satan (John 8:44). He murdered his brother, and 
then he lied about it. “And the Lord said unto Cain, 
Where is Abel thy brother? And he said, I know not” 
(Gen. 4:9). 

In contrast to this, God is love (1 John 4:8) and 
truth (John 14:6; 1 John 5:6); therefore, those who 
belong to God’s family practice love and truth. 

The difference between Cain’s offering and Abel’s 
offering was faith (Heb. 11:4), and faith is always based 
on the revelation God has given (Rom. 10:17). It seems 
clear that God must have given definite instructions 
concerning how He was to be worshipped. Cain 
rejected God’s Word and decided to worship in his own 
way. This shows his relationship to Satan, for Satan is 
always interested in turning people away from the 
revealed will of God. The devil’s “Yea, hath God said?” 
(Gen. 3:1) was the beginning of trouble for Cain’s par- 
ents and for all mankind since. 

We are not told by what outward sign the Lord 
accepted Abel’s sacrifice and rejected Cain’s. It may be 
that He sent fire from heaven to consume Abel’s sacri- 
fice of an animal and its blood. But we are told the 
results: Abel went away from the altar with God’s wit- 
ness of acceptance in his heart, but Cain went away 
angry and disappointed (Gen. 4:4—6). God warned 
Cain that sin was crouching at the door like a danger- 
ous beast (Gen. 4:7) but promised that if Cain would 
obey God, he, like Abel, would enjoy peace. 

Instead of heeding God’s warning, Cain listened to 
Satan’s voice and plotted to kill his brother. His envy 
had turned to anger and hatred. He knew that he was 
evil and that his brother was righteous. Rather than 
repent, as God commanded him to do, he decided to 
destroy his brother. 

Centuries later, the Pharisees did the same thing to 
Jesus (Mark 15:9-10), and Jesus called them, too, chil- 
dren of the devil (John 8:44). 

Cain’s attitude represents the attitude of the present 
world system (1 John 3:13). The world hates Christ 
(John 15:18—25) for the same reason Cain hated Abel: 
Christ shows up the world’s sin and reveals its true 
nature. When the world, like Cain, comes face-to-face 
with reality and truth, it can make only one of two 
decisions: repent and change, or destroy the one who is 
exposing it. 

Satan is the “prince of this world” (John 14:30), 
and he controls it through murder and lies. How hor- 
rible to live on the same level as Satan! 

A hunter took refuge in a cave during a rainstorm. 
After he had dried out a bit, he decided to investigate 
his temporary home and turned on his flashlight. 
Imagine his surprise when he discovered he was sharing 
the cave with an assortment of spiders, lizards, and 
snakes! His exit was a fast one. 

If the unsaved world could only see, it would real- 
ize that it is living on the low level of murder and lies, 
surrounded by that old serpent Satan and all his 
demonic armies. Like Cain, the people of the world try 
to cover up their true nature with religious rites, but 


1 John 3 


they lack faith in God’s Word. People who continue to 
live on this level will eventually be cast into outer dark- 
ness with Satan to suffer apart from God forever. 


Hatred (3:13-15) 

At this point, you are probably thinking, “But I have 
never murdered anyone!” And to this statement, God 
replies, “Yes, but remember that to a Christian hatred 
is the same as murder” (1 John 3:15; cf. Matt. 5:22). 
The only difference between Level 1 and Level 2 is the 
outward act of taking life. The inward intent is the 
same. 

A visitor at the zoo was chatting with the keeper of 
the lion house. 

“I have a cat at home,” said the visitor, “and your 
lions act just like my cat. Look at them sleeping so 
peacefully! It seems a shame that you have to put those 
beautiful creatures behind bars.” 

“My friend,” the keeper laughed, “these may look 
like your cat, but their disposition is radically different. 
There’s murder in their hearts. Youd better be glad the 
bars are there.” 

The only reason some people have never actually 
murdered anyone is because of the “bars” that have 
been put up: the fear of arrest and shame, the penalties 
of the law, and the possibility of death. But we are 
going to be judged by “the law of liberty” (James 2:12). 
The question is not so much, “What did you do?” but 
“What did you want to do? What would you have done 
if you had been at liberty to do as you pleased?” This is 
why Jesus equated hatred with murder (Matt. 5:21-26) 
and lust with adultery (Matt. 5:27—30). 

This does not mean, of course, that hatred in the 
heart does the same amount of damage, or involves the 
same degree of guilt, as actual murder. Your neighbor 
would rather you hate him than kill him! But in God’s 
sight, hatred is the moral equivalent of murder, and if 
left unbridled it leads to murder. A Christian has 
passed from death to life John 5:24), and the proof of 
this is that he loves the brethren. When he belonged to 
the world system, he hated God’s people, but now that 
he belongs to God, he loves them. 

These verses (1 John 3:14-15), like those that deal 
with habitual sin in a believer (1 John 1:5—2:6), con- 
cern a settled habit of life: a believer is in the practice 
of loving the brethren, even though on occasion he 
may be angry with a brother (Matt. 5:22-24). 
Occasional incidents of anger do not nullify the prin- 
ciple. If anything, they prove it true, because a believer 
out of fellowship with his fellow Christians is a miser- 
able person! His feelings make clear to him that 
something is wrong. 

Notice another fact: we are not told that murderers 
cannot be saved. The apostle Paul himself took a hand 
in the stoning of Stephen (Acts 7:57-60) and admitted 
that his vote helped to put innocent people to death 
(Acts 26:9-11; 1 Tim. 1:12-15). But in His grace God 
saved Paul. 

The issue here is not whether a murderer can 
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become a Christian, but whether a man can continue 
being a murderer and still be a Christian. The answer 
is no. “And ye know that no murderer hath eternal life 
abiding in him” (1 John 3:15). The murderer did not 
once have eternal life and then lose it; he never had 
eternal life at all. 

The fact that you have never actually murdered 
anyone should not make you proud or complacent. 
Have you ever harbored hatred in your heart? 

Hatred does the hater far more damage than it does 
anyone else (Matt. 5:21—26). Jesus said that anger put 
a man in danger of facing the local court. Calling a 
brother an “empty-headed fool” put him in danger of 
the Sanhedrin, the highest Jewish council. But calling 
him a “cursed fool” put him in danger of eternal judg- 
ment in hell. Hatred that is not confessed and forsaken 
actually puts a man into a spiritual and emotional 
prison (Matt. 5:25)! 

The antidote for hatred is love. “Hateful and hating 
one another” is the normal experience of an unsaved 
person (Titus 3:3). But when a hateful heart opens to 
Jesus Christ, it becomes a loving heart. Then instead of 
wanting to “murder” others through hatred, one wants 
to love them and share with them the message of eter- 
nal life. 

Evangelist John Wesley was stopped one night by a 
highwayman who robbed the Methodist leader of all 
his money. Wesley said to the man, “If the day should 
come that you desire to leave this evil way and live for 
God, remember that ‘the blood of Jesus Christ cleanses 
from all sin.” 

Some years later, Wesley was stopped by a man after 
a church service. “Do you remember me?” the man 
asked. “I robbed you one night, and you told me that 
the blood of Jesus Christ cleanses from all sin. I have 
trusted Christ, and He has changed my life.” 


Indifference (3:16-17) 

But the test of Christian love is not simply failure to do 
evil to others. Love also involves doing them good. 
Christian love is both positive and negative. “Cease to 
do evil; learn to do well” (Isa. 1:16-17). 

Cain is our example of false love; Christ is the 
example of true Christian love. Jesus gave His life for us 
that we may experience truth. Every Christian knows 
John 3:16, but how many of us pay much attention to 
1 John 3:16? It is wonderful to experience the blessing 
of John 3:16, but it is even more wonderful to share 
that experience by obeying 1 John 3:16: Christ laid 
down life for us, and we ought to lay down our lives for 
the brethren. 

Christian love involves sacrifice and service. Christ 
did not simply talk about His love; He died to prove it 
(Rom. 5:6-10). Jesus was not killed as a martyr; He 
willingly laid down His life (John 10:11-18; 15:13). 
“Self-preservation” is the first law of physical life, but 
“self-sacrifice” is the first law of spiritual life. 

But God does not ask us to lay down our lives. He 
simply asks us to help a brother in need. John wisely 
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turned from “the brethren” in 1 John 3:16 to the sin- 
gular, “his brother,” in 1 John 3:17. 

It is easy for us to talk about “loving the brethren” 
and to neglect to help a single other believer. Christian 
love is personal and active. 

This is what Jesus had in mind in the parable of 
the good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37). A lawyer 
wanted to talk about an abstract subject: “Who is my 
neighbor?” But Jesus focused attention on one man in 
need, and changed the question to “To whom can I be 
a neighbor?” 

Two friends were attending a conference on evan- 
gelism. During one of the sessions, Larry missed Pete. 
At luncheon, when he saw Pete, he said, “I missed you 
at the ten o'clock session. It was really terrific! Where 
were you?” 

“I was in the lobby talking to a bellhop about 
Christ. I led him to the Lord,” said Pete. 

There is nothing wrong with attending conferences, 
but it is easy to forget the individual and his needs 
while discussing generalities. The test of Christian love 
is not in loud professions about loving the whole 
church, but in quietly helping a brother who is in need. 
If we do not even help a brother, it is not likely we 
would “lay down our lives” for “the brethren.” 

A man does not have to murder in order to sin; 
hatred is murder in his heart. But a man need not even 
hate his brother to be guilty of sin. All he has to do is 
ignore him or be indifferent toward his needs. A 
believer who has material goods and can relieve his 
brother’s needs ought to do it. To “close the door of his 
heart” on his brother is a kind of murder! 

If I am going to help my brother, I must meet three 
conditions. First, I must have the means necessary to 
meet his need. Second, I must know that the need 
exists. Third, I must be loving enough to want to share. 

A believer who is too poor to help or who is igno- 
rant of his brother’s need is not condemned. But a 
believer who hardens his heart against his needy 
brother is condemned. One reason Christians should 
work is so that they may be able “to give to him that 
needeth” (Eph. 4:28). 

In these days of multiplied social agencies, it is easy 
for Christians to forget their obligations. “So then, 
while we have opportunity, let us do good to all people, 
and especially to those who are of the household of the 
faith” (Gal. 6:10 Nass). 

This “doing good” need not be in terms of money 
or material supplies. It may include personal service 
and the giving of oneself to others. There are many 
individuals in our churches who lack love and would 
welcome friendship. 

A young mother admitted in a testimony meeting 
that she never seemed to find time for her own per- 
sonal devotions. She had several little children to care 
for, and the hours melted away. 

Imagine her surprise when two of the ladies from 
the church appeared at her front door. 

“Weve come to take over,” they explained. “You go 


into the bedroom and get started on your devotions.” 
After several days of this kind of help, the young 
mother was able to develop her devotional life so that 
the daily demands on her time no longer upset her. 

If we want to experience and enjoy the love of God 
in our own hearts, we must love others, even to the 
point of sacrifice. Being indifferent to a brother’s needs 
means robbing ourselves of what we need even more: 
the love of God in our hearts. It is a matter of love or 


death! 


Christian Love (3:18-24) 

True Christian love means loving in deed and in truth. 
The opposite of “in deed” is “in word,” and the oppo- 
site of “in truth” is “in tongue.” Here is an example of 
love “in word”: “If a brother or sister is without cloth- 
ing and in need of daily food, and one of you says to 
them, ‘Go in peace, be warmed and be filled,’ and yet 
you do not give them what is necessary for their body, 
what use is that?” (James 2:15—-16 Nass). 

To love “in word” means simply to talk about a 
need, but to love “in deed” means to do something 
about meeting it. You may think, because you have dis- 
cussed a need, or even prayed about it, that you have 
done your duty, but love involves more than words—it 
calls for sacrificial deeds. 

To love “in tongue” is the opposite of to love “in 
truth.” It means to love insincerely. To love “in truth” 
means to love a person genuinely from the heart and 
not just from the tongue. People are attracted by gen- 
uine love, but repelled by the artificial variety. One 
reason why sinners were attracted to Jesus (Luke 
15:1-2) was because they were sure He loved them sin- 
cerely. 

“But does it not cost a great deal for the believer to 
exercise this kind of love?” 

Yes, it does. It cost Jesus Christ His life. But the 
wonderful benefits that come to you as by-products of 
this love more than compensate for any sacrifice you 
make. To be sure, you do not love others because you 
want to get something in return, but the Bible princi- 
ple “Give and it shall be given unto you” (Luke 6:38) 
applies to love as well as to money. 

John named three wonderful blessings that will 
come to a believer who practices Christian love. 

Assurance (vv. 19-20). A believers relationship 
with others affects his relationship with God. A man 
who is not right with his brother should go settle the 
matter before he offers his sacrifice on the altar (see 
Matt. 5:23-24). A Christian who practices love grows 
in his understanding of God’s truth and enjoys a heart 
filled with confidence before God. 

A “condemning heart” is one that robs a believer of 
peace. An “accusing conscience” is another way to 
describe it. Sometimes the heart accuses us wrongly, 
because it “is deceitful above all things, and desperately 
wicked: who can know it?” (Jer. 17:9). The answer to 
that question is, “God knows the heart!” More than 
one Christian has accused himself falsely or been 
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harder on himself than necessary, but God will never 
make such a mistake. A Christian who walks in love 
has a heart open to God (“God is love”) and knows that 
God never judges wrongly. 

John may have remembered two incidents from 
Jesus’ life on earth that illustrate this important princi- 
ple. When Jesus visited Bethany, He stayed at the home 
of Mary and Martha (Luke 10:38-42). Martha was 
busy preparing the meal, but Mary sat at His feet and 
listened to Him teach. Martha criticized both Mary 
and Jesus, but Jesus knew Mary’s heart and defended 
her. 

The apostle Peter wept bitterly after he had denied 
his Lord, and no doubt he was filled with remorse and 
repentance for his sin. But Jesus knew that Peter had 
repented, and after His resurrection the Lord sent a 
special message to Peter that must have assured the hot- 
headed fisherman that he was forgiven (Mark 16:7). 
Peter’s heart may have condemned him, for he knew he 
had denied the Lord three times, but God was greater 
than his heart. Jesus, knowing all things, gave Peter just 
the assurance he needed. 

Be careful lest the devil accuse you and rob you of 
your confidence (Rev. 12:10). Once you confess your 
sin and it is forgiven, you need not allow it to accuse 
you anymore. Peter was able to face the Jews and say, 
“But ye denied the Holy One and the Just” (Acts 3:14) 
because his own sin of denying Christ had been taken 
care of and was forgiven and forgotten. 

No Christian should treat sin lightly, but no 
Christian should be harder on himself than God is. 
There is a morbid kind of self-examination and self- 
condemnation that is not spiritual. If you are 
practicing genuine love for the brethren, your heart 
must be right before God, for the Holy Spirit would 
not “shed abroad” His love in you if there were habit- 
ual sin in your heart. When you grieve the Spirit, you 
“turn off” the supply of God’s love (Eph. 4:30—5:2). 

Answered prayer (vv. 21-22). Love for the 
brethren produces confidence toward God, and confi- 
dence toward God gives you boldness in asking for 
what you need. This does not mean that you earn 
answers to prayer by loving the brethren. Rather, it 
means that your love for the brethren proves that you 
are living in the will of God where God can answer 
your prayer. “And whatsoever we ask, we receive of 
him, because we keep his commandments” (1 John 
3:22). Love is the fulfilling of God’s law (Rom. 
13:8-10); therefore, when you love the brethren, you 
are obeying His commandments and He is able to 
answer your requests. 

A believer’s relationship to the brethren cannot be 
divorced from his prayer life. If husbands and wives are 
not obeying God’s Word, for example, their prayers 
will be hindered (1 Peter 3:7). 

An evangelist had preached on the Christian home. 
After the meeting a father approached him. 

‘Tve been praying for a wayward son for years,” said 
the father, “and God has not answered my prayers.” 
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The evangelist read Psalm 66:18—“If I regard iniq- 
uity in my heart, the Lord will not hear me.” 

“Be honest with yourself and the Lord,” he said. “Is 
there anything between you and another Christian that 
needs to be settled?” 

The father hesitated, then said, “Yes, Pm afraid 
there is. I’ve harbored resentment in my heart against 
another man in this church.” 

“Then go make it right,” counseled the evangelist, 
and he prayed with the man. Before the campaign was 
over, the father saw his wayward son come back to the 
Lord. 

These verses do not, of course, give us all the con- 
ditions for answered prayer, but they emphasize the 
importance of obedience. One great secret of answered 
prayer is obedience, and the secret of obedience is love. 
“If ye love me, keep my commandments” (John 
14:15). “If ye abide in me, and my words abide in you, 
ye shall ask what ye will, and it shall be done unto 
you.... If ye keep my commandments, ye shall abide in 
my love” (John 15:7, 10). 

It is possible, of course, to keep God’s command- 
ments in a spirit of fear or servitude rather than in a 
spirit of love. This was the sin of the elder brother in 
the parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:24-32). A 
believer should keep His Father’s commandments 
because this pleases Him. A Christian who lives to 
please God will discover that God finds ways to please 
His child. “Delight thyself also in the Lord, and he 
shall give thee the desires of thine heart” (Ps. 37:4). 
When our delight is in the love of God, our desires will 
be in the will of God. 

Abiding (vv. 23-24). When a scribe asked Jesus to 
name the greatest commandment, He replied, “Thou 
shalt love the Lord thy God.” Then He added a second 
commandment: “Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thy- 
self” (Matt. 22:34-40). But God also gives us one 
commandment that takes in both God and man: 
“Believe in the name of His Son Jesus Christ, and love 
one another” (1 John 3:23 Nass). Faith toward God 
and love toward man sum up a Christian’s obligations. 
Christianity is “faith which worketh by love” (Gal. 
5:6). 

Faith toward God and love toward men are two 
sides of the same coin. It is easy to emphasize faith— 
correct doctrine—and to neglect love. On the other 
hand, some say doctrine is not important and that love 
is our main responsibility. Both doctrine and love are 
important. When a person is justified by faith, he 
should know that the love of God is being shed abroad 
in his heart (Rom. 5:1-5). 

“Abiding in Christ” is a key experience for a believer 
who wants to have confidence toward God and enjoy 
answers to prayer. Jesus, in His message to the disciples 
in the Upper Room (John 15:1—14) illustrated “abid- 
ing.” He compared. His followers to the branches of a 
vine. So long as the branch draws its strength from the 
vine, it produces fruit. But if it separates itself from the 
vine, it withers and dies. 
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Jesus was not talking about salvation; He was 
talking about fruit-bearing. The instant a sinner 
trusts Christ, he enters into union with Christ, but 
maintaining communion is a moment-by-moment 
responsibility. Abiding depends on our obeying His 
Word and keeping clean (John 15:3, 10). 

As we have seen, when a believer walks in love, he 
finds it easy to obey God, and therefore he maintains a 
close communion with God. “If a man love me, he will 
keep my words; and my Father will love him, and we 
will come unto him and make our abode with him” 
(John 14:23). 

The Holy Spirit is mentioned by name in 1 John 
for the first time in 3:24. John introduced us to the 
Holy One (1 John 2:20) with emphasis on the 
Spirit’s anointing and teaching ministry. (This paral- 
lels John 14:26 and 16:13-14.) But the Holy One is 
also the abiding Spirit (1 John 3:24; 4:13). When a 
believer obeys God and loves the brethren, the 
indwelling Holy Spirit gives him peace and confi- 
dence. The Holy Spirit abides with him forever (John 
14:16), but when the Spirit is grieved, He withdraws 
His blessings. 

The Holy Spirit is also the attesting Spirit (1 John 
4:1-6), giving witness to those who are truly God’s 
children. When a believer is abiding in Christ, the 
Spirit guides him and warns him of false spirits that 
would lead him astray. 

He is also the authenticating Spirit (1 John 5:6-8), 
bearing witness to the person and work of Jesus Christ. 
This witness of the Spirit is mentioned in Romans 
8:14-16. 

Each member of the Triune Godhead is involved in 
the “love life” of a believer. God the Father commands 
us to love one another, God the Son gave His life on 
the cross, the supreme example of love. And God the 
Holy Spirit lives within us to provide the love we need 
(Rom. 5:5). To abide in love is to abide in God, and to 
abide in God is to abide in love. Christian love is not 
something we “work up” when we need it. Christian 
love is “shed abroad in our hearts by the Holy Ghost,” 
and this is your constant experience as you abide in 
Christ. 

There are four levels on which a person may live. 
He may choose the lowest level— Satan’s level—and 
practice murder. Murderers “have their part in the lake 
which burneth with fire and brimstone, which is the 
second death” (Rev. 21:8). 

Or, a person may choose the next level—hatred. 
But hatred, in God’s sight, is the same as murder. A 
man who lives with hatred is slowly killing himself, not 
the other person! Psychiatrists warn that malice and 
hatred cause all kinds of physical and emotional prob- 
lems. In fact, one specialist has titled his book Love or 
Perish! 

The third level—indifference—is far better than 
the first two, because the first two are not Christian at 
all. A man who has constant hatred in his heart, or who 
habitually murders, proves he has never been born of 


God. But it is possible to be a Christian and be indif- 
ferent to the needs of others. 

A man who murders belongs to the devil, like Cain. 
A man who hates belongs to the world (1 John 3:13), 
which is under Satan’s control. But a Christian who is 
indifferent is living for the flesh, which serves Satan’s 
purposes. 

The only happy, holy way to live is on the highest 
level, the level of Christian love. This is the life of joy 
and liberty, the life of answered prayer. It assures you 
confidence and courage in spite of the difficulties of 
life. 

Dr. Rene Spitz of New York made a study of chil- 
dren in foundling homes to determine what effect love 
and neglect had on them. The survey proved that chil- 
dren who were neglected and unloved were much 
slower in their development, and some of them even 
died. Even in a physical sense, love is the very atmos- 
phere of life and growth. 

It is even more so in the spiritual sense. 

In fact, it is a matter of love or death! 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
1 John 4:1-16 


GETTING TO THE BOTTOM OF LOVE 


or the third time, we are considering the subject of 
F love! 

This does not mean John ran out of ideas and 
had to repeat himself. It means that the Holy Spirit, 
who inspired John, presents the subject once more, 
from a deeper point of view. 

First, love for the brethren has been shown as proof 
of fellowship with God (1 John 2:7-11); then it has 
been presented as proof of sonship (1 John 3:10-14). 
In the earlier passage, love for the brethren is a matter 
of light or darkness; in the second it is a matter of life 
or death. 

But in 1 John 4:7-16, we get down to the very 
foundation of the matter. Here we discover why love is 
such an important part of the life that is real. Love is a 
valid test of our fellowship and our sonship because 
“God is love.” Love is part of the very being and nature 
of God. If we are united to God through faith in 
Christ, we share His nature. And since His nature is 
love, love is the test of the reality of our spiritual life. 

A navigator depends on a compass to help him 
determine his course. But why a compass? Because it 
shows him his directions. And why does the compass 
point north? Because it is so constituted that it 
responds to the magnetic field that is part of the earth’s 
makeup. The compass is responsive to the nature of the 
earth. 

So with Christian love. The nature of God is love. 
And a person who knows God and has been born of 
God will respond to God’s nature. As a compass natu- 
rally points north, a believer will naturally practice love 
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because love is the nature of God. This love will not be 
a forced response; it will be a natural response. A 
believer’s love for the brethren will be proof of his son- 
ship and fellowship. 

Three times in this section John encouraged us to 
love one another (1 John 4:7, 11-12). He supported 
these admonitions by giving us three foundational facts 


about God. 


What God Is: “God Is Love” (4:7-8) 

This is the third of three expressions in John’s writings 
that help us understand the nature of God: “God is 
spirit” (John 4:24 nass); “God is light” (1 John 1:5); 
and “God is love.” None of these is a complete revela- 
tion of God, of course, and it is wrong to separate 
them. 

God is spirit as to His essence; He is not flesh and 
blood. To be sure, Jesus Christ now has a glorified body 
in heaven, and one day we shall have bodies like His 
body. But being by nature spirit, God is not limited by 
time and space the way His creatures are. 

God is light. This refers to His holy nature. In the 
Bible, light is a symbol of holiness, and darkness is a 
symbol of sin (John 3:18-21; 1 John 1:5-10). God 
cannot sin because He is holy. Because we have been 
born into His family, we have received His holy nature 
(1 Peter 1:14-16; 2 Peter 1:4). 

God is love. This does not mean that “love is God.” 
And the fact that two people “love each other” does not 
mean that their love is necessarily holy. It has accurately 
been said that “love does not define God, but God 
defines love.” God is love and God is light; therefore, 
His love is a holy love, and His holiness is expressed in 
love. All that God does expresses all that God is. Even 
His judgments are measured out in love and mercy 
(Lam. 3:22-23). 

Much that is called “love” in modern society bears 
no resemblance or relationship to the holy, spiritual 
love of God. Yet we see banners saying “God is love!” 
displayed at many festivals, particularly where young 
people are “doing their own thing”—as if one could 
dignify immorality by calling it “love.” 

Christian love is a special kind of love. First John 
4:10 may be translated: “In this way is seen the true 
love.” There is a false love, and this kind of love God 
must reject. Love that is born out of the very essence of 
God must be spiritual and holy, because “God is spirit” 
and “God is light.” This true love is “poured out within 
our hearts through the Holy Spirit who was given to 
us” (Rom. 5:5 NASB). 

Love, therefore, is a valid test of true Christian 
faith. Since God is love, and we have claimed a per- 
sonal relationship with God, we must of necessity 
reveal His love in how we live. A child of God has been 
“born of God,” and therefore he shares God’s divine 
nature. Since “God is love,” Christians ought to love 
one another. The logic is unanswerable! 

Not only have we been “born of God,” but we also 
“know God.” In the Bible, the word know has a much 
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deeper meaning than simply intellectual acquaintance 
or understanding. For example, the verb “know” is 
used to describe the intimate union of husband and 
wife (Gen. 4:1). To know God means to be in a deep 
relationship to Him—to share His life and enjoy His 
love. This knowing is not simply a matter of under- 
standing facts; it is a matter of perceiving truth (see 1 
John 2:3-5). 

We must understand “he that loveth not knoweth 
not God” (1 John 4:8) in this light. Certainly many 
unsaved people love their families and even sacrifice for 
them. And no doubt many of these same people have 
some kind of intellectual understanding of God. What, 
then, do they lack? They lack a personal experience of 
God. To paraphrase 1 John 4:8, “The person who does 
not have this divine kind of love has never entered into 
a personal, experiential knowledge of God. What he 
knows is in his head, but it has never gotten into his 
heart.” 

What God is determines what we ought to be. “As 
he is, so are we in this world” (1 John 4:17). The fact 
that Christians love one another is evidence of their fel- 
lowship with God and their sonship from God, and it 
is also evidence that they know God. Their experience 
with God is not simply a once-for-all crisis; it is a daily 
experience of getting to know Him better and better. 
True theology (the study of God) is not a dry, imprac- 
tical course in doctrine—it is an exciting day-by-day 
experience that makes us Christlike! 

A large quantity of radioactive material was stolen 
from a hospital. When the hospital administrator 
notified the police, he said, “Please warn the thief 
that he is carrying death with him, and that the 
radioactive material cannot be successfully hidden. 
As long as he has it in his possession, it is affecting 
him disastrously!” 

A person who claims he knows God and is in union 
with Him must be personally affected by this relation- 
ship. A Christian ought to become what God is, and 
“God is love.” To argue otherwise is to prove that one 
does not really know God! 


What God Did: “He Sent His Son” (4:9-11) 

Because God is love, He must communicate—not only 
in words but in deeds. True love is never static or inac- 
tive. God reveals His love to mankind in many ways. 
He has geared all of creation to meeting men’s needs. 
Until man’s sin brought creation under bondage, man 
had on earth a perfect home in which to love and serve 
God. 

God’s love was revealed in the way He dealt with 
the nation of Israel. “The Lord did not set his love 
upon you, nor choose you, because ye were more in 
number than any people; for ye were the fewest of all 
people. But because the Lord loved you ... hath the 
Lord brought you out with a mighty hand” (Deut. 
7:7-8). 

The greatest expression of God’s love is in the death 
of His Son. “But God demonstrates His own love 
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toward us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ 
died for us” (Rom. 5:8 NASB). 

The word manifested means “to come out in the 
open, to be made public.” It is the opposite of “to hide, 
to make secret.” Under the old covenant, God was hid- 
den behind the shadows of ritual and ceremony (Heb. 
10:1); but in Jesus Christ “the life was manifested” (1 
John 1:2). “He that hath seen me,” said Jesus, “hath 
seen the Father” (John 14:9). 

Why was Jesus Christ manifested? “And you know 
that he was manifested to take away our sins” (1 John 
3:5). “For this purpose the Son of God was manifested, 
that he might destroy the works of the devil” (1 John 
3:8). Where did Jesus take away our sins and destroy 
(render inoperative) the works of the devil? At the 
cross! God manifested His love at the cross when He 
gave His Son as a sacrifice there for our sins. 

This is the only place in the epistle where Jesus is 
called God’s only begotten Son. The title is used in 
John’s gospel (John 1:14). It means “unique, the only 
one of its kind.” The fact that God sent His Son into 
the world is one evidence of the deity of Jesus Christ. 
Babies are not sent into the world from some other 
place; they are born into the world. As the perfect Man, 
Jesus was born into the world, but as the eternal Son, 
He was sent into the world. 

But the sending of Christ into the world and His 
death on the cross were not prompted by man’s love for 
God. They were prompted by His love for man. The 
world’s attitude toward God is anything but love! 

Two purposes are given for Christ’s death on the 
cross: that we might live through Him (1 John 4:9) and 
that He might be the propitiation for our sins (1 John 
4:10). His death was not an accident; it was an 
appointment. He did not die as a weak martyr, but as 
a mighty conqueror. 

Jesus Christ died that we might live “through him” 
(1 John 4:9), “for him” (2 Cor. 5:15), and “with him” 
(1 Thess. 5:9-10). A sinner’s desperate need is for life, 
because he is “dead in trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1). It 
is something of a paradox that Christ had to die so that 
we may live! We can never probe the mystery of His 
death, but this we know: He died for us (Gal. 2:20). 

The death of Christ is described as a “propitia- 
tion.” John has used this word before (1 John 2:2), so 
there is no need to study it in detail again. We should 
remember that propitiation does not mean that men 
must do something to appease God or to placate His 
anger. Propitiation is something God does to make it 
possible for men to be forgiven. “God is light,” and 
therefore He must uphold His holy law. “God is love,” 
and therefore He wants to forgive and save sinners. 
How can God forgive sinners and still be consistent 
with His holy nature? The answer is the cross. There 
Jesus Christ bore the punishment for sin and met the 
just demands of the holy law. But there, also, God 
reveals His love and makes it possible for men to be 
saved by faith. 

It is important to note that the emphasis is on the 


death of Christ, not on His birth. The fact that Jesus 
was “made flesh” (John 1:14) is certainly an evidence of 
God’s grace and love, but the fact that He was “made 
sin” (2 Cor. 5:21) is underscored for us. The example 
of Christ, the teachings of Christ, the whole earthly life 
of Christ, find their true meaning and fulfillment in 
the cross. 

For the second time, believers are exhorted to “love 
one another” (1 John 4:11). This exhortation is a com- 
mandment to be obeyed (1 John 4:7), and its basis is 
the nature of God. “God is love; we know God; there- 
fore, we should love one another.” But the exhortation 
to love one another is presented as a privilege as well as 
a responsibility: “If God so loved us, we ought also to 
love one another” (1 John 4:11). We are not saved by 
loving Christ; we are saved by believing on Christ 
(John 3:16). But after we realize what He did for us on 
the cross, our normal response ought to be to love Him 
and to love one another. 

It is important that Christians progress in their 
understanding of love. To love one another simply out 
of a sense of duty is good, but to love out of apprecia- 
tion (rather than obligation) is even better. 

This may be one reason why Jesus established the 
Lord’s Supper, the Communion service. When we 
break the bread and share the cup, we remember His 
death. Few men, if any, want their deaths remembered! 
In fact, we remember the life of a loved one and try to 
forget the sadness of his death. Not so with Christ. He 
commands us to remember His death: “This do in 
remembrance of me”! 

We should remember our Lord’s death in a spiritual 
way, not merely sentimentally. Someone has defined 
sentiment as “feeling without responsibility.” It is easy 
to experience solemn emotions at a church service and 
yet go out to live the same defeated life. True spiritual 
experience involves the whole man. The mind must 
understand spiritual truth; the heart must love and 
appreciate it, and the will must act on it. The deeper we 
go into the meaning of the cross, the greater will be our 
love for Christ and the greater our active concern for 
one another. 

We have discovered what God is and what God has 
done, but a third foundation fact takes us even deeper 
into the meaning and implications of Christian love. 


What God Is Doing: “God Abides in Us” (4:12-16) 
At this point it would be good for us to review what 
John has been saying about the basic truth that “God 
is love.” 

This truth is revealed to us in the Word, but it was 
also revealed on the cross, where Christ died for us. 
“God is love” is not simply a doctrine in the Bible; it is 
an eternal fact clearly demonstrated at Calvary. God 
has said something to us, and God has done something 
for us. 

But all this is preparation for the third great fact: 
God does something in us! We are not merely students 
reading a book, or spectators watching a deeply mov- 
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ing event. We are participants in the great drama of 
God’s love! 

In order to save money, a college drama class pur- 
chased only a few scripts of a play and cut them up into 
the separate parts. The director gave each player his 
individual part in order and then started to rehearse the 
play. But nothing went right. After an hour of missed 
cues and mangled sequences, the cast gave up. 

At that point, the director sat the actors all on the 
stage and said: “Look, I’m going to read the entire play 
to you, so don’t any of you say a word.” He read the 
entire script aloud, and when he was finished, one of 
the actors said: “So that’s what it was all about!” 

And when they understood the entire story, they 
were able to fit their parts together and have a success- 
ful rehearsal. 

When you read 1 John 4:12-16, you feel like say- 
ing, “So that’s what it’s all about!” Because here we 
discover what God had in mind when He devised His 
great plan of salvation. 

To begin with, God’s desire is to live in us. He is not 
satisfied simply to tell us that He loves us, or even show 
us that He loves us. 

It is interesting to trace God’s dwelling places as 
recorded in the Bible. In the beginning, God had fel- 
lowship with man in a personal, direct way (Gen. 
3:8), but sin broke that fellowship. It was necessary 
for God to shed the blood of animals to cover the sins 
of Adam and Eve so that they might come back into 
His fellowship. 

One of the key words in the book of Genesis is 
walked. God walked with men, and men walked with 
God. Enoch (Gen. 5:22), Noah (Gen. 6:9), and 
Abraham walked with God (Gen. 17:1; 24:40). 

But by the time of the events recorded in Exodus, a 
change had taken place: God did not simply walk with 
men, He lived, or dwelt, with them. God’s command- 
ment to Israel was, “And let them make me a sanctuary; 
that I may dwell among them” (Ex. 25:8). The first of 
those sanctuaries was the tabernacle. When Moses ded- 
icated it, the glory of God came down and moved into 
the tent (Ex. 40:33-35). 

God dwelt in the camp, but He did not dwell in the 
bodies of the individual Israelites. 

Unfortunately, the nation sinned and God’s glory 
departed (1 Sam. 4:21). But God used Samuel and 
David to restore the nation; and Solomon built God a 
magnificent temple. When the temple was dedicated, 
once again the glory of God came to dwell in the land 
(1 Kings 8:1-11). 

But history repeated itself, and Israel disobeyed 
God and was taken into captivity. The gorgeous temple 
was destroyed. One of the prophets of the captivity, 
Ezekiel, saw the glory of God depart from it (Ezek. 8:4; 
9:3; 10:4; 11:22-23). 

Did the glory ever return? Yes—in the Person of 
God’s Son, Jesus Christ! “And the Word became flesh, 
and tabernacled among us, and we beheld His glory” 
(John 1:14, literal translation). The glory of God 
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dwelt on earth in the body of Jesus Christ, for His 
body was the temple of God (John 2:18-22). But 
wicked men nailed His body to a cross. They crucified 
“the Lord of glory” (1 Cor. 2:8). All this was part of 
God’s thrilling plan, and Christ arose from the dead, 
returned to heaven, and sent His Holy Spirit to dwell 
in men. 

The glory of God now lives in the bodies of God’s 
children. “Or do you not know that your body is a 
temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you 
have from God, and that you are not your own?” (1 
Cor. 6:19 Nass). The glory of God departed from the 
tabernacle and the temple when Israel disobeyed God, 
but Jesus has promised that the Spirit will abide in us 
forever (John 14:16). 

With this background, we can better understand 
what 1 John 4:12-16 is saying to us. God is invisible (1 
Tim. 1:17), and no man can see Him in His essence. 
Jesus is “the image of the invisible God” (Col. 1:15). By 
taking on Himself a human body, Jesus was able to 
reveal God to us. But Jesus is no longer here on earth. 
How, then, does God reveal Himself to the world? 

He reveals Himself through the lives of His chil- 
dren. Men cannot see God, but they can see us. If we 
abide in Christ, we will love one another, and our love 
for one another will reveal God’s love to a needy world. 
God’s love will be experienced in us and then will be 
expressed through us. 

That important little word abide (or “dwell” xyv) is 
used six times in 1 John 4:12-16. It refers to our per- 
sonal fellowship with Jesus Christ. To abide in Christ 
means to remain in spiritual oneness with Him, so that 
no sin comes between us. Because we are “born of 
God,” we have union with Christ, but it is only as we 
trust Him and obey His commandments that we have 
communion with Him. Much as a faithful husband 
and wife “abide in love” though they may be separated 
by miles, so a believer abides in God’s love. This abid- 
ing is made possible by the indwelling of the Holy 
Spirit (1 John 4:13). 

Imagine the wonder and the privilege of having 
God abide in you! The Old Testament Israelite would 
look with wonder at the tabernacle or temple, because 
the presence of God was in that building. No man 
would dare to enter the Holy of Holies, where God was 
enthroned in glory! But we have God’s Spirit living in 
us! We abide in this love, and we experience the abid- 
ing of God in us. “If a man love me, he will keep my 
words; and my Father will love him, and we will come 
unto him, and make our abode with him” (John 
14:23). 

God’s love is proclaimed in the Word (“God is 
love”) and proved at the cross. But here we have some- 
thing deeper: God’s love is perfected in the believer. 
Fantastic as it may seem, God’s love is not made perfect 
in angels, but in sinners saved by His grace. We 
Christians are now the tabernacles and temples in 
which God dwells. He reveals His love through us. 

Dr. G. Campbell Morgan, famous British preacher, 
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had five sons, all of whom became ministers of the 
gospel. One day a visitor in their home dared to ask a 
personal question: “Which of you six is the best 
preacher?” 

Their united answer was “Mother!” 

Of course, Mrs. Morgan had never preached a for- 
mal sermon in a church, but her life was a constant 
sermon on the love of God. The life of a Christian who 
abides in God’s love is a potent witness for God in the 
world. Men cannot see God, but they can see His love 
moving us to deeds of helpfulness and kindness. 

Three different witnesses are suggested in these 
verses: (1) The witness of the believer that Jesus Christ 
is God’s Son (1 John 4:15); (2) the witness in the 
believer by the Spirit (1 John 4:13); and (3) the witness 
through the believer that God is love and that He sent 
His Son to die for the world (1 John 4:14). 

These witnesses cannot be separated. The world 
will not believe that God loves sinners until they see 
His love at work in His children’s lives. 

A Salvation Army worker found a derelict woman 
alone on the street and invited her to come into the 
chapel for help, but the woman refused to move. The 
worker assured her, “We love you and want to help 
you. God loves you. Jesus died for you.” But the 
woman did not budge. 

As if on divine impulse, the Army lassie leaned over 
and kissed the woman on the cheek, taking her into her 
arms. The woman began to sob, and like a child, was 
led into the chapel, where she ultimately trusted 
Christ. 

“You told me that God loved me,” she said later, 
“but it wasn't till you showed me that God loved me 
that I wanted to be saved.” 

Jesus did not simply preach the love of God; He 
proved it by giving His life on the cross. He expects His 
followers to do likewise. If we abide in Christ, we will 
abide in His love. If we abide in His love, we must 
share this love with others. Whenever we share this 
love, it is proof in our own hearts that we are abiding 
in Christ. In other words, there is no separation 
between a Christian’s inner life and his outer life. 

Abiding in God’s love produces two wonderful 
spiritual benefits in the life of a believer: (1) he grows 
in knowledge, and (2) he grows in faith (1 John 4:16). 
The more we love God, the more we understand the 
love of God. And the more we understand His love, 
the easier it is for us to trust Him. After all, when you 
know someone intimately and love him sincerely, you 
have no problem putting your confidence in him. 

A man standing in the greeting card section of a 
store was having trouble picking out a card. The clerk 
asked if she could help, and he said, “Well, it’s our for- 
tieth wedding anniversary, but I can’t find a card that 
says what I want to say. You know, forty years ago it 
wouldn't have been any problem picking out a card, 
because back then I thought I knew what love was. But 
we love each other so much more today, I just can’t find 
a card that says it!” 


This is a growing Christian’s experience with God. 
As he abides in Christ and spends time in fellowship 
with Him, he comes to love God more and more. He 
also grows in his love for other Christians, for the lost, 
and even for his enemies. As he shares the Father’s love 
with others, he experiences more of the Father’s love 
himself. He understands the Father’s love better and 
better. 

“God is love,” then, is not simply a profound bibli- 
cal statement. It is the basis for a believer’s relationship 
with God and with his fellow man. Because God is 
love, we can love. His love is not past history; it is pres- 
ent reality. “Love one another” begins as a 
commandment (1 John 4:7), then it becomes a privi- 
lege (1 John 4:11). But it is more than a 
commandment or a privilege. It is also the thrilling 
consequence and evidence of our abiding in Christ (1 
John 4:12). Loving one another is not something we 
simply ought to do; it is something we want to do. 

Some practical applications grow out of this basic 
truth: 

First, the better we know God’s love, the easier it 
will be to live as a Christian. Bible knowledge alone 
does not take the place of personal experience of God’s 
love. In fact, it can be a dangerous substitute if we are 
not careful. 

Helen came home from a youth retreat greatly 
enthused over what she had learned. 

“We had some terrific sessions on how to have per- 
sonal devotions,” she told her sister Joyce. “I plan to 
have my devotions every single day.” 

A week later, while Joyce was running the vacuum 
cleaner, she heard Helen screaming, “Do you have to 
make all that noise? Don’t you know I’m trying to have 
my devotions?” And the verbal explosion was followed 
by the slamming of a door. 

Helen still had to learn that personal devotions are 
not an end in themselves. If they do not help us love 
God and love one another, they are accomplishing lit- 
tle. The Bible is a revelation of God’s love, and the 
better we understand His love, the easier it should be 
for us to obey Him and love others. 

A second consideration is that unless we love the 
lost, our verbal witness to them will be useless. The 
gospel message is a message of love. This love was both 
declared and demonstrated by Jesus Christ. The only 
way we can effectively win others is to declare the 
gospel and demonstrate it in how we live. Too much 
“witnessing” today is a mere mouthing of words. 
People need an expression of love. 

One reason why God permits the world to hate 
Christians is so that Christians may return love for the 
world’s hatred. “Blessed are you when people insult you 
and persecute you, and falsely say all kinds of evil 
against you because of Me.... But I say to you, love 
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” 
(Matt. 5:11, 44 Nass). 

“Pastor, the Bible tells us to love our neighbors, but 
I doubt that anybody could love my neighbors,” Mrs. 
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Barton said at the close of a Sunday school lesson. “I’ve 
tried to be nice to them, but it just doesn’t work.” 

“Perhaps ‘being nice to them’ isn’t the real answer,” 
the pastor explained. “You know, it’s possible to be nice 
to people with the wrong motive.” 

“You mean as though youre trying to buy them 
off” 

“Something like that. I think you and I had better 
pray that God will give you a true spiritual love for 
your neighbors. If you love them in a Christian way, 
youll not be able to do them any damage,” the pastor 
pointed out. 

It took some weeks, but Mrs. Barton grew in her 
love for her neighbors, and she also found herself grow- 
ing in her own spiritual life. 

“My neighbors havent changed a whole lot,” she 
told the prayer group, “but my attitude toward them 
has really changed. I used to do things for them to try 
to win their approval. But now I do things for Jesus’ 
sake, because He died for them—and it makes all the 
difference in the world!” 

In this paragraph of his letter, John has taken us to 
the very foundation of Christian love. But he still had 
more to teach us. In the next section, he dealt with our 
own personal love for God and how God perfects that 
love in us. 

These two aspects of Christian love cannot be sep- 
arated from one another: if we love God, we will love 
one another; and if we love one another, we will grow 
in our love for God. 

And both statements are true because “God is love.” 


CHAPTER NINE 
1 John 4:17—5:5 


LOVE, HONOR, AND OBEY 


as he and his fiancée were discussing their wedding 
plans with their pastor. 

“Td like to see a copy of the wedding vows,” the 
young man said, and the pastor handed him the serv- 
ice. He read it carefully, handed it back, and said, 
“That wont do! There’s nothing written in there about 
her obeying me!” 

His fiancée smiled, took his hand, and said, 
“Honey, the word obey doesn’t have to be written in a 
book. It’s already written in love in my heart.” 

This is the truth in view in this portion of 1 John. 
Up to this point, the emphasis has been on Christians 
loving one another; but now we turn to a deeper—and 
more important—topic: a believer’s love for the 
Father. We cannot love our neighbor or our brother 
unless we love our heavenly Father. We must first love 
God with all our hearts; then we can love our neigh- 
bor as ourselves. 

The key word in this section is perfect. God wants 
to perfect in us His love for us and our love for Him. 


T: prospective bridegroom was extremely nervous 


997 


1 John 4 


The word perfect carries the idea of maturity and com- 
pleteness. A believer is not only to grow in grace and 
knowledge (2 Peter 3:18), but he is also to grow in his 
love for the Father. He does this in response to the 
Father’s love for him. 

How much does God love us? Enough to send His 
Son to die for us (John 3:16). He loves His children in 
the same way as He loves Christ (John 17:23). And 
Jesus tells us that the Father wants the love with which 
He loved the Son to be in His children (John 17:26). 

In other words, the Christian life is to be a daily 
experience of growing in the love of God. It involves a 
Christian’s coming to know his heavenly Father in a 
much deeper way as he grows in love. 

It is easy to fragment the Christian life and become 
preoccupied with individual pieces instead of the total 
picture. One group may emphasize “holiness” and urge 
its members to get victory over sin. Another may stress 
“witnessing” or “separation from the world.” But each 
of these emphases is really a by-product of something 
else: a believers growing love for the Father. Mature 
Christian love is the great universal need among God’s 
people. 

How can a believer know that his love for the 
Father is being perfected? This paragraph of 1 John 


suggests four evidences. 


Confidence (4:17-19) 

Two brand-new words came into John’s vocabulary 
here: fear and torment. And this is written to believers! 
Is it possible that Christians can actually live in fear and 
torment? Yes, unfortunately, many professed believers 
experience both fear and torment day after day. And 
the reason is that they are not growing in the love of 
God. 

The word boldness can mean “confidence” or “free- 
dom of speech.” It does not mean brazenness or 
brashness. A believer who experiences perfecting love 
grows in his confidence toward God. He has a reveren- 
tial fear of God, not a tormenting fear. He is a son who 
respects his Father, not a prisoner who cringes before a 
judge. 

We have adopted the Greek word for fear into our 
English vocabulary: phobia. All sorts of phobias are 
listed in psychology books; for instance, acrophobia— 
“fear of heights” and hydrophobia—‘“fear of water.” 
John was writing about krisisphobia—‘“fear of judg- 
ment.” John has already mentioned this solemn truth 
in 1 John 2:28, and now he dealt with it again. 

If people are afraid, it is because of something in the 
past that haunts them, or something in the present that 
upsets them, or something in the future that they feel 
threatens them. Or it may be a combination of all 
three. A believer in Jesus Christ does not have to fear 
the past, present, or future, for he has experienced the 
love of God, and this love is being perfected in him day 
by day. 

“It is appointed unto men once to die, but after this 
the judgment” (Heb. 9:27). But a Christian does not 
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fear future judgment, because Christ has suffered his 
judgment for him on the cross. “Truly, truly I say to 
you, he who hears My word, and believes Him who 
sent Me, has eternal life, and does not come into judg- 
ment, but has passed out of death into life” (John 5:24 
NASB). “Therefore there is now no condemnation for 
those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 8:1 Nass). For a 
Christian, judgment is not future; it is past. His sins 
have been judged already at the cross, and they will 
never be brought against him again. 

The secret of our boldness is “As he is, so are we in 
this world” (1 John 4:17). We know that “we shall be 
like him” when He returns (1 John 3:1-2), but that 
statement refers primarily to the glorified bodies believ- 
ers will receive (Phil. 3:20-21). Positionally, we are 
right now “as he is.” We are so closely identified with 
Christ, as members of His body, that our position in 
this world is like His exalted position in heaven. 

This means that the Father deals with us as He deals 
with His own beloved Son. How, then, can we ever be 
afraid? 

We do not have to be afraid of the future, because 
our sins were judged in Christ when He died on the 
cross. The Father cannot judge our sins again without 
judging His Son, for “as He is, so are we in this world.” 

We do not have to be afraid of the past, because 
“He first loved us.” From the very first, our relationship 
to God was one of love. It was not that we loved Him, 
but that He loved us (see 1 John 4:10). “For if while we 
were enemies we were reconciled to God through the 
death of His Son, much more, having been reconciled, 
we shall be saved by His life” (Rom. 5:10 Nass). If God 
loved us when we were outside the family, disobeying 
Him, how much more does He love us now that we are 
His children! 

We do not need to fear the present because “perfect 
love casteth out fear” (1 John 4:18). As we grow in the 
love of God, we cease to be fearful of what He will do. 

Of course there is a proper “fear of God,” but it is 
not the kind of fear that produces torment. “For you 
have not received a spirit of slavery leading to fear 
again, but you have received a spirit of adoption as sons 
by which we cry out, ‘Abba! Father!” (Rom. 8:15 Nass) 
“For God hath not given us a spirit of fear; but of 
power, and of love, and of a sound mind” (2 Tim. 1:7). 

Fear is actually the beginning of torment. We tor- 
ment ourselves as we contemplate what lies ahead. 
Many people suffer acutely when they contemplate a 
visit to the dentist. Think of how an unsaved person 
must suffer as he contemplates the day of judgment. 
But since a Christian has boldness in the day of judg- 
ment, he can have boldness as he faces life today, for 
there is no situation of life today that begins to com- 
pare with the terrible severity of the day of judgment. 

God wants His children to live in an atmosphere of 
love and confidence, not fear and torment. We need 
not fear life or death, for we are being perfected in the 
love of God. “Who will separate us from the love of 
Christ? Will tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or 


famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? ... But in all 
these things we overwhelmingly conquer through Him 
who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, 
nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things pres- 
ent, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor 
depth, nor any other created thing, will be able to sep- 
arate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus 
our Lord” (Rom. 8:35, 37—39 NasB). 

Imagine! Nothing in all creation—present or 
future—can come between us and God’s love! 

The perfecting of God’s love in our lives is usually a 
matter of several stages. When we were lost, we lived in 
fear and knew nothing of God’s love. After we trusted 
Christ, we found a perplexing mixture of both fear and 
love in our hearts. But as we grew in fellowship with 
the Father, gradually the fear vanished, and our hearts 
were controlled by His love alone. An immature 
Christian is tossed between fear and love; a mature 
Christian rests in God’s love. 

A growing confidence in the presence of God is one 
of the first evidences that our love for God is maturing. 
But confidence never stands alone; it always leads to 
other moral results. 


Honesty (4:20-21) 
Here it is for the seventh time: “If a man say ...”! 

We have met this important phrase several times, 
and each time we knew what was coming: a warning 
against pretending. 

Fear and pretense usually go together. In fact, they 
were born together when the first man and woman 
sinned. No sooner did Adam and Eve sense their guilt 
than they tried to hide from God and cover their 
nakedness. But neither their coverings nor their excuses 
could shelter them from God’s all-seeing eye. Adam 
finally had to admit, “I heard thy voice in the garden, 
and I was afraid” (Gen. 3:10). 

But when our hearts are confident toward God, 
there is no need for us to pretend, either to God or to 
other people. A Christian who lacks confidence with 
God will also lack confidence with God’s people. Part 
of the torment that fear generates is the constant worry, 
“How much do others really know about me?” But 
when we have confidence with God, this fear is gone, 
and we can face both God and men without worry. 

“How many members do you have in your 
church?” a visitor asked the pastor. 

“Somewhere near a thousand,” the pastor replied. 

“That certainly is a lot of people to try to please!” 
the visitor exclaimed. 

“Let me assure you, my friend, that I have never 
tried to please all my members, or even some of them,” 
the pastor said with a smile. “I aim to please one 
Person—the Lord Jesus Christ. If I am right with Him, 
then everything should be right between me and my 
people.” 

An immature Christian who is not growing in his 
love for God may think he has to impress others with 
his “spirituality.” This mistake turns him into a liar! He 
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is professing something that he is not really practicing; 
he is playing a role instead of living a life. 

Perhaps the best example of this sin is seen in the 
experience of Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5). They sold 
a piece of property and brought part of the money to 
the Lord, but they gave the impression that they were 
bringing all the money. The sin of this couple was not 
in taking money from God, for Peter made it clear that 
the disposal of the money was up to them (Acts 5:4). 
Their sin was hypocrisy. They were trying to make peo- 
ple think they were more generous and spiritual than 
they really were. 

Pretending is one of the favorite activities of little 
children, but it is certainly not a mark of maturity in 
adults. Adults must know themselves and be them- 
selves, fulfilling the purposes for which Christ saved 
them. Their lives must be marked by honesty. 

Spiritual honesty brings peace and power to the 
person who practices it. He does not have to keep a 
record of the lies he has told, and he is not using his 
energy to cover up. Because he lives in open honesty 
with the Father, he can live in honesty with other peo- 
ple. Love and truth go together. Because he knows God 
loves him and accepts him (even with all his faults), he 
is not trying to impress others. He loves God, and 
therefore he loves his fellow Christians. 

Jerrys grades were far below his usual performance 
and, on top of that, his health seemed to be failing. His 
new roommate was concerned. about him and finally 
persuaded him to talk to the campus psychologist. 

“I cant figure myself out,” Jerry admitted. “Last 
year I was sailing through school, and this year it is like 
fighting a war.” 

“You're not having trouble with your new room- 
mate, are you?” the counselor asked. 

Jerry did not reply right away, and this gave the 
counselor a clue. 

“Jerry, are you concentrating on living your life as a 
good student, or on trying to impress your new room- 
mate with your abilities?” 

“Yeah, I guess that’s it,” Jerry answered with a sigh 
of relief. “I've worn myself out acting and havent had 
enough energy left for living.” 

Confidence toward God and honesty with others 
are two marks of maturity that are bound to show up 
when our love for God is being perfected. 


Joyful Obedience (5:1-3) 

Not simply obedience—but joyful obedience! “His 
commandments are not burdensome” (1 John 5:3 
NASB). 

Everything in creation—except man—obeys the 
will of God. “Fire, and hail; snow, and vapor; stormy 
wind fulfilling his word” (Ps. 148:8). In the book of 
Jonah, you see the winds and waves, and even the fish, 
obeying God’s commands, but the prophet persisted in 
disobeying. Even a plant and a little worm did what 
God commanded. But the prophet stubbornly wanted 
his own way. 
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Disobedience to God’s will is a tragedy—but so is 
reluctant, grudging obedience. God does not want us 
to disobey Him, but neither does He want us to obey 
out of fear or necessity. What Paul wrote about giving 
also applies to living: “not grudgingly or under com- 
pulsion, for God loves a cheerful giver” (2 Cor. 9:7 
NASB). 

What is the secret of joyful obedience? It is to rec- 
ognize that obedience is a family matter. We are serving 
a loving Father and helping our brothers and sisters in 
Christ. We have been born of God, we love God, and 
we love God’s children. And we demonstrate this love 
by keeping God’s commandments. 

A woman visited a newspaper editor’s office, hoping 
to sell him some poems she had written. 

“What are your poems about?” the editor asked. 

“They're about love!” gushed the poetess. 

The editor settled back in his chair and said, “Well, 
read me a poem. The world could certainly use a lot 
more love!” 

The poem she read was filled with moons and Junes 
and other sticky sentiments, and it was more than the 
editor could take. 

“Tm sorry,” he said, “but you just don’t know what 
love is all about! It’s not moonlight and roses. It’s sitting 
up all night at a sickbed, or working extra hours so the 
kids can have new shoes. The world doesn’t need your 
brand of poetical love. It needs some good old-fash- 
ioned practical love.” 

D. L. Moody often said, “Every Bible should be 
bound in shoe leather.” We show our love to God, not 
by empty words but by willing works. We are not slaves 
obeying a master; we are children obeying a Father. 
And our sin is a family affair. 

One of the tests of maturing love is our personal 
attitude toward the Bible, because in the Bible we find 
God’s will for our lives revealed. An unsaved man con- 
siders the Bible an impossible book, mainly because he 
does not understand its spiritual message (1 Cor. 2:14). 
An immature Christian considers the demands of the 
Bible to be burdensome. He is somewhat like a little 
child who is learning to obey, and who asks, “Why do 
I have to do that?” or “Wouldn't it be better to do this?” 

But a Christian who experiences God’s perfecting 
love finds himself enjoying the Word of God and truly 
loving it. He does not read the Bible as a textbook, but 
as a love letter. 

The longest chapter in the Bible is Psalm 119, and 
its theme is the Word of God. Every verse but two (Ps. 
119:122, 132) mentions the Word of God in one form 
or another, as “law,” “precepts,” “commandments,” 
and so forth. But the interesting thing is that the 
psalmist loves the Word of God and enjoys telling us 
about it! “O how love I thy law!” (Ps. 119:97). He 
rejoices in the law (Ps. 119:14, 162) and delights in it 
(Ps. 119:16, 24). It is honey to his taste (Ps. 119:103). 
In fact, he turns God’s law into a song: “Thy statutes 
have been my songs in the house of my pilgrimage” 


(Ps. 119:54). 
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Imagine turning statutes into songs. Suppose the 
local symphony presented a concert of the traffic code 
set to music! Most of us do not consider laws a source 
of joyful song, but this is the way the psalmist looked 
at God’s law. Because he loved the Lord, he loved His 
law. God’s commandments were not grievous and bur- 
densome to him. Just as a loving son or daughter 
happily obeys his father’s command, so a Christian 
with perfecting love joyfully obeys God’s command. 

At this point, we can review and understand the 
practical meaning of “maturing love” in our daily lives. 
As our love for the Father matures, we have confidence 
and are no longer afraid of His will. We also are honest 
toward others and lose our fear of being rejected. And 
we have a new attitude toward the Word of God: it is 
the expression of God’s love, and we enjoy obeying it. 
Confidence toward God, honesty toward others, and 
joyful obedience are the marks of perfecting love and 
the ingredients that make up a happy Christian life. 

We can see, too, how sin ruins all this. When we 
disobey God we lose our confidence toward Him. If we 
do not immediately confess our sin and claim His for- 
giveness (1 John 1:9), we must start pretending in 
order to cover up. Disobedience leads to dishonesty, 
and both turn our hearts away from the Word of God. 
Instead of reading the Word with joy to discover the 
Father's will, we ignore the Word or perhaps read it in 
a routine way. 

The burden of religion (man trying to please God 
in his own strength) is a grievous one (see Matt. 23:4), 
but the yoke that Christ puts on us is not burdensome 
at all (Matt. 11:28-30). Love lightens burdens. Jacob 
had to work for seven years to win the woman he loved, 
but the Bible tells us that “they seemed unto him a few 
days, for the love he had to her” (Gen. 29:20). 


Perfecting love produces joyful obedience. 


Victory (5:4-5) 

The Greek goddess of victory was Nike, which also 
happens to be the name of a United States aerial mis- 
sile. Both of them are named for the Greek word nike 
(NEE-kay), which simply means victory. But what 
does victory have to do with maturing love? 

Christians live in a real world and are beset with 
formidable obstacles. It is not easy to obey God. It is 
much easier to drift with the world, disobey Him, and 
“do your own thing.” 

But the Christian is “born of God.” This means he 
has the divine nature within him, and it is impossible 
for this divine nature to disobey God. “For whatever 
is born of God overcomes the world” (1 John 5:4 
nasB). If the old nature is in control of us, we disobey 
God, but if the new nature is in control, we obey 
God. The world appeals to the old nature (1 John 
2:15-17) and tries to make God’s commandments 
seem burdensome. 

Our victory is a result of faith, and we grow in faith 
as we grow in love. The more you love someone, the 
easier it is to trust him. The more our love for Christ is 


perfected, the more our faith in Christ is perfected too, 
because faith and love mature together. 

The word overcome was a favorite with John; he 
used it in 1 John 2:13-14 with reference to overcom- 
ing the devil. He used it seven times in Revelation to 
describe believers and the blessings they receive (Rev. 
2:7, 11, 17, 26; 3:5, 12, 21). He was not describing a 
special class of believers. Rather, he was using the word 
overcomer as a name for the true Christian. Because we 
have been born of God, we are overcomers. 

We are told that a soldier in the army of Alexander 
the Great was not acting bravely in battle. When he 
should have been pressing ahead, he was lingering 
behind. 

The great general approached him and asked, 
“What is your name, soldier?” 

The man replied, “My name, sir, is Alexander.” 

The general looked him straight in the eye and said 
firmly, “Soldier, get in there and fight—or change your 
name!” 

What is our name? “Children of God—the born- 
again ones of God.” Alexander the Great wanted his 
name to be a symbol of courage; our name carries with 
it assurance of victory. To be born of God means to 
share God’s victory. 

This is a victory of faith, but faith in what? Faith in 
Jesus Christ, the Son of God! The person who over- 
comes the world is the one “who believes that Jesus is 
the Son of God” (1 John 5:5 Nass). It is not faith in 
ourselves, but faith in Christ, that gives us the victory. 
“In the world ye shall have tribulation, but be of good 
cheer; I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). 

Identification with Christ in His victory reminds us 
of the several times we have read “as he is” in John’s let- 
ter. “As he is, so are we in this world” (1 John 4:17). We 
should walk in the light “as he is in the light” (1 John 
1:7). If we claim to abide in Him, then we should con- 
duct ourselves as He conducted Himself (1 John 2:6). 
His children are to be on earth what He is in heaven. It 
is only necessary for us to claim this wonderful position 
by faith—and to act on it. 

When Jesus Christ died, we died with Him. Paul 
said, “I have been crucified with Christ” (Gal. 2:20 
NASB). When Christ was buried, we were buried with 
Him. And when He arose, we arose with Him. 
“Therefore we have been buried with Him through 
baptism into death, so that as Christ was raised from 
the dead through the glory of the Father, so we too 
might walk in newness of life” (Rom. 6:4 NasB). 

When Christ ascended to heaven, we ascended with 
Him and are now seated with Him in heavenly places 
(Eph. 2:6). And when Christ returns, we shall share 
His exaltation. “When Christ, who is our life, is 
revealed, then you also will be revealed with Him in 
glory” (Col. 3:4 Nass). 

All these verses describe our spiritual position in 
Christ. When we claim this position by faith, we share 
His victory. When God raised Jesus from the dead, He 
“seated Him at His right hand in the heavenly places, 
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far above all rule and authority and power and domin- 
ion, and every name that is named.... And He put all 
things in subjection under His feet” (Eph. 1:20-22 
NasB). This means that, positionally, each child of God 
is privileged to sit far above all his enemies! 

Where a man sits determines how much authority 
he may exercise. The man who sits in the general man- 
ager’s chair has a restricted sphere of authority; the man 
who sits in the vice president’s chair exercises more 
control. But the man behind the desk marked “presi- 
dent” exercises the most authority. No matter where he 
may be in the factory or office, he is respected and 
obeyed because of where he sits. His power is deter- 
mined by his position, not by his personal appearance 
or the way he feels. 

So with a child of God: his authority is determined 
by his position in Christ. When he trusted Christ, he 
was identified with Him by the Holy Spirit and made 
a member of His body (1 Cor. 12:12-13). His old life 
has been buried and he has been raised to a new life of 
glory. In Christ, he is sitting on the very throne of the 
universe! 

A Civil War veteran used to wander from place to 
place, begging a bed and bite to eat and always talking 
about his friend “Mr. Lincoln.” Because of his injuries, 
he was unable to hold a steady job. But as long as he 
could keep going, he would chat about his beloved 
president. 

“You say you knew Mr. Lincoln,” a skeptical 
bystander retorted one day. “I’m not so sure you did. 
Prove it!” 

The old man replied, “Why, sure, I can prove it. In 
fact, I have a piece of paper here that Mr. Lincoln him- 
self signed and gave to me.” 

From his old wallet, the man took out a much- 
folded piece of paper and showed it to the man. 

“Tm not much for reading,” he apologized, “but I 
know that’s Mr. Lincoln’s signature.” 

“Man, do you know what you have here?” one of 
the spectators asked. “You have a generous federal pen- 
sion authorized by President Lincoln. You don’t have to 
walk around like a poor beggar! Mr. Lincoln has made 
you rich!” 

To paraphrase what John wrote, “You Christians 
do not have to walk around defeated, because Jesus 
Christ has made you victors! He has defeated every 
enemy, and you share His victory. Now, by faith, claim 
His victory.” 

The key, of course, is faith, but this has always been 
God’s key to victory. The great men and women 
named in Hebrews 11 all won their victories “by 
faith.” They simply took God at His word and acted 
on it, and He honored their faith and gave them vic- 
tory. Faith is not simply saying that what God says is 
true; true faith is acting on what God says because it is 
true. Someone has said that faith is not so much 
believing in spite of evidence, but obeying in spite of 
consequence. 

Victorious faith is the result of maturing love. The 
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better we come to know and love Jesus Christ, the eas- 
ier it is to trust Him with the needs and battles of life. 
It is important that this maturing love become a regu- 
lar and a practical thing in our daily lives. 

How does a believer go about experiencing this 
kind of love and the blessings that flow from it? 

To begin with, this kind of love must be cultivated. 
It is not the result of a hit-or-miss friendship! A previ- 
ous study pointed out that a believer slips back into the 
world by stages: 

1. Friendship with the world (James 4:4) 

2. Spotted by the world (James 1:27) 

3. Loving the world (1 John 2:15-17) 

4. Conformed to the world (Rom. 12:2) 


Our relationship to Jesus Christ, in a similar way, 
grows by stages. 

We must cultivate friendship with Christ. Abraham 
was “the friend of God” (James 2:23) because he 
separated himself from the world and did what God 
told him. His life was not perfect, but when he 
sinned, he confessed and went right back to walking 
with God. 

This friendship will begin to influence our lives. 
As we read the Word and pray, and as we fellowship 
with God’s people, Christian graces will start to show 
up in us. Our thoughts will be cleaner, our conversa- 
tion more meaningful, our desires more wholesome. 
But we will not be suddenly and totally changed; it will 
be a gradual process. 

Our friendship with Christ and our becoming 
like Him will lead to a deeper love for Christ. On 
the human level, friendship often leads to love. On the 
divine level, friendship with Christ ought to lead to 
love. “We love Him because He first loved us” (1 John 
4:19). The Word of God reveals His love to us, and the 
indwelling Spirit of God makes this love more and 
more real to us. Furthermore, this love is worked out in 
our lives in daily obedience. Christian love is not a 
passing emotion; it is a permanent devotion, a deep 
desire to please Christ and to do His will. 

The more we know Him the better we love Him, 
and the better we love Him the more we become 
like Him—“conformed to the image of His Son” 
(Rom. 8:29). Of course we will not be completely con- 
formed to Christ until we see Him (1 John 3:1-3), but 
we are to begin the process now. 

What an exciting way to live! As God’s love is per- 
fected in us, we have confidence toward Him and do 
not live in fear. Because fear is cast out, we can be hon- 
est and open; there is no need to pretend. And because 
fear is gone, our obedience to His commands is born 
out of love, not terror. We discover that His command- 
ments are not burdensome. Finally, living in this 
atmosphere of love, honesty, and joyful obedience, we 
are able to face the world with victorious faith and to 
overcome instead of being overcome. 

The place to begin is not in some daring, dramatic 
experience. The place to begin is in the quiet, personal 
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place of prayer. Peter wanted to give his life for Jesus, 
but when he was asked to pray, Peter went to sleep 
(Luke 22:31-33, 39-46). A believer who begins the 
day reading the Word, meditating on it, and worship- 
ping Christ in prayer and praise will experience this 
perfecting love. 

When it begins, he will know it—and others will 
know it. His life will be marked by confidence, hon- 
esty, joyful obedience, and victory. 


CHAPTER TEN 
1 John 5:6-21 


WHAT DO YOU KNOW FOR SURE? 


othing is certain but death and taxes.” Benjamin 
N Franklin wrote those words in 1789. Of course, 

a wise man like Franklin knew that many other 
things are also certain. The Christian also knows that 
there are many certainties. Of spiritual truth, 
Christians are not afraid to say, “We know!” In fact, 
the word know occurs thirty-nine times in John’s 
brief letter, eight times in this closing chapter. 

Man has a deep desire for certainty, and he will even 
dabble in the occult in his effort to find out something 
for sure. A businessman having dinner with his pastor 
said to him, “Do you see those offices across the street? 
In them sit some of the most influential business lead- 
ers in this town. Many of them used to come over here 
regularly to consult a fortune-teller. She isn’t here any- 
more, but a few years ago you could count up the 
millions of dollars in this room as men waited to con- 
sult her.” 

The life that is real is built on the divine certain- 
ties that are found in Jesus Christ. The world may 
accuse the Christian of being proud and dogmatic, 
but this does not keep him from saying, “I know!” In 
these closing verses of John’s letter we find five 
Christian certainties on which we can build our lives 
with confidence. 


Jesus Is God (5:6-10) 

In 1 John 5:1-5, emphasis is placed on trusting Jesus 
Christ. A person who trusts Christ is born of God 
and is able to overcome the world. To believe that 
Jesus Christ is the Son of God is basic to Christian 
experience. 

But how do we know that Jesus Christ is God? 
Some of His contemporaries called Him a liar and a 
deceiver (Matt. 27:63). Others have suggested He was 
a religious fanatic, a madman, or perhaps a Jewish 
patriot who was sincere but sadly mistaken. The people 
to whom John was writing were exposed to a popular 
false teaching that Jesus was merely a man on whom 
“the Christ” had come when Jesus was baptized. On 
the cross, “the Christ” left Jesus (“My God, my God, 
why hast thou forsaken me?”), and so He died like any 
other human being. 


John’s epistle refutes this false teaching. It presents 
three infallible witnesses to prove that Jesus is God. 

First witness—the water. Jesus came “by water 
and blood.” The water refers to His baptism in 
Jordan, when the Father spoke from heaven and said, 
“This is my beloved Son, in whom I am well pleased” 
(Matt. 3:13-17). At the same time the Spirit 
descended like a dove and rested on Him. This was 
the Father’s attestation of His Son at the beginning of 
Jesus’ ministry. 

Second witness—the blood. But the Father gave 
further witness as the time drew near for Jesus to die. 
He spoke audibly to Jesus from heaven, and said, “I 
have both glorified it [My name], and will glorify it 
again” (John 12:28). Furthermore, the Father wit- 
nessed in miracle power when Jesus was on the cross: 
the supernatural darkness, the earthquake, and the 
rending of the temple veil (Matt. 27:45, 50-53). No 
wonder the centurion cried out, “Truly this was the 
Son of God!” (Matt. 27:54) 

Jesus did not receive “the Christ” at His baptism 
and lose it at the cross. On both occasions, the Father 
witnessed to the deity of His Son. 

Third witness—the Spirit. The Spirit was given to 
bear witness to Christ (John 15:26; 16:14). We can 
trust the Spirits witness because “the Spirit is truth.” 
We were not present at the baptism of Christ or at His 
death, but the Holy Spirit was present. The Holy Spirit 
is the only Person active on earth today who was pres- 
ent when Christ was ministering here. The witness of 
the Father is past history, but the witness of the Spirit 
is present experience. The first is external, the second is 
internal—and both agree. 

How does the Spirit witness within the heart of a 
believer? “For you have not received a spirit of slavery 
leading to fear again, but you have received a spirit of 
adoption as sons by which we cry out, ‘Abba! Father! 
The Spirit Himself testifies with our spirit that we are 
children of God” (Rom. 8:15—16 Nass). His witness is 
our inner confidence that we belong to Christ—not a 
confidence that we “work up” for ourselves, but a con- 
fidence that God gives us. 

The Spirit also witnesses to us through the Word. 
As we read God’s Word, He speaks to us and teaches us. 
This is not true of an unsaved man (1 Cor. 2:14); it is 
true only of a believer. 

A Christian feels “at home” with God’s people 
because the Spirit dwells in him. This is another way 
the Spirit bears witness. 

The law required two or three witnesses for a mat- 
ter to be settled (Deut. 19:15). The Father witnessed at 
the baptism and at the cross, and the Spirit witnesses 
today within the believer. The Spirit, the water, and the 
blood settle the matter: Jesus is God. 

(Most scholars agree that 1 John 5:7 of the 
Authorized Version does not belong in the letter, but 
omitting it does not affect the teaching at all.) 

We receive the witness of men, so why should we 
reject the witness of God? 
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People often say, “I wish I could have faith!” But 
everybody lives by faith! All day long, people trust one 
another. They trust the doctor and the pharmacist; 
they trust the cook in the restaurant; they even trust 
the fellow driving in the other lane on the highway. If 
we can trust men, why can we not trust God? And not 
to trust Him is to make Him a liar! 

Jesus is God: this is the first Christian certainty, and 
it is foundational to everything else. 


Believers Have Eternal Life (5:11-13) 

The key word in 1 John 5:6-10 is witness, sometimes 
translated “record” or “testifieth.” God gave witness to 
His Son, but He has also given witness to His sons—to 
individual believers. We know that we have eternal life! 
Not only is there the witness of the Spirit within; but 
there is the witness of the Word of God. “These things 
I have written to you who believe in the name of the 
Son of God, so that you may know that you have eter- 
nal life” (1 John 5:13 Nass). 

Eternal life is a gift; it is not something that we earn 
(John 10:27-29; Eph. 2:8-9). But this gift is a 
Person—Jesus Christ. We receive eternal life not only 
from Christ, but in Christ. “He who has the Son has the 
life” (1 John 5:12 Nass). Not just “life” but “the life’? — 
the life “which is life indeed” (1 Tim. 6:19 Nass). 

This gift is received by faith. God has gone on 
record in His Word as offering eternal life to those 
who will believe on Jesus Christ. Millions of 
Christians have proved that God’s record is true. Not 
to believe it is to make God a liar. And if God is a liar, 
nothing is certain. 

God wants His children to know that they belong 
to Him. John was inspired by the Spirit to write his 
gospel to assure us that “Jesus is the Christ, the Son of 
God” (John 20:31). He wrote this epistle so that we 
may be sure that we are the children of God (1 John 
5:13). 

It would be helpful at this point to review the char- 
acteristics of God’s children: 

e “Everyone also who practices righteousness is 

born of Him” (1 John 2:29 Nass). 

e “No one who is born of God practices sin” (1 
John 3:9 Nass). 

“We know that we have passed out of death into 
life, because we love the brethren” (1 John 3:14 
NASB). 

“Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from 
God; and everyone who loves is born of God 
and knows God” (1 John 4:7 Nass). 

e “For whatsoever is born of God overcometh the 

world” (1 John 5:4). 

If you bear these “birthmarks,” you can say with 
confidence that you are a child of God. 

When Sir James Simpson, the discoverer of chloro- 
form, was on his deathbed, a friend asked him, “Sir, 
what are your speculations?” 

Simpson replied, “Speculations! I have no specula- 
tions! ‘For I know whom I have believed, and am 
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persuaded that he is able to keep that which I have com- 
mitted unto him against that day.” 


God Answers Prayer (5:14-15) 

It is one thing to know that Jesus is God and that we 
are God’s children, but what about the needs and prob- 
lems of daily life? Jesus helped people when He was 
here on earth; does He still help them? Earthly fathers 
take care of their children; does the heavenly Father 
respond when His children call on Him? 

Christians have confidence in prayer, just as they 
have confidence as they await the judgment (1 John 
2:28; 4:17). As we have seen, the word confidence 
means “freedom of speech.” We can come to the Father 
freely and tell Him our needs. 

Of course, there are conditions we must meet. 

First, we must have a heart that does not con- 
demn us (1 John 3:21—22). Unconfessed sin is a 
serious obstacle to answered prayer (Ps. 66:18). It is 
worth noting that differences between a Christian 
husband and his wife can hinder their prayers (1 
Peter 3:1-7). If there is anything between us and any 
other Christian, we must settle it (Matt. 5:23—25). 
And unless a believer is abiding in Christ, in love and 
obedience, his prayers will not be answered (John 
15:7). 

Second, we must pray in God’s will. “Thy will be 
done” (Matt. 6:10). “Prayer is a mighty instrument, 
not for getting man’s will done in heaven, but for get- 
ting God’s will done on earth,” wrote Robert Law. 
George Mueller, who fed thousands of orphans with 
food provided in answer to prayer, said, “Prayer is not 
overcoming God’s reluctance. It is laying hold of God’s 
willingness.” 

There are times when we can only pray, “Not my 
will but thine be done,” because we simply do not 
know God’s will in a matter. But most of the time we 
can determine God’s will by reading the Word, listen- 
ing to the Spirit (Rom. 8:26-27), and discerning the 
circumstances around us. Our very faith to ask God for 
something is often proof that He wants to give it (Heb. 
11:1). 

There are many promises in the Bible that we can 
claim in prayer. God has promised to supply our needs 
(Phil. 4:19)—not our greeds! If we are obeying His will 
and really need something, He will supply it in His way 
and in His time. 

“But if it is God’s will for me to have a thing, 
then why should I pray about it?” Because prayer is 
the way God wants His children to get what they 
need. God not only ordains the end, but He also 
ordains the means to the end—prayer. And the more 
you think about it, the more wonderful this arrange- 
ment becomes. Prayer is really the thermometer of 
the spiritual life. God has ordained that I maintain a 
close walk with Him if I expect Him to meet my 
needs. 

John did not write, “we shall have the requests,” 
but, “we know that we have the requests” (1 John 5:15 
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NASB, italics mine). The verb is present tense. We may 
not see the answer to a prayer immediately, but we have 
inner confidence that God has answered. This confi- 
dence, or faith, is “the evidence of things not seen” 
(Heb. 11:1). It is God witnessing to us that He has 
heard and answered. 

What breathing is to a physical man, prayer is to 
a spiritual man. If we do not pray, we “faint” (Luke 
18:1). Prayer is not only the utterance of the lips; it 
is also the desire of the heart. “Pray without ceas- 
ing” (1 Thess. 5:17) does not mean that a Christian 
is always saying an audible prayer. We are not heard 
for our “much speaking” (Matt. 6:7). No, “Pray 
without ceasing” suggests the attitude of the heart 
as well as the words of the lips. A Christian who has 
his heart fixed on Christ and is trying to glorify 
Him is praying constantly even when he is not con- 
scious of it. 

Famous preacher Charles Spurgeon was working 
hard on a message but was unable to complete it. It 
grew late and his wife said, “Why don’t you go to bed. 
TIl wake you up early and you can finish your sermon 
in the morning.” 

Spurgeon dozed off and in his sleep began to preach 
the sermon that was giving him so much trouble! His 
wife wrote down what he said and the next morning 
gave her preacher-husband the notes. 

“Why, that’s exactly what I wanted to say!” 
exclaimed the surprised preacher. The message had 
been in his heart; it had simply needed expression. So 
with prayer: if we are abiding in Christ, the very desires 
of our heart are heard by God whether we voice them 
or not. 

The pages of the Bible and the pages of history 
are filled with reports of answered prayer. Prayer is 
not spiritual self-hypnosis. Nor do we pray because it 
makes us feel better. We pray because God has com- 
manded us to pray and because prayer is the 
God-appointed means for a believer to receive what 
God wants to give him. Prayer keeps a Christian in 
the will of God, and living in the will of God keeps 
a Christian in the place of blessing and service. We 
are not beggars; we are children coming to a wealthy 
Father who loves to give His children what they 
need. 

Though He was God in the flesh, Jesus depended 
on prayer. He lived on earth, as we must, in depend- 
ence on the Father. He arose early in the morning to 
pray (Mark 1:35), though He had been up late the 
night before healing the multitudes. He sometimes 
spent all night in prayer (Luke 6:12). In the garden of 
Gethsemane, He prayed with “strong crying and tears” 
(Heb. 5:7). On the cross He prayed three times. If the 
sinless Son of God needed to pray, how much more do 
we? 

The most important thing about prayer is the will 
of God. We must take time to ascertain what God’s will 
is in a matter, especially searching in the Bible for 
promises or principles that apply to our situation. 


Once we know the will of God, we can pray with con- 
fidence and then wait for Him to reveal the answer. 


Christians Do Not Practice Sin (5:16-19) 

“We know that no one who is born of God sins” (1 
John 5:18 nass). “No one who is born of God prac- 
tices sin” (1 John 3:9 Nass). Occasional sins are not 
here in view, but habitual sins, the practice of sin. 
Because a believer has a new nature (“God’s seed,” 1 
John 3:9), he has new desires and appetites and is not 
interested in sin. 

A Christian faces three enemies, all of which want 
to lead him into sin: the world, the flesh, and the devil. 

The world “lies in the power of the evil one” (1 
John 5:19 Nass), Satan—the god of this age (2 Cor. 
4:34, literal translation) and the prince of this world 
(John 14:30). He is the spirit who works in the chil- 
dren of disobedience (Eph. 2:2). 

Satan has many devices for leading a believer into 
sin. He tells lies, as he did to Eve (Gen. 3; 2 Cor. 
11:1-3), and when men believe his lies they turn away 
from and disobey God’s truth. Or, Satan may inflict 
physical suffering, as he did with Job and Paul (2 Cor. 
12:7-9). In David’s case, Satan used pride as his 
weapon and urged David to number the people and in 
this way defy God (1 Chron. 21). Satan is like a serpent 
who deceives (Rev. 12:9) and a lion who devours (1 
Peter 5:8-9). He is a formidable enemy. 

Then there is the problem of the flesh, the old 
nature with which we were born and that is still with 
us. True, we have a new nature (the divine seed, 1 John 
3:9) within us, but we do not always yield to our new 
nature. 

The world is our third enemy (1 John 2:15, 17). It 
is easy for us to yield to the desires of the flesh, the 
desires of the eyes, and the pride of life! The atmos- 
phere around us makes it hard for us to keep our minds 
pure and our hearts true to God. 

Then how does a believer keep from sinning? 

First John 5:18 gives the answer: Jesus Christ keeps 
the believer so that the enemy cannot get his hands on 
him. “He [Christ] who was born of God keeps him 
[the believer], and the evil one does not touch him” 
(NasB). The Authorized Version here gives the impres- 
sion that a believer keeps himself from sin, but this is 
not what the verse says. Of course, it is true that a 
Christian must keep himself in the love of God (Jude 
21), but it is not true that a Christian must depend on 
himself to overcome Satan. 

Peter’s experience with Satan helps us to understand 
this truth. 

“Simon, Simon,” said Jesus, “behold, Satan has 
demanded permission to sift you like wheat; but I have 
prayed for you, that your faith may not fail; and you, 
when once you have turned again, strengthen your 
brothers” (Luke 22:31—32 Nass). 

To begin with, Satan cannot touch any believer 
without God’s permission. Satan wanted to sift all the 
disciples, and Jesus gave him permission. But Jesus 
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prayed especially for Peter, and His prayer was 
answered. Peter’s faith did not ultimately fail, even 
though his courage failed. Peter was restored and 
became a mighty and effective soul-winner. 

Whenever Satan attacks us, we can be sure that 
God gave him permission. And if God gave him per- 
mission He will also give us power to overcome, 
because God will never permit us to be tested above 
our strength (1 Cor. 10:13). 

One of the characteristics of “spiritual young men” 
is their ability to overcome the evil one (1 John 
2:13-14). Their secret? “The word of God abides in 
you” (1 John 2:14 nass). Part of the armor of God is 
the sword of the Spirit (Eph. 6:17), and this sword 
overcomes Satan. 

When a believer sins, he can confess his sin and be 
forgiven (1 John 1:9). But a believer dare not play with 
sin, because sin is lawlessness (1 John 3:4, where “trans- 
gression of the law” means “lawlessness”). A person 
who practices sin proves that he belongs to Satan (1 
John 3:7-10). Furthermore, God warns that sin can 
lead to physical death! 

“All unrighteousness is sin,” but some sin is worse 
than other sin. All sin is hateful to God, and should be 
hateful to a believer; but some sin is punished with 
death. John told us (1 John 5:16—17) about the case of 
a brother (a believer) whose life was taken because of 
sin. 

The Bible mentions people who died because of 
their sin. Nadab and Abihu, the two sons of Aaron the 
priest, died because they deliberately disobeyed God 
(Lev. 10:1-7). Korah and his clan opposed God and 
died (Num. 16). Achan was stoned because he dis- 
obeyed Joshua’s orders from God at Jericho (Josh. 
6—7). A man named Uzzah touched the ark and God 
killed him (2 Sam. 6). 

“But those are Old Testament examples!” someone 
may argue. “John was writing to New Testament 
believers who live under grace!” 

To whom much is given, much shall be required. A 
believer today has a far greater responsibility to obey 
God than did the Old Testament saints. We have a 
complete Bible, we have the full revelation of God’s 
grace, and we have the Holy Spirit living within us to 
help us obey God. But there are cases in the New 
Testament of believers who lost their lives because they 
disobeyed God. 

Ananias and Sapphira lied to God about their offer- 
ing, and they both died (Acts 5:1-11). Some believers 
at Corinth died because of the way they had acted at 
the Lord’s Supper (1 Cor. 11:30). And 1 Corinthians 
5:1-5 suggests that a certain offender would have died 
had he not repented and confessed his sin (2 Cor. 
2:6-8). 

If a believer does not judge, confess, and forsake 
sin, God must chasten him. This process is described in 
Hebrews 12:1-13, which suggests that a person who 
does not subject himself to the Father will not live 


(Heb. 12:9). In other words, first God “spanks” his 
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rebellious children, and if they do not yield to His will, 
He may remove them from the world lest their disobe- 
dience lead others astray and bring further disgrace to 
His name. 

“The sin unto death” is not some one specific sin. 
Rather, it is a kind of sin—it is the sort of sin that leads 
to death. With Nadab and Abihu, it was their pre- 
sumption in taking the priest’s office and entering the 
Holy of Holies. In the case of Achan it was covetous- 
ness. Ananias and Sapphira were guilty of hypocrisy 
and even of lying to the Holy Spirit. 

If a Christian sees a brother committing sin, he 
should pray for him (1 John 5:16), asking that he con- 
fess his sin and return to fellowship with the Father. 
But if in his praying, he does not sense that he is ask- 
ing in God’s will (as instructed in 1 John 5:14-15), 
then he should not pray for the brother. “Therefore, 
pray not thou for this people, neither lift up cry nor 
prayer for them, neither make intercession to me; for I 
will not hear thee” (Jer. 7:16). 

James 5:14-20 somewhat parallels 1 John 5:16-17. 
James described a believer who is sick, possibly because 
of his sin. He sends for the elders, who come to him 
and pray for him. The prayer of faith heals him, and if 
he has sinned his sins are forgiven. “The prayer of 
faith” is prayer in the will of God, as described in 1 
John 5:14-15. It is “praying in the Holy Spirit” (Jude 
20 NASB). 

Christians do not deliberately practice sin. They 
have the divine nature within; Jesus Christ guards 
them, and they do not want God’s discipline. 


The Christian Life Is the Real Life (5:20-21) 

Jesus Christ is the true God. We know Him who is 
true, and we are in Him who is true. We have “the real 
thing”! 

“We know that our real life is in the true One, and 
in His Son, Jesus Christ. This is the real God and this 
is real, eternal life” (1 John 5:20, Phillips). Reality has 
been the theme throughout John’s letter, and now we 
are reminded of it again. 

John was probably writing to believers in the city of 
Ephesus, a city given over to the worship of idols. The 
temple of Diana, one of the wonders of the ancient 
world, was located in Ephesus, and the making and 
selling of idols was one of the chief occupations of the 
people there (Acts 19:21—41). Surrounded by idolatry, 
Christians there were under tremendous pressure to 
conform. 

But “we know that there is no such thing as an idol 
in the world, and that there is no God but one” (1 Cor. 
8:4 nass). That is, “an idol has no real existence” 
(NasB, marg.). The tragedy of idolatry is that a dead 
image can do a worshipper no good because it is not 
genuine. Hebrew writers in the Old Testament called 
idols “nothings, vain things, vapors, emptiness.” An 
idol is a lifeless, useless substitute for the real thing. 

The Psalms contain caustic indictments of idolatry 
(Ps. 115:1-8; 135:15-18). To human vision, an idol 
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looks real—eyes, ears, mouth, nose, hands, feet—but 
these are but useless imitations of the real thing. The 
eyes are blind, the ears are deaf, the mouth is silent, the 
hands and feet are paralyzed. But the real tragedy is 
that “those who make them will become like them, 
everyone who trusts in them” (Ps. 115:8 Nass). We 
become like the god we worship! 

This is the secret of the life that is real. Because we 
have met the true God, through His Son Jesus Christ, 
we are in contact with reality. Our fellowship is with a 
God who is genuine. As we have seen, the word real 
means “the original as opposed to a copy” and “the 
authentic as opposed to an imitation.” Jesus Christ is 
the true Light (John 1:9), and true Bread (John 6:32), 
and true Vine (John 15:1), and Truth itself (John 
14:6). He is the Original; everything else is a copy. He 
is authentic; everything else is only an imitation. 

Christians live in an atmosphere of reality. Most 
unsaved people live in an atmosphere of pretense and 
sham. Christians have been given spiritual discernment 
to know the true from the false, but the unsaved do not 
have this understanding. Christians do not simply 
choose between good and bad; they choose between 
true and false. An idol represents that which is false and 
empty; and a person who lives for idols will himself 
become false and empty. 

Few people today bow to idols of wood and 
metal. Nevertheless, other idols capture their atten- 
tion and affection. Covetousness, for example, is 
idolatry (Col. 3:5). A man may worship his bank- 
book or his stock portfolio just as fervently as a 
so-called heathen worships his ugly idol. “Thou shalt 
worship the Lord thy God, and him only shalt thou 
serve” (Matt. 4:10). The thing we serve is the thing 
we worship! Whatever controls our lives and “calls 
the signals” is our god. 

This explains why God warns us against the sin of 
idolatry. Not only is it a violation of His command- 
ment (Ex. 20:1-6), but it is a subtle way for Satan to 
take control of us. When “things” take God’s place in 
our lives, we are guilty of idolatry. This means we are 
living for the unreal instead of for the real. 

To a man of the world, the Christian life is unreal 
and the worldly life is real. This is because a man of 
the world lives by what he sees and feels (things) and 
not by what God says in His Word. An idol is a tem- 
poral thing, Jesus Christ is eternal God. “For the 
things which are seen are temporal, but the things 
which are not seen are eternal” (2 Cor. 4:18 NASB, 
italics mine). 

Like Moses, a Christian endures “as seeing him 
who is invisible” (Heb. 11:27). Faith is “the evi- 
dence of things not seen” (Heb. 11:1). Noah had 
never seen a flood, yet by faith he “saw” it coming 
and did what God told him to do. Abraham “saw” a 
heavenly city and country by faith, and was willing 
to forsake his own earthly home to follow God. All 
of the great heroes of faith named in Hebrews 11 
accomplished what they did because they “saw the 


invisible” by faith. In other words, they were in 
contact with reality. 

The world boasts of its enlightenment, but a 
Christian walks in the real light, because God is light. 
The world talks about love, but it knows nothing of the 
real love that a Christian experiences because “God is 
love.” The world displays its wisdom and learning, but 
a Christian lives in truth because “the Spirit is truth.” 
God is light, love, and truth, and these together make 
a life that is real. 

“But it makes no difference what a man believes so 
long as he is sincere!” 

This popular excuse hardly needs refutation. Does 
it make any difference what the pharmacist believes, or 
the surgeon, or the chemist? It makes all the difference 
in the world! 
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Shed a tear for Jimmy Brown; 
Poor Jimmy is no more. 

For what he thought was HyO" 
Was H2504! 


A Christian has “turned to God from idols to serve 
the living and true God” (1 Thess. 1:9). Idols are dead, 
but Christ is the living God. Idols are false, but Christ 
is the true God. This is the secret of the life that is real! 

So John’s admonition, “Keep yourselves from 
idols,” can be paraphrased, “Watch out for the imita- 
tion and the artificial and be real!” 


* Water 
f Sulphuric acid 
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CHAPTER ONE 
2 John 


A FAITHFUL FAMILY 


he apostate teachers not only invaded the 
T churches, but they also tried to influence Christian 

homes. Titus faced this problem in Crete (Titus 
1:10-11) and Timothy faced it in Ephesus (2 Tim. 
3:6). As goes the home, so goes the church and the 
nation; thus the family is an important target in Satan’s 
war against truth. 

This brief letter was written to a godly mother and 
her children. Some Bible students have concluded that 
“the elect lady” refers to a local church and that “her 
children” are the believers fellowshipping in the 
church. “Thy elect sister” (2 John 13) would then refer 
to a sister church that was sending Christian greetings. 

While it is true that John does address a group in 
this letter (note the plural in 2 John 6, 8, 10, 12), it is 
also true that he addresses an individual (2 John 1, 4-5, 
13). Perhaps the solution is that a Christian assembly 
was meeting in this home, along with the family of the 
“elect lady,” so that John had both the family and the 
congregation in mind (see Rom. 16:5; 1 Cor. 16:19; 
Col. 4:15; Philem. 2). He was concerned that this 
godly woman not permit anything false to come into 
her house (2 John 10) or into the assembly. 

The dominant feelings in this little epistle are those 
of friendship and joy, even though these are mixed with 
concern and warning. If you and I are to keep our 
homes true to Christ, then we must have the same 
characteristics as this family to which John wrote. 


We Must Know the Truth (1-3) 

John used the word truth four times in this salutation, 
so it is an important word. Basically, it means “reality” 
as opposed to mere appearance, the ultimate that is the 
basis for all that we see around us. Jesus Christ is “the 
truth” (John 14:6) and God’s Word is “truth” (John 
17:17). God has revealed truth in the person of His 
Son and in the pages of His Word. He has given us “the 
Spirit of Truth” to teach us and to enable us to know 
truth (John 14:16-17; 16:13). 

But the truth is not only an objective revelation 
from the Father, but also a subjective experience in our 
personal lives. We cannot only know the truth, but we 
can “love in the truth” and live “for the truth’s sake.” 
The truth “lives in us, and shall be with us forever.” 
This means that “knowing the truth” is much more 
than giving assent to a body of doctrines, though that 
is important. It means that the believer’ life is con- 
trolled by a love for the truth and a desire to magnify 
the truth. 

John opened his letter on this note of “truth” 
because there were false teachers abroad who were 
spreading error. He called them deceivers and 
antichrists (2 John 7). John was not one to say that all 
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religious teachings are true in one way or another, and 
that we should not be critical just as long as people are 
sincere. To John, there was a great difference, in fact, a 
deadly difference, between truth and error, and he 
would not tolerate error. 

Since the truth will be with us forever, we certainly 
ought to get acquainted with it now and learn to love 
it. Of course, all truth centers in Jesus Christ, the eter- 
nal Son of God, with whom we shall live forever (John 
14:1-6). It is wonderful to contemplate the fact that 
we shall spend eternity surrounded by truth, growing 
in our knowledge of truth, and serving the God of 
truth. 

How did this elect lady and her children come to 
know the truth and become children of God? Through 
the grace and mercy of God (2 John 3). God is rich in 
mercy and grace (Eph. 2:4, 7), and He has channeled 
His mercy and grace to us in Jesus Christ. We are not 
saved by God’s love, but by God’s grace, which is “love 
that paid a price” (Eph. 2:8-9). God loves the whole 
world, yet the whole world is not saved. Only those 
who receive His abundant grace experience salvation 
from sin. 

When you receive grace and mercy from God, you 
experience His peace. “Therefore, being justified 
[declared righteous] by faith, we have peace with God 
through our Lord Jesus Christ” (Rom. 5:1). God is not 
at war with lost sinners; it is sinners who are at war 
with God (Rom. 5:10; 8:7). God has been reconciled 
to sinners because of Christ’s work on the cross. Now 
sinners must repent and be reconciled to God by faith 
in Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 5:14-21). 

It is significant that at the very outset of his second 
letter John affirmed the deity of Jesus Christ. He did so 
by joining “the Lord Jesus Christ” with “God the 
Father.” Suppose 2 John 3 read “from God the Father, 
and from the prophet Amos.” You would immediately 
respond, “Amos must not be joined with the Father’s 
name in that fashion! It makes it appear that Amos is 
equal with God!” 

But that is exactly why John joined the Father and 
the Son together: they are equally God! And then, to 
make certain that his readers did not miss the empha- 
sis, John added “the Son of the Father.” It is impossible 
to separate the two. If God is the Father, then He must 
have a Son; Jesus Christ is that Son. “Whosoever deni- 
eth the Son, the same hath not the Father” (1 John 
2:23). 

Many false teachers argue, “But Jesus is the ‘son of 
God’ in the same way all of us are God’s sons, made in 
the image of God! When Jesus claimed to be God’s 
Son, He was not really claiming to be God.” But when 
Jesus said to the Jews, “I and My Father are One,” they 
threatened to stone Him! Why? Because He had blas- 
phemed! “Because that thou, being a man, makest 
thyself God” (John 10:30-33). They knew what He 
meant when He called Himself the “Son of God” and 
claimed equality with God. 

The Christian faith stands or falls on the doctrine 


of the deity of Jesus Christ. If He is only man, then He 
cannot save us, no matter how gifted or unique He 
might be. If He is not God come in human flesh, then 
the Christian faith is lies—not truth—and John 
opened this letter with the wrong emphasis. 

The great American statesman Daniel Webster was 
dining in Boston with a group of distinguished men, 
some of whom had Unitarian leanings. (The 
Unitarians deny the Trinity and the deity of both the 
Son and the Spirit.) When the subject of religion came 
up at the table, Webster boldly affirmed his belief in 
the deity of Jesus Christ and his confidence in His 
work of atonement. 

“But Mr. Webster,” said one man, “can you com- 
prehend how Christ could be both God and man?” 

“No, sir, I cannot comprehend it,” Webster replied. 
“If I could comprehend Him, He would be no greater 
than myself. I feel that I need a superhuman Savior!” 

If our homes and churches are to be true to Christ 
and oppose the false teachers, we must know the truth. 
How do we learn the truth? By carefully studying God’s 
Word and allowing the Spirit to teach us; by listening 
to others who are true to the faith; and then by practic- 
ing what we learn. We must not only learn the truth 
with our minds, but we must also love the truth in our 
hearts and live the truth by our wills. Our total persons 
must be yielded to the truth. 

How important it is for parents to teach their chil- 
dren to love the truth! While we thank God for Sunday 
schools and Christian day schools, in the final analysis, 
it is the home that must instill in children a love for 


truth and the knowledge of God’s truth. 


We Must Walk in the Truth (4-6) 

To “walk in the truth” means to obey it, to permit it to 
control every area of our lives. This paragraph opens 
and closes with an emphasis on obedience, walking in 
the truth. It is much easier to study the truth, or even 
argue about the truth, than it is to practice it! In fact, 
sometimes zealous Christians disobey the truth in the 
very way they try to defend it. 

When I was pastoring in Chicago, a strange young 
man often stood on the sidewalk in front of the church, 
passing out leaflets that denounced many evangelical 
leaders who were my friends. Of course, we could not 
stop him from distributing literature, so I instructed 
our people to take as many copies as he would give 
them and then destroy them! 

One of our men decided to “shadow” the young 
man one evening, and he saw him walk to the nearby 
park, sit down under a tree, and light up a cigarette! Yet 
just a few minutes before, the young man had been 
shouting in front of the church, “I’m a fighting funda- 
mentalist, and I’m not ashamed of it!” My guess is that 
most of the fundamentalists I know would have been 
ashamed of him. He thought he was promoting truth 
and opposing error, yet he was not walking in the truth 
himself. By his actions and belligerent attitude, he was 
denying the truth he sought to defend. 


2 John 


The apostle’s joy (v. 4a). John’s joy was that the 
elect lady’s children were walking in truth. John did not 
know all of them, however; the literal translation is 
“some of thy children.” Somewhere in his travels, John 
had met some of her children and learned of their obe- 
dient walk with the Lord. “I have no greater joy than 
to hear that my children walk in truth” (3 John 4). We 
have no reason to believe that John was hinting that 
others of the children had gone astray after the false 
teachers. If by “children” John was including the mem- 
bers of the “house church,” then it is possible that some 
of them had left the fellowship and joined with the 
deceivers. 

It certainly brings great joy to the Father when He 
sees His children obeying His Word. I know personally 
what it means to the pastor when the church family is 
submissive to the Word and doing the will of God. Few 
things break the heart of a pastor like a disobedient and 
rebellious member who will not submit to the author- 
ity of God’s Word. 

When the great Baptist preacher Charles Spurgeon 
was a lad, he lived with his grandfather who pastored a 
church in Stambourne, England. A church member 
named Roads used to sit in the local pub and drink 
beer and smoke, and this practice grieved the pastor 
very much. 

One day young Charles said to his grandfather, “Ill 
kill old Roads, that I will! I shall not do anything bad, 
but PI kill him though, that I will!” 

What did young Spurgeon do? He confronted 
Roads in the pub with these words: “What doest thou 
here, Elijah? Sitting with the ungodly, and you a mem- 
ber of a church and breaking your pastor’s heart. I’m 
ashamed of you! I wouldn't break my pastor's heart, I’m 
sure!” 

It was not long before Roads showed up at the pas- 
tors home, confessing his sins and apologizing for his 
behavior. Young Spurgeon had “killed him” indeed! 

The apostle’s argument (v. 4b). He argued that 
God has commanded us to walk in truth and love. The 
word commandment is used five times in these few 
verses. God’s commandments focus “the truth” on spe- 
cific areas of life. “The truth” can be vague and general 
if we are not careful, but “the commandments” make 
that truth specific and binding. 

Note that the commandments are given by “the 
Father.” Each commandment is an expression of love 
and not simply law. The will of God is the revelation of 
God’s heart (Ps. 33:11), not just His mind. 
Consequently, obedience to His Word should be a rev- 
elation of our love, not an expression of fear. “For this 
is the love of God, that we keep his commandments: 
and his commandments are not grievous” (1 John 5:3). 

The false teachers try to make God’s command- 
ments appear harsh and difficult and then they offer 
their converts “true” freedom (2 Peter 2:19). But the 
greatest freedom is in obedience to God’s perfect will. 
No believer who loves God would ever consider His 
commandments to be harsh and unbearable. 
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The apostle’s appeal (vv. 5-6). John wanted the 
elect lady and her family to love one another and this 
appeal applies to us as well. “A new commandment I 
give unto you, “That ye love one another” (John 
13:34). But John wrote that it was not a new com- 
mandment (see 1 John 2:7—11). Is this a contradiction? 

The commandment “Love one another” is certainly 
not new in time, because even Old Testament Jews 
were instructed to love their neighbors (Lev. 19:18, 34) 
and the strangers within their gates (Deut. 10:19). But 
with the coming of God’s Son to earth, this command- 
ment is new in emphasis and in example. Jesus Christ 
gave new emphasis to brotherly love, and He exempli- 
fied it in His own life. It is also new in experience, for 
we have the Holy Spirit of God living within, enabling 
us to obey. “But the fruit of the Spirit is love” (Gal. 
5:22; cf. Rom. 5:5). 

Is it possible to command love? Yes, when you 
understand what Christian love really is. Many people 
have the mistaken idea that Christian love is a feeling, 
a special kind of “religious emotion” that makes us 
reach out and accept others. Certainly emotion is 
involved, but basically, Christian love is an act of the 
will. It simply means treating other people the same 
way God treats you! In fact, it is possible to love people 
that we really do not “like.” 

We may not be able to will our affections at all 
times, but we can will our attitudes and actions. When 
people are rude to us, we can be kind in return. When 
people persecute us, we can pray for them and, when 
the opportunity comes, do good to them. If we fol- 
lowed our feelings, we would probably retaliate! But if 
we ask the Spirit to control our wills, then we can act 
toward them as Jesus would have acted, in Christian 
love. 

John went on to explain that love and obedience 
must go together (2 John 6). It is impossible to divorce 
our relationship with God from our relationship with 
people. If we say that we love God, but we hate our 
brother, then we can be sure that we do not really love 
God (1 John 4:20). If we obey God, then His love is 
perfected in us, and we have no problem loving our 
brother (1 John 2:3-5). 

As you review this paragraph, you note three 
themes that blend: truth, love, and obedience. It is by 
believing the truth—in Christ and in the Word—that 
we are saved. The evidence of that salvation is love and 
obedience, but love and obedience are strengthened as 
we grow in our knowledge of truth. We speak the truth 
in love (Eph. 4:15) and we obey God’s commandments 
because we love Him. Obedience enables us to learn 
more truth (John 7:17), and the more truth we learn, 
the more we love Jesus Christ who is truth! 

Instead. of living in a “vicious circle,” we live in a 
“victorious circle” of love, truth, and obedience! 


We Must Abide in the Truth (7-11) 
From encouraging truth, John turned to opposing 
error. He joined his voice with Peter’s to warn that 
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there are deceivers in the world. The word deceiver 
implies much more than teaching false doctrine. It also 
includes leading people into wrong living. John has 
already made it clear that truth and life go together. 
What we believe determines how we behave. Wrong 
doctrine and wrong living always go together. 

Where did these false teachers come from origi- 
nally? “For many deceivers have gone out into the 
world” (literal translation). They went out from the 
church! At one time, they professed to believe “the faith 
which was once delivered unto the saints” (Jude 3), but 
they turned from that faith and abandoned the truth 
and the church. “They went out from us, but they were 
not of us” (1 John 2:19). “Also of your own selves shall 
men arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away dis- 
ciples after them” (Acts 20:30). 

It takes constant spiritual vigilance to protect a fam- 
ily or a local church from the insidious attacks of false 
teachers. One very successful pastor told me, “If I took 
my eyes off this work for twenty-four hours and 
stopped praying, it would be invaded before we knew 
it.” He was not emphasizing his own importance 
(though godly pastors are essential to spiritual 
churches) but the importance of diligence and vigi- 
lance. 

Note that there are many deceivers! Why? Second 
Peter 2:2 gives the answer: “And many shall follow their 
pernicious ways.” I think it was Mark Twain who said 
that a lie runs around the world while truth is putting 
on her shoes. Fallen human nature wants to believe lies 
and resist God’s truth. We have already learned from 2 
Peter 2 the devious methods the apostates use to seduce 
unwary and unstable people. No wonder they are suc- 
cessful! 

These deceivers are also “antichrists” (see 1 John 
2:18-29). The Greek prefix anti means both “instead 
of” and “against.” These teachers are against Christ 
because they deny that He is indeed God come in the 
flesh (see 1 John 4:1-6). They not only deny the truth 
about Christ, but they give their converts a “substitute 
Christ” who is not the Christ of the Christian faith. 
The first question you want to ask any teacher, 
preacher, or author is, “What do you think about 
Christ? Is He God come in the flesh?” If he hesitates, 
or if he denies that Jesus is God come in the flesh, then 
you can be sure you have a false teacher. 

I was preaching at Carrubers Close Mission in 
Edinburgh, Scotland, and before the meeting started, a 
young man came up to me. Without even introducing 
himself, he said, “Do you believe in the Virgin Birth of 
Jesus Christ?” I replied emphatically that I did, and 
that I preached that Jesus Christ was the Son of God 
come in the flesh. While I did not appreciate his arro- 
gant manner, I did appreciate his concern that the man 
in the pulpit was “abiding in the truth.” 

To abide in the truth means to remain true to the 
basic doctrines of the Christian faith. The false teach- 
ers had departed from the truth and from the church 
fellowship and, therefore, they were dangerous. John 


pointed out three dangers the church and its members 
face because of deceivers in the world. 

The danger of going back (v. 8). This is the dan- 
ger of losing what has already been gained. Look to 
yourselves means “Beware! Take heed!” The false teach- 
ers offer something you do not have, when in reality 
they take away what you already have! 

Satan is a thief and so are his helpers. John wanted 
his readers to receive “a full reward,” which is his equiv- 
alent of 2 Peter 1:11, an abundant entrance into the 
eternal kingdom. What a tragedy it is when God’s ser- 
vants labor faithfully to build up a church, and then 
the work is destroyed by false teaching. No wonder 
Paul wrote to the Galatian assemblies, “I am afraid of 
[for] you, lest I have bestowed upon you labor in vain” 
(Gal. 4:11). 

“Do not lose the things we accomplished” is the 
way Kenneth Wuest translates 2 John 8. Church mem- 
bers need to respect the work of faithful pastors and 
teachers and do everything to protect it and extend it. 
God’s servants must one day give an account of their 
ministries, and they want to do it “with joy and not 
with grief” (Heb. 13:17). When the church goes back- 
ward, losing what it has gained, then it also will lose 
part of the reward at the judgment seat of Christ. It is 
essential that we hold fast to the truth of the Word of 
God! 

The danger of going ahead (v. 9). The danger 
here is that of going beyond the limits of the Word of 
God and adding to it. The word translated “transgress” 
means “to run ahead too far, to pass beyond the 
assigned limits.” It is false progress! The apostates like 
to make us believe that they are “progressive” while the 
church is “in a rut.” They invite us to join them 
because they have something “new and exciting” to 
share. But their “progress” is such that they abandon 
the doctrine that Jesus Christ is the Son of God come 
in the flesh. 

Fifty years ago, the American press was filled with 
news about “the fundamentalist-modernist contro- 
versy.” Those who were true to the faith were opposing 
“modernism” in the mainline denominations and seek- 
ing to bring the schools and the leadership of these 
denominations back to historic Christianity. The “pro- 
gressive” group called themselves “modernists,” when 
actually there was nothing “modern” about their 
denials of Christian doctrine. These denials are as old 
as the church itself! One of their leaders, Dr. Harry 
Emerson Fosdick, said in one of his sermons, 
“Fundamentalism is still with us but mostly in the 
backwaters.” If he were alive today, he would not make 
that statement; today the largest Sunday schools, 
churches, seminaries, and missionary agencies are fun- 
damental in doctrine. 

If a person does not abide in the true doctrine, then 
he does not have either the Father or the Son. It is 
impossible to honor the Father and ignore the Son (or 
call Him a mere man) at the same time. “That all men 
should honor the Son, even as they honor the Father. 
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He that honoreth not the Son honoreth not the Father 
which hath sent him” (John 5:23). “Progressive theol- 
ogy” that denies Christ is not progressive at all; it is 
regressive—all the way back to Genesis 3:1, “Yea, hath 
God said?” 

In giving this warning, however, John was not 
condemning “progress” as such. “The Lord has yet 
more light to shine forth from His Word.” God gave 
us the Holy Spirit to teach us and to lead us into new 
understanding and application of the truth (John 
16:12-16), and we must constantly grow (2 Peter 
3:18). 

But if our “learning” leads us away from the funda- 
mental doctrines of the person and work of Jesus 
Christ, then we are on dangerous ground. 

The danger of going with (vv. 10-13). John 
warned the family (and the church in their house) not 
to accept false teachers who visited them, wanting to 
fellowship with them or perhaps enjoy hospitality. 
Hospitality was a very important Christian ministry in 
that day, because there were very few inns where trav- 
elers could safely stay, especially Christians who wanted 
to keep away from the evil influences of the world. 
Christians were admonished to open their homes to 
visitors (Rom. 12:13; 1 Tim. 3:2; 5:3-10; Heb. 13:2; 1 
Peter 4:8—10). 

It was also true that traveling pastors and teachers 
needed homes to stay in (3 John 5-8). Believers who 
showed hospitality to these servants of God were “fel- 
lowhelpers to the truth,” but believers who assisted 
false teachers were only sharing in their evil works. The 
doctrine of Jesus Christ is a test of truth, a basis for fel- 
lowship, and a bond for mutual cooperation. 

Certainly this principle applies today. Often, pro- 
fessed Christians appear on our TVs, wanting to sell us 
something. We must exercise discernment. If they do 
not agree with the true doctrine of Christ, not only 
must we not let them in, but we must not even say 
“good-bye,” which means “God be with you.” 

Why was John so adamant about this? Because he 
did not want any of God’s children to: (1) give a false 
teacher the impression that his heretical doctrine was 
acceptable; (2) become infected because of association 
and possible friendship; and (3) give the false teacher 
ammunition to use at the next place he stopped. If I 
entertain a cultist, for example, he will only say to the 
neighbors, “There’s no reason why you shouldn't let me 
in. After all, Pastor Wiersbe let me in and we had a 
wonderful talk!” My disobedience could very well lead 
to somebody else’s destruction. 

Let me make it clear that John was not saying only 
born-again people should enter our houses! 
“Friendship evangelism” around the table is a wonder- 
ful way to win people to Christ. Christians need to be 
neighborly and hospitable. The apostle is admonishing 
us not to receive or encourage false teachers who repre- 
sent antichristian groups, people who have left the 
church and are now trying to seduce others away from 
the truth. You can be sure that apostates use every 
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opportunity they can to secure the endorsement of true 
Christians. 

There is a tradition about the apostle John that 
illustrates his position concerning false doctrine. When 
he was living in Ephesus, one day he went to the pub- 
lic baths, and there he saw Cerinthus, the leader of a 
heretical sect. John ran from the buildings lest they 
should fall down as a judgment from God! Cerinthus 
taught that Jesus was the natural son of Joseph and 
Mary, not God come in the flesh. 

John’s closing words (2 John 12-13) are almost 
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identical to the farewell in 3 John, and they require no 
explanation. They do, however, express the importance 
of Christian fellowship and the joy that it should bring 
to our hearts (see 1 John 1:4). It is wonderful to receive 
letters, but even more wonderful to receive God’s peo- 
ple into our homes and hearts. 

This little epistle, written to a Christian mother and 
her family (and perhaps the church in their house), is a 
perfect gem of sacred correspondence. But we must not 
forget the major thrust of the letter: be alert! There are 
many deceivers in the world! 
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CHAPTER ONE 
3 John 


IT’S THE TRUTH 


he battle for truth and against apostasy is fought 
T not only in the home (2 John) but especially in the 

local church, and that is where 3 John comes in. 
This little letter (the shortest New Testament epistle in 
the original Greek) gives us a glimpse into an early 
assembly, its people, and its problems. As you read this 
brief letter, you find yourself saying, “Times have not 
changed very much!” We have similar people and prob- 
lems today! 

One of the key words in this letter is witness (3 
John 3, “testified”; 3 John 6, 12, “report, bear record, 
record”). It means not only the words that we say but 
the lives that we live. Each Christian is a witness, either 
a good one or a bad one. We are either helping the 
truth (3 John 8) or hindering it. 

This letter was addressed to Gaius, one of the lead- 
ers of the assembly. But John also discussed two other 
men in these verses—Diotrephes and Demetrius. 
Wherever there are people, there are problems—and 
the potential for solving problems. Each of us must 
honestly face the question, “Am I a part of the problem 
or a part of the answer?” 

Consider the three men involved in this letter and 
note the kinds of Christians they were. 


Gaius the Encourager (1-8) 

There is no question that the apostle John dearly loved 
this man! He called him “the well beloved” in his greet- 
ing, and “beloved” in 3 John 5. It is unlikely that these 
were merely formal terms, like our “Dear Mr. Jones.” 
(We may not even know Mr. Jones personally!) Third 
John 4 suggests that Gaius may have been one of John’s 
converts, and, of course, those we lead to faith in 
Christ are especially precious to us. However, the 
beloved apostle looked on all the believers as his “little 
children” (1 John 2:1, 12, 18), so we must not press 
this too far. 

If Gaius were a member of a church that I pastored, 
I would certainly have no trouble loving him! Consider 
the personal qualities of this excellent man. 

Spiritual health (v. 2). John may be hinting here 
that his dear friend was not well and that John was 
praying for restored health: “I want you to be as 
healthy in body as you are in soul!” If this is the case, 
then it is evidence that it is possible to be spiritually 
healthy and physically sick. However, this kind of a 
greeting was very common in that day, so we must not 
build too much on it. 

However, it is clear that Gaius was a man whose 
“spiritual health” was evident to all. “Though our out- 
ward man perish, yet the inward man is renewed day by 
day” (2 Cor. 4:16). Physical health is the result of 
nutrition, exercise, cleanliness, proper rest, and the dis- 
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ciplined order of a balanced life. Spiritual health is the 
result of similar factors. We must nourish ourselves 
with the Word, and then “work out” that nourishment 
in godly exercise (1 Tim. 4:6-7). We must keep our- 
selves clean (2 Cor. 7:1) and avoid the contamination 
and pollution that is in the world (2 Peter 1:4; James 
1:27). While exercise and service are important, it is 
also important that we rest in the Lord and gain new 
strength through fellowship with Him (Matt. 
11:18-30). A balanced life is a healthy and happy life, 
a life that honors God. 

A good testimony (vv. 3—4). Gaius was recognized 
as a man who obeyed the Word of God and “walked in 
truth” (see 2 John 4). Some of the brethren had made 
several visits to John, and they had joyfully reported 
that Gaius was a glowing example of what a Christian 
ought to be. In my own pastoral experience, I must 
confess that I have often been a bit “on edge” when 
people have said to me, “Is Mrs. ___ a member of your 
church?” Or, even worse, “I know one of your mem- 
bers quite well!” John never had to fear when Gaius’ 
name came up! 

What made Gaius such a good testimony? God’s 
truth. The truth was “in him” and enabled him to walk 
in obedience to God’s will. Gaius read the Word, med- 
itated on it, delighted in it, and then practiced it in his 
daily life (see Ps. 1:1-3). What digestion is to the body, 
meditation is to the soul. It is not enough merely to 
hear the Word or read the Word. We must inwardly 
“digest it” and make it part of our inner persons (see 1 
Thess. 2:13). 

It is clear that Gaius’ entire life was wrapped up in 
the truth. True living comes from the living truth. Jesus 
Christ, the truth (John 14:6), is revealed in the Word, 
which is God’s truth (John 17:17). The Holy Spirit is 
also truth (1 John 5:6), and He teaches us the truth. 
The Spirit of God uses the Word of God to reveal the 
Son of God, and then to enable us to obey the will of 
God and “walk in truth.” 

Practical ministry (vv. 5-8). Gaius was also a “fel- 
lowhelper to the truth” (3 John 8). In practical ways, he 
assisted those who were ministering the Word. We have 
no indication that Gaius himself was a preacher or 
teacher, but he opened his heart and home to those 
who were. 

We have learned from John’s second letter the 
importance of Christian hospitality in that day. John 
warned “the elect lady” against entertaining false teach- 
ers (2 John 7-11), but in this letter he commended 
Gaius for showing hospitality to the true ministers of 
the Word. Gaius was an encouragement, not only to 
the brethren in general, but especially to “strangers” 
who came to fellowship with the church and to minis- 
ter (see Heb. 13:2). 

In this day of fear and violence, it is not easy to wel- 
come strangers into our homes. Of course, in the early 
church, traveling ministers carried letters of recom- 
mendation from their own assemblies (Rom. 16:1); so 
it is important that we know something about the 


people we plan to entertain. However, it does take faith 
and love. As much as my wife and I enjoy sharing our 
home, we must confess that there have been times 
when bidding our guests goodbye brought a sense of 
happy relief! For the most part, however, our guests 
have truly been “angels unawares” whose presence was 
a blessing in our home. 

Gaius not only opened his home, but he also 
opened his heart and his hand to give financial help to 
his guests. The phrase bring forward on their journey 
means “to assist on their journey.” This could have 
included providing money and food as well as washing 
and mending clothing (see 1 Cor. 16:6; Titus 3:13). 
After all, our faith must be proved by our works (James 
2:14-16), and our love must be expressed by deeds, not 
just words (1 John 3:16-18). 

What is the motivation for this kind of practical 
ministry to the saints? First of all, it honors God. The 
phrase after a godly sort in 3 John 6 means “worthy of 
God, as befits God.” We are never more “godlike” than 
when we are sacrificing to serve others. “That ye might 
walk worthy of the Lord unto all pleasing” (Col. 1:10). 
Since these itinerant ministers were representing the 
name of the Lord, any ministry to them was really a 
service to Jesus Christ (Matt 10:40; 25:34—10). 

A second motive is that the support of God’s ser- 
vants is a witness to the lost (3 John 7). Keep in mind 
that there were many wandering teachers in that day, 
sharing their ideas and begging for money. While the 
Lord Jesus taught definitely that God’s servants deserve 
support (Luke 10:7), the standard in the New 
Testament is that this support comes from God’s peo- 
ple. “Taking nothing of the Gentiles” means that these 
itinerant workers would not solicit help from the 
unsaved. Abraham had this same policy (Gen. 
14:21-24), though he did not force his associates to 
adopt his policy. Many pastors make it clear, when the 
offering is being received, that they are not asking any- 
thing from the unbelievers in the congregation. 

When God’s people adequately support God’s ser- 
vants, it is a powerful testimony to the lost. But when 
ministers, churches, and other religious organizations 
go about soliciting from unsaved people and various 
businesses, it makes Christianity look cheap and com- 
mercial. This does not mean that God’s servants should 
refuse a voluntary gift from an unconverted person, as 
long as the person understands that the gift will not 
purchase salvation. Even then, we must be very cau- 
tious. The king of Sodom’s offer was voluntary, but 
Abraham rejected it (Gen. 14:17—24)! 

The third motivation for serving is obedience to 
God. “We therefore ought to receive such” (3 John 8). 
This ministry of hospitality and support is not only an 
opportunity, but also an obligation. Galatians 6:6-10 
makes it clear that those who receive spiritual blessings 
from the minister of the Word ought to share with him 
in material blessings; 1 Corinthians 9:7-11 further 
explains this principle. As a deacon expressed it to me 
in the first church I pastored, “You pay your board 
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where you get your food!” It is unbiblical for church 
members to send their tithes and offerings all over the 
world and neglect to support the ministry of their own 
local church. 

John gave a fourth motivation in 3 John 8: “That 
we might be fellowhelpers to the truth.” Gaius not only 
received the truth and walked in the truth, but he was 
a “jointworker” who helped to further the truth. We do 
not know what his spiritual gifts were or how he served 
in the congregation, but we do know that Gaius helped 
extend and defend the truth by assisting those who 
taught and preached it. 

In my itinerant ministry, I have stayed in many 
homes and been encouraged in my work. The host and 
hostess may not have been especially gifted people, but 
their ministry of gracious hospitality enabled me to 
exercise my gifts in the church. Whatever blessings 
came in the ministry will certainly be credited to their 
accounts (Phil. 4:17)! 

It is one thing to fight apostasy and refuse to enter- 
tain false teachers but quite another thing to open our 
homes (and wallets) to promote the truth. We need 
both the negative and the positive. We need more peo- 
ple like Gaius who are spiritually healthy, obedient to 
the Word, and sharing what they have for the further- 
ance of the truth. But, alas, not everybody is a Gaius! 
We turn now to an entirely different kind of Christian. 


Diotrephes the Dictator (9-10) 

It seems like many churches have members who insist 
on “being boss” and having their own way. I must con- 
fess that sometimes it is the pastor who assumes 
dictatorial powers and forgets that the word minister 
means “a servant.” But sometimes it is an officer, per- 
haps a longtime member of the church who thinks he 
or she has “seniority rights.” 

Our Lord’s disciples often argued over which of 
them would be the greatest in the kingdom (Matt. 
18:1ff.). Jesus had to remind them that their model for 
ministry was not the Roman official who “lorded it 
over” people, but the Savior Himself who came as a 
humble servant (Phil. 2:1ff.). During my many years of 
ministry, I have seen the model for ministry change, 
and the church is suffering because of it. It appears that 
the “successful minister” today is more like a Madison 
Avenue tycoon than a submissive servant. In his hand 
he holds a wireless telephone, not a towel; in his heart 
is selfish ambition, not a love for lost souls and for 
God’s sheep. 

Diotrephes was motivated by pride. Instead of giv- 
ing the preeminence to Jesus Christ (Col. 1:18), he 
claimed it for himself. He had the final say-so about 
everything in the church, and his decisions were deter- 
mined by one thing: “What will this do for 
Diotrephes?” He was most unlike John the Baptist who 
said, “He [Jesus Christ] must increase, but I must 
decrease” (John 3:30). The Greek verb indicates that it 
was the constant attitude of Diotrephes to promote 


himself. 
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Whenever a church has a resident dictator in its 
membership there are bound to be problems, because 
people who are spiritually minded will not tolerate that 
kind of leadership. The Holy Spirit is grieved when the 
members of the body are not permitted to exercise their 
gifts because one member must have his own way. At 
the Judgment Seat of Christ, we will discover how 
many hearts have been broken and churches destroyed 
because of the arrogant “ministries” of people like 
Diotrephes. Consider what this man was doing. 

He would not receive John (v. 9). It is incredible 
to think that a church leader (Diotrephes may have 
been an elder) would not have fellowship with one of 
our Lord’s own apostles! How much Diotrephes could 
have learned from John! But Jesus Christ was not pre- 
eminent in his life, therefore Diotrephes could afford 
to treat the aged apostle this way. 

Why did Diotrephes reject John? The obvious rea- 
son seems to be that John challenged the man’s right to 
be dictator in the church. John was a threat to 
Diotrephes, because John had the authority of an apos- 
tle. John knew the truth about Diotrephes and was 
willing to make it known. Satan was at work in the 
church because Diotrephes was operating on the basis 
of pride and self-glorification, two of the devil’s chief 
tools. If John appeared on the scene, Satan would be 
the loser. 

He lied about John (v. 10a). The phrase prating 
against us with malicious words means “bringing false 
and empty charges against us.” What Diotrephes was 
saying about John was sheer nonsense, but there are 
people who love to hear such talk and who will believe 
it! Apparently, Diotrephes had made these accusations 
against John at one of the church meetings when John 
was not present to defend himself. But John warned 
that the day would soon come when he would settle 
accounts with Diotrephes the dictator. 

Christians must be careful not to believe everything 
that they read or hear about God’s servants, particularly 
those servants who have a wide ministry and are well 
known. I have quit reading certain publications 
because all they print are undocumented accusations 
about people whose ministries God is blessing in a sin- 
gular way. I mentioned a certain publication to a friend 
of mine one day, and he said, “Yes, I know the editor 
quite well. He’s like a blotter: he takes everything in 
and gets it backward!” We would all do well to filter 
these reports through Philippians 4:8. 

He rejected John’s associates (v. 10b). Diotrephes 
would not even receive the other brethren because they 
were in fellowship with John! It was “guilt by associa- 
tion.” It is impossible to practice this kind of 
“separation” with any degree of consistency, because 
nobody can always know all that he needs to know 
about what his brother is doing! IfI refuse to fellowship 
with you because you have fellowshipped with some- 
body I disapprove of, how do I know the extent of your 
fellowship? How can I keep track of what you have 
done? A person would need a computer and a full-time 
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staff if he ever hoped to do a good job of keeping his 
associations pure! 

Scripture makes it clear that we should have no fel- 
lowship with apostates (we studied this in 2 Peter), and 
that we must refrain from entangling alliances with 
unbelievers (2 Cor. 6:14ff.). We must also avoid those 
whose doctrinal position is contrary to Scripture (Rom. 
16:17-19). This does not mean that we cooperate only 
with those believers who interpret Scripture exactly as 
we do, because even good and godly people disagree on 
some matters such as church government or prophecy. 
All true Christians can agree on the fundamental doc- 
trines of the faith and, in love, give latitude for 
disagreement on other matters. 

However, to break personal fellowship with a 
brother because I disagree with his circle of friends is, 
to me, going beyond Scripture. Diotrephes rejected 
John, and then rejected the believers associated with 
John! But he went even further. 

He disciplined those who disagreed with him (v. 
10c). The church members who received John’s associ- 
ates were dismissed from the church! Again, it was guilt 
by association. Diotrephes had neither the authority nor 
the biblical basis for throwing these people out of the 
church, but he did it. Even “religious dictators” have to 
be careful lest the opposition become too strong! 

The New Testament does teach church discipline, 
and these instructions ought to be obeyed. But church 
discipline is not a weapon for a dictator to use to pro- 
tect himself: It is a tool for a congregation to use to 
promote purity and glorify God. It is not a pastor 
“throwing weight around” or a church board acting like 
a police court. It is the Lord exercising spiritual author- 
ity through a local church in order to rescue and restore 
an erring child of God. 

Church “dictators” are dangerous people but, fortu- 
nately, they are easy to recognize. They like to talk 
about themselves and what they have “done for the 
Lord.” They also have the habit of judging and con- 
demning those who disagree with them. They are 
experts in putting labels on other Christians and classi- 
fying them into neat little categories of their own 
intention. They base their fellowship on personalities, 
not the doctrines that are fundamental to the faith. The 
tragedy is that these “dictators” actually believe that 
they are serving God and glorifying Jesus Christ. 

It has been my experience that most of the distress 
and division in local churches, and between churches, 
has resulted from personalities more than anything 
else. If only we would return to the New Testament 
principle of making the person and work of Jesus 
Christ our test for fellowship, rather than associations 
and interpretations of nonessential doctrines. But peo- 
ple like Diotrephes will always have their enthusiastic 
followers because many sincere but immature and 
untaught believers prefer to follow such leaders. 


Demetrius the Exemplar (11-14) 


According to the dictionary, an exemplar is “an ideal, a 


model, an example worthy to be imitated.” Demetrius 
was that kind of a Christian. John warned his readers 
not to imitate Diotrephes. “If you want to imitate an 
example, then follow Demetrius!” 

But is it right for us to imitate human leaders? Yes, 
if they in turn are imitating Jesus Christ. “Brethren, be 
followers together of me, and mark them which walk 
so as ye have us for an example” (Phil. 3:17). “Be ye fol- 
lowers of me, even as I also am of Christ” (1 Cor. 11:1). 
You and I cannot see God, but we can see God at work 
in the lives of His children. The godly life and dedi- 
cated service of another believer is always an 
encouragement and a stimulus to me. By our good 
example, we can “consider one another to provoke 
unto love and to good works” (Heb. 10:24). 

Demetrius was a man worth imitating because he 
had a “good report” (witness) from the church fellow- 
ship. All the members knew him, loved him, and 
thanked God for his consistent life and ministry. While 
it is a dangerous thing when “all men shall speak well 
of you” (Luke 6:26), it is a wonderful thing when all 
the believers in a local church can agree to commend 
your life and testimony. If all men, saved and lost, good 
and evil, speak well of us, it may mean that we are com- 
promising and masquerading. 

But Demetrius not only had a good witness from 
the believers in the church; he also had a good witness 
from the Word (truth) itself. Like Gaius, Demetrius 
walked in the truth and obeyed the Word of God. This 
does not mean that either of these men was perfect, but 
it does mean that they were consistent in their lives, 
seeking to honor the Lord. 

Both the church and the Word bore witness to 
Demetrius’ Christian life, and so did the apostle John 
himself. (This meant that Demetrius would be in trou- 
ble with Diotrephes!) The beloved apostle knew 
firsthand that Demetrius was a man of God, and John 
was not ashamed to confess it. 

John had warned that he was going to visit the 
church and confront Diotrephes (3 John 10), and no 
doubt both Gaius and Demetrius would stand with 
John in opposing the “dictator.” They were the kind of 
men who would support the truth and submit them- 
selves to authentic spiritual authority. Because they 
followed the truth, they could safely be imitated by 
other believers. 

The conclusion of the letter (3 John 13-14) is sim- 
ilar to the conclusion of 2 John, and perhaps was a 
standard way to end letters in John’s day. The apostle 
planned to visit the church “shortly” (soon), which cer- 
tainly was a warning to Diotrephes and an 
encouragement to Gaius and Demetrius. The beloved 
John had “many things” to discuss with the assembly 
and its leaders, things he would rather deal with per- 
sonally rather than by means of a letter. 


3 John 


“Peace be to thee” (3 John 14) must have been a 
benediction of real encouragement to Gaius! No doubt 
his own heart and mind were distressed because of the 
division in the church and the unspiritual way 
Diotrephes was abusing its members. George Morrison 
of Glasgow wrote, “Peace is the possession of adequate 
resources.” The believer can enjoy the “peace of God” 
because he has adequate resources in Jesus Christ (Phil. 
4:6-7, 13, 19). 

John was careful to send greetings from the believ- 
ers in the assembly with which he was associated at that 
time. “The friends send their greeting” (N1v). What a 
blessing it is to have Christian friends! When Paul 
arrived near Rome, some of the brethren went to meet 
him, “whom when Paul saw, he thanked God and took 
courage” (Acts 28:15). Both Paul and John were not 
only soul winners, but also friend-makers. Diotrephes 
was so dictatorial that he had fewer and fewer friends, 
but John had more and more friends as he shared the 
love of Christ. 

“Greet the friends by name” (nass). The aged apos- 
tle did not want to write a long letter; besides, he was 
planning a visit. Paul sometimes ended his letters with 
a list of personal greetings (see Rom. 16), but John did 
not do this, at least in this letter. He wanted to have 
Gaius convey his greetings to his friends personally and 
individually, as though John were doing it himself. 
John was not concerned about a church only, but also 
the individuals within that church. 

It is interesting to contrast these two little letters 
and to see the balance of truth that John presented. 
Second John was written to a godly woman about her 
family, while 3 John was written to a godly man about 
his church. John warned “the elect lady” about false 
teachers from the outside, but he warned Gaius about 
dictatorial leaders inside the fellowship. The false 
teachers in 2 John would appeal to love so that they 
might deny truth, while Diotrephes would appeal to 
truth as, in a most unloving way, he would attack the 
brethren. 

How important it is to walk “in truth and love” (2 
John 3) and hold the truth in love (Eph. 4:15)! To 
claim to love the truth and yet hate the brethren is to 
confess ignorance of what the Christian life is all 
about. 

When God’s people love Him, the truth, and one 
another, then the Spirit of God can work in that assem- 
bly to glorify Jesus Christ. But when any member of that 
assembly, including the pastor, becomes proud and tries 
to have “the preeminence,” then the Spirit is grieved and 
He cannot bless. The church may outwardly appear suc- 
cessful, but inwardly it will lack the true unity of the 
Spirit that makes for a healthy fellowship. 

What we need are more people like Gaius and 
Demetrius—and fewer like Diotrephes! 
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Jude 1-7 


A CALL TO ARMS! 


ince the author of this epistle was the brother of 

James, this would make him the half brother of 

our Lord Jesus Christ (see Mark 6:3). Our Lord’s 
brothers in the flesh did not believe in Him while He 
was ministering (John 7:5). But after the resurrection, 
James was converted (see 1 Cor. 15:7), and we have 
every reason to believe that Jude was also saved at that 
time. Acts 1:14 informs us that “his brethren” were part 
of the praying group that was awaiting the Holy Spirit; 
1 Corinthians 9:5 states that “the brethren of the Lord” 
were known in the early church. 

So much for the identification of the author. Why 
did Jude write this letter? To warn his readers that the 
apostates were already on the scene! Peter had prophe- 
sied that they would come (2 Peter 2:1-3; 3:3ff.), and 
his prophecy had been fulfilled. Apparently Jude wrote 
to the same believers who had received Peter’s letters, 
intending to stir them up and remind them to take 
Peter’s warnings to heart. You will discover a number of 
parallels between Jude and 2 Peter as you study this fas- 
cinating but neglected letter. 

He wrote to “exhort” them (Jude 3). In the Greek 
language, this word was used to describe a general giv- 
ing orders to the army; hence the atmosphere of this 
letter is “military.” Jude had started to write a quiet 
devotional letter about salvation, but the Spirit led him 
to put down his harp and sound the trumpet! The epis- 
tle of Jude is a call to arms. 


The Army (1-2) 

The Captain of the army is Jesus Christ, and the sol- 
diers He commands are people who share a “common 
salvation” through faith in Him. Jude called them 
saints (Jude 3), which simply means “set-apart ones.” 
He addressed them as sanctified, which, again, means 
“set apart.” (Some manuscripts read “beloved in God 
the Father.”) Perhaps there is an echo here of 1 Peter 
1:2 where all three Persons of the Godhead are seen to 
be involved in our salvation. 

Certainly salvation begins in the heart of God and 
not in the will of man (Rom. 9:16). 

The mysteries of God’s sovereign electing grace are 
beyond us in this life and will never be understood 
until we enter His glorious presence. For that reason, 
we are wise not to make them the basis for arguments 
and divisions. “The secret things belong unto the Lord 
our God” (Deut. 29:29). 

Second Thessalonians 2:13—14 makes it clear that 
the same God who chose us also set us apart by the 
Spirit and then called us by the gospel to trust in Jesus 
Christ. God’s choosing and God’s calling go together, 
for the God who ordains the end (our salvation) also 
ordains the means to the end (someone calling us to 
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Christ). We did not understand how God’s Spirit was 
working in our lives prior to our conversion, but He 
was working just the same to “set us apart” for Jesus 
Christ. 

Not only are God’s saints set apart, but they are also 
preserved. This means “carefully watched and guarded.” 
The believer is secure in Jesus Christ. This same word 
is used in Jude 6 and 13 (“reserved”) and also in Jude 
21 (“keep yourselves”). God is preserving the fallen 
angels and the apostates for judgment, but He is pre- 
serving His own children for glory. Meanwhile, He is 
able to preserve us in our daily walk and keep us from 
stumbling. 

Because they are set apart and preserved, God’s sol- 
diers are the recipients of God’s choicest blessings: 
mercy, peace, and love. Like the apostle Peter, Jude 
wanted these special blessings to be multiplied in their 
lives (1 Peter 1:2; 2 Peter 1:2). God in His mercy does 
not give us what we deserve. Instead, He gave our pun- 
ishment to His own Son on the cross. “Surely he hath 
borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows... But he was 
wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our 
iniquities” (Isa. 53:4—5). 

Because of Christ’s work on the cross, believers 
enjoy peace. The unsaved person is at war with God 
and cannot please Him (Rom. 8:7-8), but when he 
trusts the Savior, the war ends and he receives God’s 
peace (Rom. 5:1). 

He also experiences God’s love (Rom. 5:5). The 
cross is God’s demonstration of love (Rom. 5:8), but 
His love is not experienced within until His Spirit 
comes into the believing heart. As the believer grows in 
his spiritual life, he enters into a deeper relationship of 
love (John 14:21-24). 

Certainly those who know Christ as their Savior 
enjoy a unique position. They are called by God to be 
set apart for God that they might enjoy love with God. 
While their fellowship with the Father might change 
from day to day, their relationship as children cannot 
change. They are “preserved in Jesus Christ.” Because 
Jude would write a great deal in this letter about sin 
and judgment, he was careful at the very outset to 
define the special place that believers have in the heart 
and plan of God. The apostates would sin, fall, and suf- 
fer condemnation, but the true believers would be kept 
safe in Jesus Christ for all eternity. 

It bears repeating that an apostate is not a true 
believer who has abandoned his salvation. He is a per- 
son who has professed to accept the truth and trust the 
Savior, and then turns from “the faith which was once 
delivered unto the saints” (Jude 3). Jude would not 
contradict what Peter wrote, and Peter made it clear 
that the apostates were not God’s sheep, rather they 
were pigs and dogs (2 Peter 2:21-22). The sow had 
been cleaned on the outside, and the dog on the inside, 
but neither had been given that new nature which is 
characteristic of God’s true children (2 Peter 1:3—4). 

Here, then, we have the “spiritual army” that Jude 
was addressing. If you have trusted Jesus Christ, you 


are in this army. God is not looking for volunteers; 
He has already enlisted you! The question is not, 
“Shall I become a soldier?” Rather, it is, “Will I be a 
loyal soldier?” 

Isaac Watts once preached a sermon on 1 
Corinthians 16:13: “Watch ye, stand fast in the faith, 
quit you [act] like men, be strong.” When he published 
the sermon, he added a poem to it; we sing it today as 
one of our spiritual songs. 


Am I a soldier of the Cross, 

A follower of the Lamb? 

And shall I fear to own His cause, 
Or blush to speak His name? 


Must I be carried to the skies 

On flowery beds of ease? 

While others fought to win the prize 
And sailed through bloody seas? 


The Enemy (3-4) 

We have already noted that Jude set out to write an 
encouraging letter about “the common salvation.” The 
name Jude (Judah) means “praise,” and he was anxious 
to praise God and rejoice in the salvation God gives in 
Jesus Christ. But the Spirit of God changed his mind 
and led Jude to write about the battle against the forces 
of evil in the world. Why? Because it was “needful” for 
the church. 

I must confess that I sympathize with Jude. In my 
own ministry, I would much rather encourage the 
saints than declare war on the apostates. But when the 
enemy is in the field, the watchmen dare not go to 
sleep. The Christian life is a battleground, not a play- 
ground. 

Jude wasted no time in identifying the enemy. 

They were ungodly (v. 4b). This is one of Jude’s 
favorite words. While these men claimed to belong to 
God, they were, in fact, ungodly in their thinking and 
their living. They might have “a form of godliness,” but 
they lacked the force of godliness that lives in the true 
Christian (2 Tim. 3:5). 

They were deceitful (v. 4c). They “crept in 
unawares.” The Greek word means “to slip in secretly, 
to steal in undercover.” Sometimes Satan’s undercover 
agents are “brought in secretly” by those already on the 
inside (Gal. 2:4), but these men came in on their own. 
Peter warned that these men were coming (2 Peter 2:1), 
and now they had arrived on the scene. 

How could false brethren get into true assemblies 
of the saints? The soldiers had gone to sleep at the post! 
The spiritual leaders in the churches had grown com- 
placent and careless. This explains why Jude had to 
“blow the trumpet” to wake them up. Our Lord and 
His apostles all warned that false teachers would arise, 
yet the churches did not heed the warnings. Sad to 
say, some churches are not heeding the warnings 
today. 


Jude 


They were enemies of God’s grace (v. 4d). Why 
did they enter the churches? To attempt to change the 
doctrine and “turn the grace of our God into lascivi- 
ousness” (Jude 4). The word Jasciviousness simply 
means “wantonness, absence of moral restraint, inde- 
cency.” A person who is lascivious thinks only of 
satisfying his lusts, and whatever he touches is stained 
by his base appetites. Lasciviousness is one of the works 
of the flesh (Gal. 5:19) that proceeds from the evil 
heart of man (Mark 7:21-22). 

Peter had already warned these people that the 
apostates would argue, “You have been saved by grace, 
so you are free to live as you please!” They promised the 
people freedom, but it was the kind of freedom that led 
to terrible bondage (2 Peter 2:13-14, 19). The readers 
both Peter and Jude addressed knew what Paul had 
written (2 Peter 3:15-16), so they should have been 
fortified with Romans 6 and 1 Corinthians 5-6. 

The apostates, like the cultists today, use the Word 
of God to promote and defend their false doctrines. 
They seduce young, immature Christians who have not 
yet been grounded in the Scriptures. Every soldier of 
the cross needs to go through “basic training” in a local 
church so that he knows how to use the weapons of 
spiritual warfare (2 Cor. 10:4-5). 

They denied God’s truth (v. 4e). “Even denying 
the Lord that bought them,” Peter had warned (2 Peter 
2:1). Jude was not writing about two different persons 
when he wrote “the only Lord God, and our Lord Jesus 
Christ” for the Greek construction demands that these 
two names refer to one Person. In other words, Jude 
was affirming strongly the deity of Jesus Christ Jesus 
Christ is God! 

But the apostates would deny this. They would 
agree that Jesus Christ was a good man and a great 
teacher, but not that He was eternal God come in 
human flesh. The first test of any religious teacher, as 
we have seen, is, “What do you think of Jesus Christ? 
Is He God come in the flesh?” Anyone who denies this 
cardinal doctrine is a false teacher no matter how correct 
he may be in other matters. If he denies the deity of 
Christ, something will always be missing in whatever 
he affirms. 

They were ordained to judgment (v. 4a). Jude did 
not write that these men were ordained to become 
apostates, as though God were responsible for their sin. 
They became apostates because they willfully turned 
away from the truth. But God did ordain that such 
people would be judged and condemned. The Old 
Testament prophets denounced the false prophets of 
their day, and both Jesus Christ and His apostles pro- 
nounced judgment on them. 

Why should these men be judged by God? To begin 
with, they had denied His Son! That is reason enough 
for their condemnation! But they had also defiled 
God’s people by teaching them that God’s grace per- 
mitted them to practice sin. Furthermore, they derided 
the doctrine of Christ’s coming (2 Peter 3). “Where is 
the promise of His coming?” They mocked the very 
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promise of Christ’s coming and the judgment He 
would bring against the ungodly. 

Of course, they did all these things under the guise 
of religion, and this made their sin even greater. They 
deceived innocent people so that they might take their 
money and enjoy it in godless living. Jesus compared 
them to wolves in sheep’s clothing (Matt 7:15). 

How, then, should the church respond to the pres- 
ence of this insidious enemy? By earnestly contending for 
the faith. 

“The faith” refers to that body of doctrine that was 
given by God through the apostles to the church. The 
word doctrine is found at least sixteen times in the 
Pastoral Epistles alone. Paul admonished both 
Timothy and Titus to make sure the believers were 
being taught “sound doctrine,” which means “healthy 
doctrine,” doctrine that promotes the spiritual health 
of the local church. While individual teachers and 
preachers may disagree on the fine points of theology, 
there is a basic body of truth to which all true 
Christians are committed. 

This body of truth was delivered (Jude 3) to the 
saints. The word means “to be entrusted with.” The 
church collectively, and each Christian personally, has 
a stewardship to fulfill. “But as we were allowed of God 
to be put in trust with the gospel, even so we speak” (1 
Thess. 2:4). God committed the truth to Paul (1 Tim. 
1:11), and he shared it with others, such as Timothy (1 
Tim. 6:20). He exhorted Timothy to entrust the Word 
to other faithful men (2 Tim. 2:2). You and I would 
not have the Word today were it not for faithful believ- 
ers down through the ages who guarded this precious 
deposit and invested it in others. 

The church is always one generation short of 
extinction. If our generation fails to guard the truth 
and entrust it to our children, then that will be the end! 
When you think of the saints and martyrs who suffered 
and died so that we might have God’s truth, it makes 
you want to take your place in God’s army and be 
faithful unto death. 

What does it mean to “contend for the faith”? The 
Greek word is an athletic term that gives us our English 
word, agonize. It is the picture of a devoted athlete, 
competing in the Greek games and stretching his 
nerves and muscles to do his very best to win. You 
never fight the Lord’s battles from a rocking chair or a 
soft bed! Both the soldier and the athlete must concen- 
trate on doing their best and giving their all. There 
must also be teamwork, believers working together to 
attack and defeat the enemy. 

Sometimes you hear well-meaning people say, 
“Well, it’s fine to contend for the faith, but don’t be 
so contentious!” While it is true that some of God’s 
soldiers have been the cause of quarrels and divisions, 
it is also true that some of them have paid a great 
price to defend the faith. As Christian soldiers, we 
must not fight each other or go around looking for 
trouble. But when the banner of Christ is in danger of 
being taken by the enemy, we cannot sit idly by, nor 
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can we ever hope to win the victory by wearing kid 
gloves. 

Charles Spurgeon once said that “the new views are 
not the old truth in a better dress, but deadly errors 
with which we can have no fellowship.” False doctrine 
is a deadly poison that must be identified, labeled, and 
avoided. Spurgeon also said, “I cannot endure false 
doctrine, however neatly it may be put before me. 
Would you have me eat poisoned meat because the 
dish is of the choicest ware?” 

We must always speak the truth in love, and the 
weapons we use must be spiritual. At the same time, we 
must dare to take our stand for “the faith” even if our 
stand offends some and upsets others. We are not fight- 
ing personal enemies, but the enemies of the Lord. It is 
the honor and glory of Jesus Christ that is at stake. 
“Fight the good fight of faith” (1 Tim. 6:12). 


The Victory (5-7) 

Like the apostle Peter, Jude reached back into Old 
Testament history and gave three examples of God’s 
victory over those who had resisted his authority and 
turned from the truth. Peter referred to the fallen 
angels, Noah, and Lot (2 Peter 2:4-9) and followed 
the historical order. He also emphasized God’s deliver- 
ance of the righteous as well as His judgment of the 
ungodly. Jude, however, did not mention Noah and 
the flood, but instead used the nation Israel as his 
example. 

The point Jude was making is that God judges apos- 
tates. Therefore, the false teachers who had crept into 
the church would also one day be judged. Their seem- 
ing success would not last; God would have the last 
word. 

Israel (v. 5). Both Paul (1 Cor. 10) and the author 
of Hebrews (Heb. 3-4) used the experiences of Israel to 
illustrate important spiritual truths. The nation was 
delivered from Egypt by the power of God and brought 
to the border of the Promised Land. But the people 
were afraid and did not have the faith to enter in and 
possess the land (see Num. 13-14). Moses, Joshua, and 
Caleb tried to encourage the people to obey God by 
faith, but the people refused. In fact, the leaders of the 
tribes even wanted to organize and go back to Egypt, 
the place of bondage! 

This was rebellion against the will and the Word of 
God, and God cannot tolerate rebellion. As a result, 
everybody in the camp twenty years and older was des- 
tined to die at some time in the next forty years. Their 
unbelief led to their extermination. 

Keep in mind that Jude was using a historical event 
as an illustration, and we must not press every detail. 
The entire nation was delivered from Egypt, but that 
does not mean that each individual was personally 
saved through faith in the Lord. The main point of the 
account is that privileges bring responsibilities, and 
God cannot lightly pass over the sins of His people. If 
any of Jude’s readers dared to follow the false teachers, 
they too would face the discipline of God. “Wherefore 


let him that thinketh he standeth take heed lest he fall” 
(1 Cor. 10:12). 

The fallen angels (v. 6). We studied this illustra- 
tion in 2 Peter 2:4, but Jude seems to add a new 
dimension to it by associating the fall of the angels with 
the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (Jude 7, 
“even as ... in like manner”). Some Bible students 
believe that Jude was teaching not only a revolt of the 
angels against God, but also an invasion of earth by 
these fallen angels. They point to Genesis 6:1—4 and 
claim that “the sons of God” were fallen angels who 
assumed human bodies, cohabited with the daughters 
of men, and produced a race of giants on the earth. 
This was one reason that God sent the flood. 

As attractive and popular as this view is, I must con- 
fess that I have a difficult time accepting it. It is true 
that “the sons of God” is a title for angels (Job 1:6; 2:1; 
38:7), but always for unfallen angels. Would the Holy 
Spirit, writing through Moses, call rebellious angels “the 
sons of God”? I doubt it. 

My second problem is that angels are spirits and do 
not have bodies. In the Old Testament record, we do 
read of angels who appeared in human form, but this 
was not incarnation. How could a spirit being have a 
physical relationship with a woman, even if that being 
assumed a temporary body of some kind? Our Lord 
taught that the angels were sexless (Matt. 22:30). 

Third, it appears that God sent the flood because of 
what man did, not what angels did. “My Spirit shall 
not always strive with man... And God saw that the 
wickedness of man was great in the earth... And it 
repented [grieved] the Lord that he had made man on 
the earth” (Gen. 6:3, 5—6, italics mine). If this “fallen 
angel” view is correct. God should have repented that 
He created the angels! 

Fourth, the phrases “even as” and “in like manner” 
in Genesis 6:7 need not be interpreted to say that the 
angels did what the Sodomites did, namely, “going 
after strange flesh.” Notice the grammatical connec- 
tions in the verse, and you will get the message: “Even 
as Sodom and Gomorrah... in like manner... are set 
forth for an example.” The angels are an example of 
God’s judgment and so are Sodom and Gomorrah. 

I might add that Genesis 6:4 presents a strong argu- 
ment against the view that fallen angels cohabited with 
women and produced a race of giants. “There were 
giants in the earth in those days; and also after that” 
(italics mine). This would mean that a second invasion 
of fallen angels had to take place! We have no record of 
this in Scripture. 

Finally, both Peter and Jude state clearly that these 
rebellious angels are chained in darkness and reserved 
for judgment. They would have to have invaded the 
earth prior to being arrested and chained by God. We 
wonder why God would have permitted them to “run 
loose” long enough to get the women into sin and help 
to cause the great flood. The whole explanation, 
though held by teachers whom I respect, to me seems 
a bit fantastic. The simplest explanation of Genesis 6 is 
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that the godly line of Seth (“the sons of God”) began to 
mingle with the ungodly line of Cain, and this broke 
down the walls of separation, resulting in compromise 
and eventually degrading sin. But regardless of which 
interpretation you accept, keep the main lesson in 
mind: the angels rebelled and were punished for their 
rebellion. 

Sodom and Gomorrah (v. 7). Both Peter and Jude 
state that God made these cities an example to warn 
the ungodly that God does indeed judge sin (see 2 
Peter 2:6). When you combine their descriptions, you 
discover that the citizens of Sodom and Gomorrah 
(and the other cities involved) were: ungodly, filthy, 
wicked, unlawful, unjust, and given over to fornica- 
tion. They did not occasionally commit unnatural 
sexual sins; they indulged in them and gave themselves 
over to the pursuit of lust. The Greek verb is intensive: 
“to indulge in excessive immorality.” This was their 
way of life—and death! 

Strange flesh means “different flesh.” The bent of 
their life was constantly downward, indulging in 
unnatural acts (see Rom. 1:24—27). Those who hold 
the “fallen angel” interpretation of Genesis 6 make 
the “strange flesh” refer to angels in human form, but 
when did the angels invade Sodom and Gomorrah? 
And, if fallen angels are meant, how can their sin and 
the sin of the Sodomites apply to us today, for we 
have no fallen angels to tempt or seduce us? Indeed, 
the men at Lot’s door did want to engage in homo- 
sexual activity with his angelic guests, but the 
Sodomites did not know they were angels. Another 
possibility is that the Sodomites were guilty not only 
of unnatural sex with each other, but also with ani- 
mals, which would be “strange flesh.” Both 
homosexuality and bestiality are condemned by God 
(Lev. 18:22-25). 

These cities were set forth by God as an example 
and warning to ungodly people today. The verb set 
forth means “to expose openly to public view.” 
(Interestingly enough, the word was used to describe 
a corpse lying in state!) But the cities of the plain are 
not today in public view. It is generally agreed among 
archeologists that Sodom and Gomorrah are buried 
under the southern end of the Dead Sea. How, then, 
do they serve as an example? Jn the pages of the Word 
of God. No one can read Genesis 18-19 without 
clearly seeing God’s hatred for sin and, at the same 
time, His patience and willingness to postpone judg- 
ment. This certainly ties in with Peter’s explanation 
for God’s seeming delay in fulfilling the promise of 
Christ’s return (2 Peter 3:8ff.). 

The sin of Israel was rebellious unbelief (Heb. 
3:12). The sin of the angels was rebellion against the 
throne of God. The sin of Sodom and Gomorrah was 
indulging in unnatural lust. Unbelief, rebellion against 
authority, and sensual indulgence were sins characteris- 
tic of the false teachers. The conclusion is obvious: the 
apostates will be judged. But, meanwhile, God’s sol- 
diers must stay on duty and see to it that these false 
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teachers do not creep into the ranks and start to lead 
people astray. “Take heed unto thyself, and unto the 
doctrine” (1 Tim. 4:16). 

What can we do practically to oppose the enemy 
and maintain the purity and unity of the church? For 
one thing, we must know the Word of God and have 
the courage to defend it. Every local church ought to 
be a Bible institute, and every Christian ought to be a 
Bible student. The pulpit needs to declare positive 
truth as well as denounce error. 

Second, we must “watch and pray.” The enemy is 
already here and we dare not go to sleep! Spiritual lead- 
ers in local congregations need to be alert as they 
interview candidates for baptism and church member- 
ship. Committees need to seek the mind of Christ as 
they appoint Sunday school teachers, youth sponsors, 
and other church leaders. Congregations must exercise 
discernment as they select officers. 

Third, congregations and members must be careful 
where they send their money. “Should you help the 
wicked and love those who hate the Lord?” (see 2 
Chron. 19:2). 

Finally, we must have the courage to maintain a 
position of biblical separation from those who deny 
Christ and the fundamental doctrines of the Word 
(Rom. 16:17-20; 2 Tim. 2:15ff; 2 John 6-11). This 
does not mean that we separate from fellow believers 
over minor doctrinal differences, or that we practice 
“guilt by association.” God’s true army needs to stand 
together in the battle for truth. 

Have you heeded the call to arms? 


CHAPTER TWO 
Jude 8-16 


MEET THE APOSTATES! 


ude was not content simply to remind his readers 
J: pay attention to what Peter had written. He 

wanted to add his own words of warning by 
describing what the false teachers were like and what 
they would do to the church. The Spirit of God led 
Jude to describe the characteristics of the apostates, 
reinforcing Peters words and, at the same time, adding 
information. Jude 8—16 and 2 Peter 2 parallel and sup- 
plement each other. 

But why this seemingly needless repetition? The 
apostle Paul gave the answer: “To write the same things 
to you, to me indeed is not grievous, but for you it is 
safe” (Phil. 3:1). Parents repeat warnings and instruc- 
tions to their children, and sometimes the children 
reply, “I know that! You've already told me a million 
times!” But wise parents know that some things must 
be said again and again for the safety and welfare of 
their children—whether the children want to hear 
them or not! 

All that Jude wrote about the apostates in these 
verses may be summarized in three statements. 
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They Reject Divine Authority (8-11) 

All authority comes from the throne of God, whether 
it is authority in the home, the church, or the state. 
Those who exercise authority must first be under 
authority, accountable to God. But the false teachers 
reject divine authority and set themselves up as their 
own authority. 

The cause of their rebellion is found in the word 
dreamers (Jude 8). These people live in a dream world 
of unreality and delusion. They believe Satan’s lie, “Ye 
shall be as gods” (Gen. 3:5). Having turned away from 
God’s truth, they feed their minds on false doctrine 
that inflates their egos and encourages their rebellion. 
Jude 10 informs us that the apostates are ignorant peo- 
ple who do not know what they are talking about! Jude 
echoed Peter’s description of these men as “brute 
beasts” (2 Peter 2:12, 22). Animals live by natural 
instinct, and so do the apostates. When men rebel 
against God, they sink to the level of beasts. 

The course of their rebellion was clearly described 
by Jude. As a result of their rebellion and pride, they 
“defile the flesh,” living to satisfy their animal lusts. 
When a person despises God’s authority, he feels free to 
disobey God’s laws and live as he pleases. What he for- 
gets is that those laws have penalties attached to them 
so that he cannot disobey and escape the consequences. 

They also use their tongues to express their rebel- 
lion against God. “With our tongue will we prevail; 
our lips are our own: who is lord over us?” (Ps. 12:4). 
The phrase, speak evil, in Jude 8 and 10 simply means 
“to blaspheme.” Blasphemy involves much more than 
taking God’s name in vain, though that is at the heart 
of it. A person blasphemes God when he takes His 
Word lightly and even jests about it, or when he delib- 
erately defies God to judge him. “They set their mouth 
against the heavens, and their tongue walketh through 
the earth. And they say, ‘How doth God know? and is 
there knowledge in the Most High?” (Ps. 73:9, 11). 

The consequence of their rebellion is seen in their 
own ruin: “they corrupt [destroy] themselves” (Jude 
10). They defile themselves (Jude 8) and they destroy 
themselves, yet they have the idea they are promoting 
themselves! “Because sentence against an evil work is 
not executed speedily, therefore the heart of the sons of 
men is fully set in them to do evil” (Eccl. 8:11). The 
way of rebellion is but the way to ruin. 

Arrogant speech is a dangerous thing, and so is 
despising the authority that God has established. Even 
the archangel Michael (Dan. 10:13) did not dare to 
rebuke Satan, but respected the authority given to him 
by God. The name Michael means “Who is like God?” 
Ironically, Satan had said in his rebellion, “I will be like 
the Most High!” (Isa. 14:14), and his offer to men is, 
“Ye shall be as gods” (Gen. 3:5). 

We have no information about the conflict between 
Satan and Michael over the body of Moses. When 
Moses died, the Lord buried him and no one knew 
where the sepulcher was located (Deut. 34:5-6). No 
doubt the Jewish people would have made a shrine out 


of the sepulcher and fallen into idolatry, so God kept 
the information to Himself. The text tells us that “not 
any man” knew the place, so perhaps Satan did know 
the place and tried to claim Moses’ body for himself. 
Inasmuch as Satan does have a certain amount of 
authority in the realm of death he may have felt he had 
a right to interfere (Heb. 2:14-15). 

The point is that Michael did not rebuke Satan, but 
left that to the Lord. It is a dangerous thing for God’s 
people to confront Satan directly and to argue with 
him, because he is much stronger than we are. If an 
archangel is careful about the way he deals with the 
devil, how much more cautious ought we to be! While 
it is true that we share in the victory of Christ, it is also 
true that we must not be presumptuous. Satan is a dan- 
gerous enemy, and when we resist him, we must be 
sober and vigilant (1 Peter 5:8-9). 

“The Lord rebuke thee!” has a parallel in Zechariah 
3:1-5. The prophet had a vision of the high priest 
standing before God’s throne in defiled garments, sym- 
bolizing the sinful condition of the nation Israel after 
the Babylonian captivity. Satan had every right to 
accuse the people (see Rev. 12:9-11), except for one 
thing: they were the chosen ones of God, His covenant 
people, and He would not go back on His Word. God 
forgave His people, gave them clean garments, and 
warned them to walk in His ways. This is an Old 
Testament illustration of 1 John 1:5—2:2. 

The condemnation of the false teachers is given in 
Jude 11: “Woe unto them!” Jude cited three examples 
from the Old Testament to illustrate the enormity of 
their sins, three men who rebelled against God’s 
authority and who suffered for it. 

Cain rebelled against God’s way of salvation (Gen. 
4; 1 John 3:11-12). By clothing Adam and Eve with 
the skins of slain animals (Gen. 3:21), God made it 
clear that the only way of forgiveness is through the 
shedding of blood. This is the way of faith, not the way 
of good works (Eph. 2:8-10). But Cain rejected this 
divinely authorized way and came to the altar with the 
fruits of his own labor. God rejected Cain’s offering 
because God rejected Cain: his heart was not right 
before God. It was by faith that Abel’s sacrifice was 
offered, and that was why God accepted it (Heb. 11:4). 

The “way of Cain” is the way of religion without 
faith, righteousness based on character and good 
works. The “way of Cain” is the way of pride, a man 
establishing his own righteousness and rejecting the 
righteousness of God that comes through faith in 
Christ (Rom. 10:1—4; Phil. 3:3-12). Cain became a 
fugitive and tried to overcome his wretchedness by 
building a city and developing a civilization (Gen. 
4:9ff.). He ended up with everything a man could 
desire, everything, that is, except God. 

We have already studied “the way of Balaam” (see 2 
Peter 2:15-16). The “way of Balaam” is merchandising 
one’s gifts and ministry just for the purpose of making 
money. It is using the spiritual to gain the material (see 
1 Thess. 2:5-6; 1 Tim. 6:3—21). The false teachers were 
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greedy for material gain and, like Balaam, would do 
anything for money. The “error of Balaam” is thinking 
that they can get away with this kind of rebellion. 
Balaam was a true prophet of God, but he prostituted 
his gifts and sought to destroy God’s people. God 
turned Balaam’s curses into blessings (Deut 23:4-5). 

While we are on the subject of Balaam, we might 
note the “doctrine of Balaam” (Rev. 2:14), which is, 
“You can violate your separated position and get away 
with it!” He told King Balak that the fastest way to 
destroy Israel would be to corrupt the nation by having 
the people defile themselves with the heathen nations 
around them. “You are God’s chosen people,” was the 
argument. “Certainly a little friendship with your 
neighbors will not hurt you!” It was “turning the grace 
of... God into lasciviousness” (Jude 4), and God 
judged both Israel and Balaam. 

The story of Core (Korah) is found in Numbers 16, 
and it too centers on rebellion against authority. Korah 
and his followers resented the leadership of Moses and 
dared God to do anything about their rebellion. In 
speaking against (“gainsaying”) Moses, they were 
speaking against the Lord who had given Moses his 
authority. This is a warning to us today, for it is so easy 
to speak against spiritual or governmental leaders in a 
careless way (see Titus 3:1-2). God judged Korah and 
his followers and established clearly the authority of 
His servant, Moses. 

Cain rebelled against God’s authority in salvation, 
for he refused to bring a blood sacrifice as God had 
commanded. Balaam rebelled against God’s authority 
in separation, for he prostituted his gifts for money and 
led Israel to mix with the other nations. Korah rebelled 
against God’s authority in service, denying that Moses 
was God’s appointed servant and attempting to usurp 
his authority. 

It is interesting to note the verbs that Jude used in 
this verse. The apostates “traveled on the road” of Cain, 
“gave themselves over to” the error of Balaam, and 
“perished” in the rebellion of Korah. The tragedy of 
rejecting authority! 


They Resort to Deliberate Hypocrisy (12-13, 16) 
Jude 12 and 13 present six vivid pictures of the false 
teachers and help to explain why they are dangerous to 
the church. 

Filthy spots (v. 12a). Peter called them spots and 
blemishes (2 Peter 2:13). These men had invaded the 
“love feasts” in the local assemblies, but all they did was 
defile them. Instead of adding to the sanctity of the 
occasion, they detracted from it, like Judas at the last 
Passover that Jesus celebrated with His disciples. The 
tragedy is that the members of the assembly did not 
realize the true character of these men! They thought 
the men were spiritual! 

The Greek word translated “spots” can also mean 
“hidden rocks.” The mariner who is unaware of the 
hidden rocks can quickly wreck his ship. The pilot 


must always be alert, for waters that look calm and safe 
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can contain treacherous reefs. Spiritual leaders must 
constantly be on guard. 

Selfish shepherds (v. 12b). The word translated 
“feeding” means “shepherding.” Instead of shepherding 
the flock and caring for the needs of the people, these 
apostates only take care of themselves. Jude may have 
had in mind Isaiah 56:10-12 and Ezekiel 34, where the 
prophets condemned the political and spiritual leaders 
of the nation (“shepherds”) for exploiting the people 
and caring only for themselves. 

It is a serious thing to be a shepherd over God’s 
flock. Our example must be Jesus Christ, the Good 
Shepherd who gave His life for the sheep. False shep- 
herds use and abuse people in order to get what they 
want, and yet all the while, the people love it! Paul mar- 
veled at this when he wrote 2 Corinthians 11:20— 
“You don’t mind, do you, if a man takes away your lib- 
erty, spends your money, takes advantage of you, puts 
on airs, or even smacks your face?” (PH). 

These selfish shepherds do all of this “without fear.” 
They are an arrogant lot! This is the difference between 
a true shepherd and a hireling: the true shepherd cares 
for the sheep, while the hireling cares only for himself. 
“Woe be to the shepherds of Israel that do feed them- 
selves! Should not the shepherds feed the flocks?” 
(Ezek. 34:2). But these apostates ought to be afraid, for 
their judgment is coming. 

Empty clouds (v. 12c). Clouds that promise rain, 
but fail to produce, are a disappointment to the farmer 
whose crops desperately need water. The apostates look 
like men who can give spiritual help, and they boast of 
their abilities, but they are unable to produce. “Whoso 
boasteth himself of a false gift [a gift he does not give] 
is like clouds and wind without rain” (Prov. 25:14). 
They promise liberty, but they can only give bondage 
(2 Peter 2:19). 

The Word of God is sometimes compared to the 
rain and the dew. “My doctrine shall drop as the rain, 
my speech shall distill as the dew” (Deut. 32:2). Isaiah 
55:10 compares God’s Word to the rain and snow 
from heaven that bring fruit on the earth. Like the 
clouds in the sky, the false teachers may be prominent 
and even attractive, but if they cannot bring rain, they 
are useless. 

Dead trees (v. 12d). The picture is that of an 
orchard in autumn, the time when the farmer expects 
fruit. But these trees are fruitless! “Ye shall know them 
by their fruits” (Matt. 7:16). Those who teach and 
preach the Word have the responsibility of feeding oth- 
ers, but the false teachers have nothing to give. Not 
only are they fruitless, but they are also rootless 
(“plucked up by the root”); this is why they are “twice 
dead.” What a contrast to the godly man in Psalm 1:3! 

One of the evidences of true salvation is producing 
spiritual fruit. The seed that fell on the hard soil, the 
shallow soil, and the crowded soil did not produce 
fruit, but the seed that fell on the “good ground” did 
produce fruit (Matt. 13:1-9, 18-23). No matter how 
much of the Bible the false teachers may quote, the 
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seed is not producing fruit in their own lives or 
through their ministries. Why? Because they have no 
spiritual roots. They lack spiritual life. 

Fruit has in it the seed for more fruit (Gen. 
1:11-12). One of the evidences that a ministry is truly 
of God is that the fruit multiplies. Manufactured 
“results” are sterile and dead, but true fruit continues to 
grow and reproduce itself in the lives of others. 

Raging waves (v, 13a). I personally do not enjoy 
being zz or on the ocean (I am not a good swimmer). 
However, I do enjoy sitting dy the ocean and contem- 
plating its grandeur and power. But I certainly would 
not want to be either in or on the ocean in a storm! 
There is great power in those waves, as many a mariner 
has discovered. But Jude compared the apostates to 
“raging waves of the sea” not because of their power, 
but because of their pride and arrogant speech. “Their 
mouth speaketh great swelling words” (Jude 16). Like 
the swelling of the sea, they make a lot of noise, but 
what do they produce? Have you ever walked along the 
beach the morning after a storm and seen the ugly 
refuse that has been deposited on the shore? 

Jude may have had Isaiah 57:20 in mind: “But the 
wicked are like the troubled sea, when it cannot rest, 
whose waters cast up mire and dirt.” All that the “great 
swelling words” of the apostates can produce is foam 
and flotsam! The true teachers of the Word bring up 
the treasures of the deep, but the false teachers produce 
only refuse. And what they boast about, they really 
ought to be ashamed of (see Phil. 3:19)! 

Wandering stars (v. 13b). Jude was not referring to 
fixed stars, planets, or comets, because they have defi- 
nite positions and orbits. He was referring to meteors, 
falling stars that suddenly appear and then vanish into 
the darkness, never to be seen again. Our Lord is com- 
pared to a star (Rev. 2:28; 22:16), and Christians are to 
shine as stars in this dark world (Phil. 2:15). Fixed stars 
can be depended on to guide the traveler through the 
darkness, but wandering stars can only lead him astray. 

One of my hobbies is collecting books of sermons, 
not only by famous preachers, but also by obscure and 
forgotten men whose names once were famous. I have 
noticed that many a “pulpit beacon” has turned out to 
be a fallen star! It is disturbing to read histories and 
biographies and see how “the mighty have fallen.” For 
the most part, those who have been true to the Word 
are ministering yet today as lights shining in the dark- 
ness, while the preachers of false doctrine have fallen 
into oblivion. 

God has reserved chains of darkness for the rebel- 
lious angels (Jude 6), and He has reserved “the 
blackness of darkness forever” for apostate teachers. 
Beware of following a falling star! It will lead you into 
eternal blackness! 

As you review these six pictures of the false teachers, 
you can easily see how dangerous they are and how 
important it is for the church to keep them out. 

Murmurers and complainers (v. 16). Jude 16 
completes the description and emphasizes even more 


why they are so dangerous: they are out to please them- 
selves by taking advantage of others. This reminds us of 
Peter’s statement (2 Peter 2:14), “A heart they have 
exercised with covetous practices” or, as Phillips trans- 
lates it, “Their technique of getting what they want is, 
through long practice, highly developed.” They give 
the impression that they are out to help you, but they 
are interested only in gratifying their own lusts. 

What is their approach? For one thing, they mur- 
mur and complain and cause people to become 
dissatisfied with life. While each of us should do all we 
can, as God enables us, to improve our lot in life, at the 
same time we must be careful not to criticize God’s 
providences or hinder His plans. The nation of Israel 
was judged because of her complaining (1 Cor. 
10:1-10), and Christians are commanded not to com- 
plain (Phil. 2:14-16). If a false teacher can make a 
person critical of his pastor or church, or dissatisfied 
with his situation, he then can lead him astray into 
false doctrine. 

The false teachers also use “great swelling words” to 
impress ignorant people. Peter called their speeches 
“great swelling words of vanity” (2 Peter 2:18). They 
impress people with their vocabularies and oratory, but 
what they say is just so much “hot air.” They also use 
flattery to manipulate their listeners. They “bow and 
scrape” and pay compliments to others, ¿fit is to their 
advantage. 

Knowing these things, we are amazed that anybody 
would listen to these apostates and follow them, but 
many people are doing it today! There is something in 
fallen human nature that loves a lie and is willing to 
follow it, no matter where it may lead. But the success 
of the apostates is only temporary, for their judgment 
is coming. 


They Receive Their Due Penalty (14-15) 

All that we know about Enoch from Scripture is found 
in Genesis 5:18-24; Hebrews 11:5; and these two 
verses in Jude. He is called “the seventh from Adam” to 
identify him as the godly Enoch, since Cain had a son 
of the same name (Gen. 4:17). In a society that was 
rapidly being polluted and destroyed by sin, Enoch 
walked with God and kept his life clean. He also min- 
istered as a prophet and announced the coming 
judgment. 

Bible scholars tell us that this quotation is from an 
apocryphal book called The Book of Enoch. The fact 
that Jude quoted from this nonbiblical book does not 
mean the book is inspired and trustworthy, any more 
than Paul’s quotations from the Greek poets put God’s 
“seal of approval” on everything they wrote. The Spirit 
of God led Jude to use this quotation and make it a 
part of the inspired Scriptures. 

When Enoch originally gave this message, it is pos- 
sible that he was also referring to the coming judgment 
of the flood. He certainly lived in an ungodly age, and 
it seemed that sinners were getting away with their evil 
deeds. But Enoch made it clear that judgment was 
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coming and that the ungodly would get what was com- 
ing to them! 

However, the final application of this prophecy is to 
the world in the end times, the very judgment that 
Peter wrote about in 2 Peter 3. The false teachers 
mocked this prophecy and argued that Jesus Christ 
would never come and God would never send judg- 
ment. But their very attitude was proof that the Word 
is true, for both our Lord and His apostles, as well as 
the prophets, said that scoffers and mockers would 
appear in the last days (2 Peter 3:1—-4). Enoch gave his 
prophecy thousands of years ago! See how patient God 
has been with those who have rebelled against Him! 

What does Enoch’s prophecy say about the coming 
judgment? It will be a personal judgment: God Himself 
will come to judge the world. He will not send a 
famine or a flood, nor will He assign the task to an 
angel. He Himself will come. This shows the serious- 
ness of the event, and also its finality. “Behold, the 
Judge standeth before the door” (James 5:9). 

Though it is a personal judgment, our Lord will not 
judge alone; the saints of God will be with Him. The 
word saints in Jude 14 means “holy ones” and can also 
refer to the angels (Deut. 33:2; Matt. 25:31). However, 
we know from Revelation 19:14; Colossians 3:4; and 1 
Thessalonians 3:13 that the people of God will accom- 
pany the Lord when He returns to earth to defeat His 
enemies and establish His righteous kingdom (cf. 1 
Cor. 6:2-3). Over the centuries, the people of God 
have suffered at the hands of the ungodly, but one day 
the tables will be turned. 

It will be a universal judgment. He will execute 
judgment “upon all”’—none will escape. Just as the 
flood destroyed all who were outside the ark, and the 
fire and brimstone destroyed all in Sodom and 
Gomorrah except Lot and his wife and two daughters, 
so the last judgment will encompass all the ungodly. 
The word ungodly is used four times in this one verse! 
It will be “the day of judgment and perdition [ruin, 
destruction] of ungodly men” (2 Peter 3:7). 

It will be a just judgment. God will convict (“con- 
vince”) them of their sins, declare them guilty, pass 
sentence on them, and then execute the punishment. 
There will be a Judge, Jesus Christ (John 5:22), but no 
jury. There will be prosecution, but no defense, for 
every mouth will be stopped (Rom. 3:19). There will 
be a sentence, but no appeal, for there can be no higher 
court than God’s final judgment. The entire procedure 
will be just, for the righteous Son of God will be in 
charge. 

The Lord will have the record of their “ungodly 
deeds.” He will also have a record of their motives and 
hidden desires as they committed these deeds and even 
these will be ungodly! He will recall the “hard 
speeches” (Jude 15) that they uttered against the Lord. 
The word hard carries the idea of “rough, harsh, stem, 
uncivil.” After all, these people were “murmurers” and 
“complainers” (Jude 16) and spoke harsh things against 
God. They were not “afraid to speak evil of dignities” 
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(2 Peter 2:10), but at the judgment their words will tes- 
tify against them. They spoke “great swelling words” (2 
Peter 2:18; Jude 16), but at the judgment their great 
words will bring great wrath. 

There are times when God’s children ask, “Lord, 
how long shall the wicked, how long shall the wicked 
triumph? How long shall they utter and speak hard 
things? and all the workers of iniquity boast them- 
selves?” (Ps. 94:3-4). The answer is given in Psalm 
50:3—“Our God shall come, and shall not keep 
silence: a fire shall devour before him, and it shall be 
very tempestuous round about him.” 

The words are familiar, but what James Russell 
Lowell wrote in “The Present Crisis” certainly applies 
today. 


Careless seems the great Avenger; 
history's pages but record 
One death-grapple in the darkness 
twix old systems and the Word; 
Truth forever on the scaffold, 
Wrong forever on the throne— 
Yet that scaffold sways the future, 
and, behind the dim unknown, 
Standeth God within the shadow, 


keeping watch above His own.... 


“Nevertheless we, according to His promise, look 
for new heavens and a new earth, wherein dwelleth 
righteousness” (2 Peter 3:13). 

“Even so, come, Lord Jesus!” 


CHAPTER THREE 
Jude 17-25 


YOU DON’T HAVE TO STUMBLE 


read somewhere that the Great Wall of China was 
| penetrated at least three times by the enemy, and 
each time the guards were bribed! 

A strong defense depends on strong people, and 
this applies to spiritual battles as well as military con- 
tests. If the church is to oppose and defeat the false 
teachers, then all of us in the church must be strong 
and able to “stand against the wiles of the devil” (Eph. 
6:11). There is always the danger of stumbling (Jude 
24), and a stumble is the first step toward a fall. 

In this closing paragraph, Jude addressed his 
beloved readers and gave them four instructions to fol- 
low if they would stand firm and resist the apostates. 


Remember God’s Word (17-19) 

From the very beginning, Satan has attacked the Word 
of God. “Yea, hath God said?” was his opening thrust 
when he led Eve into disobedience in the garden (Gen. 
3:1). Once we begin to question God’s Word, we are 
vulnerable to Satan’s other attacks, for only the truth of 
the Word can protect us from the lies of the devil. “To 
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the law and to the testimony: if they speak not accord- 
ing to this word, it is because there is no light in them” 
(Isa. 8:20). 

Remember who gave the Word (v. 17). While our 
Lord had many disciples, He selected only a few to be 
apostles. The word means “one who is sent with a com- 
mission.” In order to qualify, a believer had to be a 
witness of the resurrection of Christ (Acts 1:21—22; 1 
Cor. 9:1). The apostles lived with Christ during His 
ministry, learned from Him, and were sent by Him 
into all the world to carry the good news of salvation. 

Wherever there is the authentic, the counterfeit will 
appear; this happened in the early church. False apos- 
tles and teachers began to appear, and it was necessary 
to develop a system to protect the church against false 
prophecies and forged letters. Since Christ had com- 
mitted “the faith” (Jude 3) to His apostles, one of the 
main tests in the early church was, “Is this what the 
apostles taught?” When the church assembled the New 
Testament books, it was required that each book be 
written either by an apostle or by someone closely asso- 
ciated with an apostle. Apostolic teaching was, and still 
is, the test of truth. 

Jude mentioned the words that were “spoken” by 
the apostles, because originally there were no New 
Testament epistles. Over the years, inspired letters were 
written by Paul, Peter, and John; we have these letters 
in our New Testament. We also have a record of some 
of their sermons in the book of Acts. We no longer 
depend on tradition since we have the completed 
Scriptures, both the Old Testament and the New. 

Whenever somebody offers you a “new revelation,” 
test it by what the apostles wrote and by what Jesus 
Christ taught. You will soon discover that the “revela- 
tion” is a lie. 

Remember what they said (v. 18). They prophe- 
sied that, in these last days, mockers would come who 
would deny the Word of God. Jude echoed what Peter 
had written (2 Peter 3:3ff.), but Paul and John also 
warned their readers about the apostates (1 Tim. 4; 
2 Tim. 3; 1 John 2:18ff.; 4:1-6). When a warning is 
given so many times, it behooves us to take it seriously! 

The phrase “walking after their own lusts” appears 
in 2 Peter 3:3 and Jude 16 and 18, and it explains why 
the apostates deny God’s truth: they do not want God 
to tell them how to live. They want to satisfy their own 
sinful desires, and the Word of God condemns their 
selfish way of life. When a person says, “I have intellec- 
tual problems with the Bible,” he probably has moral 
problems because the Bible contradicts what he is 
doing. The only sure way to know the truth of the 
Bible is by obeying it (John 7:17). 

Before Satan can substitute his own lies, he must 
get rid of the truth of God’s Word. If he cannot argue 
it away, he will laugh it away, and he can usually find 
somebody to laugh with him. 

Remember why they said it (v. 19). The false 
teachers want to divide the church and lead people out 
of the true fellowship into their false fellowship. “Also 


of your own selves shall men arise, speaking perverse 
things, to draw away disciples after them” (Acts 20:30). 
Their appeal is usually, “We have a deeper knowledge 
of the Word that your church doesn’t have! We have a 
better understanding of prophecy, or of the Christian 
life, than you do.” They offer a “higher quality” reli- 
gion than that of the apostles. 

Not only do false teachers divide the church, but 
they also deceive the church, because they are “sensual, 
having not the Spirit.” The word sensual means the 
opposite of “spiritual.” This is the way Paul used it in 1 
Corinthians 2:14-16, where it is translated “natural.” 
(The Greek word is psukikos, which means “soulish.”) 
Because the false teachers do not have the Spirit of 
God, they must function on their natural “soul power” 
alone. 

One of the tragedies in ministry today is that some 
of God’s people cannot discern between “soul ministry” 
and the true ministry of the Spirit. There is so much 
“religious showmanship” these days that the saints are 
confused and deceived. Just as there was “false fire” in the 
tabernacle (Lev. 10), so there is “false fire” today in the 
church; therefore we must exercise careful discernment. 

How can we discern between the “soulish” and the 
“spiritual”? By using the Word of God which is able to 
divide soul and spirit (Heb. 4:12) and by paying close 
attention to the witness of the Spirit of God within 
(Rom. 8:16). A “soulish” ministry magnifies man, but 
the Spirit glorifies Jesus Christ. When the Spirit is min- 
istering through the Word, there is edification; but 
when the soul is merely “manufacturing” a ministry, 
there is entertainment or, at best, only intellectual edu- 
cation. It takes the Spirit of God to minister to our 
spirits and to make us more like Jesus Christ. 


Build Your Christian Life (20-21) 

The Christian life must never stand still; if it does, it 
will go backward. A house left to itself falls apart. The 
apostates are in the business of tearing down, but each 
Christian must be involved in building up—first, his 
own spiritual life and then his local assembly. 

The foundation for our Christian life is our “most 
holy faith” (Jude 20), which is the same as “the faith 
which was once delivered unto the saints” (Jude 3). 
There is a sense, of course, in which our faith in Jesus 
Christ is the basis for our growth, but even that faith 
depends on what God has revealed to us in His Word. 
Subjective faith depends on objective revelation of truth. 

The Word of God is certainly central in spiritual 
growth. I have yet to meet a strong, fruitful Christian 
who ignores his Bible. We must daily spend devotional 
time in the Word, seeking the mind of God. We must 
also study the Word regularly, in a disciplined way, so 
that we better understand what it teaches. The gifted 
Chinese preacher, Watchman Nee, used to read 
through the New Testament once a month. This 
becomes apparent when you read his books, for you are 
struck with his wonderful insights into God’s Word. 
The members of the Chinese church used to have a 
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saying, “No Bible—no breakfast!” If we followed that 
motto in America, I wonder how many Christians 
would go hungry. 

The power for building the Christian life comes 
from prayer: “praying in the Holy Ghost” (Jude 20). 
The Word of God and prayer go together in spiritual 
growth. If all we do is read and study the Bible, we will 
have a great deal of light, but not much power. 
However, if we concentrate on prayer and ignore the 
Bible, we may be guilty of zeal without knowledge. We 
read the Word to grow in faith (Rom. 10:17), then we 
use that faith to ask God for what we need and what 
His Word tells us we may have. 

The Word of God and prayer certainly go together 
(Acts 6:4). Evangelist Billy Sunday used to give his con- 
verts three rules for success in the Christian life. Each 
day they were to read the Bible and let God talk to them. 
They were to pray; in other words, they were to talk to 
God. And they were to witness and talk to others about 
God. It would be difficult to improve on those rules. 

What does it mean to “pray in the Holy Spirit”? 
(Note the contrast with Jude 19— “having not the 
Spirit.”) It means to pray according to the leading of 
the Spirit. It has well been said, “Prayer is not getting 
man’s will done in heaven—it is getting God’s will 
done on earth.” This agrees with 1 John 5:14-15. 

As Christians, we may pray in solitude (Matt. 6:6), 
but we never pray alone; the Spirit of God joins with us 
as we pray (Rom. 8:26-28) because He knows the 
mind of God and can direct us. He can give us wisdom 
and knowledge from the Word (Eph. 1:15ff.). He can 
also help us approach the Father through the access we 
have in Jesus Christ (Eph. 2:18). We worship God “in 
the Spirit” (Phil. 3:3), and the Spirit motivates us to 
pray, for He is “the Spirit of grace and of supplications” 
(Zech. 12:10). When the believer is yielded to the 
Spirit, then the Spirit will assist him in his prayer life, 
and God will answer prayer. 

This “building process” in the Christian life 
involves the Word of God, the Spirit of God, and 
prayer. But these things, as precious as they are, can 
become somewhat routine; so Jude added another fac- 
tor abiding in Gods love (Jude 21). He did not write, 
“Keep yourselves saved!” because he had already 
assured them that they were “preserved in Jesus Christ” 
(Jude 1). He wrote, “Keep yourselves in the love of 
God.” Our Lord made a similar statement recounted in 
John 15:9— “Continue ye in my love.” 

To love God means much more than to enjoy a spe- 
cial kind of feeling. Of course, as we grow in grace, we 
do experience deeper fellowship with the Father (John 
14:21-24), and we do have times when He seems very 
near. The Bible compares this to the love of a husband 
and wife (Eph. 5:22ff). Any happily married couple 
can tell you that love deepens over the years. 

But it takes more than ecstatic feelings to make a 
successful marriage—or a successful Christian life! 
There must also be obedience and mutual concern. 
“But whoso keepeth his word, in him verily is the love 
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of God perfected” (1 John 2:5). “If ye keep my com- 
mandments, ye shall abide in my love” (John 15:10). 
We grow in our love for God as we listen to His Word, 
obey it, and delight in doing what pleases Him. That is 
how we keep ourselves in God’s love. 

God’s love is a holy love; it is not shallow sentiment. 
“Ye that love the Lord, hate evil” (Ps. 97:10). To love 
God is to love what He loves and hate what He hates! 
We please Him by doing those things that He com- 
mands. It is the dedicated, separated Christian who 
enjoys the deepest fellowship with the Father in the 
family (2 Cor. 6:14-18). 

We build our Christian life on the foundation of 
faith and through the motivation of love. But we also 
need hope: “looking for the mercy of our Lord Jesus 
Christ unto eternal life.” The believer’s eyes must be 
lifted heavenward. “Looking for that blessed hope, and 
the glorious appearing of the great God and our Savior 
Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:13). “Looking for and hasting 
unto the coming of the day of God” (2 Peter 3:12). 

The word translated “looking” (Jude 21) means 
“earnestly expecting.” It describes an attitude of life 
that is motivated by the promise of our Lord’s return. 
The apostates can only look for judgment, but God’s 
people are looking for mercy. Not only is our salva- 
tion from sin the gift of God’s mercy, but so also is the 
deliverance of His church from this evil world. In His 
mercy, He will come for us and take us to Himself. 

We have already noted that looking for the coming 
of the Lord is a great encouragement to Christian liv- 
ing. It makes us want to keep pure (1 John 3:3) and to 
avoid the things of the flesh and the world (Phil. 
3:17-21). Our hope in Christ is like an anchor (Heb. 
6:19) that holds us in the storms of life, and like a hel- 
met that protects us in the battles of life (1 Thess. 5:8). 

The three “Christian graces” of faith, hope, and 
love enable us to grow in our spiritual walk. We are able 
to build on a solid foundation with materials that will 
not decay. Mere profession with the lips will not suf- 
fice. “Not everyone that saith unto me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ 
shall enter into the kingdom of heaven; but he that 
doeth the will of my Father which is in heaven” (Matt. 
7:21). The parable of the two builders (Matt. 7:24-27) 
makes it clear that to obey the will of God means to 
build on a foundation that cannot fail. 


Exercise Spiritual Discernment (22-23) 

What should be the attitude of the growing Christian 
toward those who are being influenced by the apos- 
tates? Jude instructed his readers to exercise 
discernment and to act on the basis of that discern- 
ment. He described three different kinds of people who 
need spiritual help. The New American Standard Bible 


makes this clear: 


And have mercy on some, who are doubt- 
ing; save others, snatching them out of the 
fire; and on some have mercy with fear, hat- 
ing even the garment polluted by the flesh. 
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The doubting (v. 22). These are the people who 
are wavering. They are probably the “unstable souls” 
Peter wrote about (2 Peter 2:14). These people are con- 
verted, but they are not grounded in the faith. Our 
responsibility is to have mercy on them, or show com- 
passion toward them, by seeking to lead them away 
from the influences of the apostates. This kind of min- 
istry demands a great deal of love and patience, and we 
must keep in mind that immature believers are like lit- 
tle children who think they know right from wrong. If 
you say no to them, they will only rebel and become 
more stubborn! 

One of the best ways to draw them away from the 
false teachers is to magnify all that they have in Christ 
and to share His love for them in practical ways. Make 
their salvation so wonderful and the Word so exciting 
that they will lose interest in the teachings of the apos- 
tates. It is not enough merely to refute the false 
doctrines. There must also be a warmth of love that 
assures the young believer, “We care for you.” 

It is an open secret that false teachers prey especially 
on disgruntled church members. (Note Jude 16— 
*murmurers” and “complainers.”) It is important that 
the pastor and the people show special love and con- 
cern to new Christians and that they also minister to 
the mature members of the church, lest somebody stray 
because of neglect. Paul sent Timothy to the young 
believers in Thessalonica so that he might establish 
them in their faith (1 Thess. 2). Every young Christian 
needs a more mature believer to teach him how to 
stand and walk. 

The burning (v. 23a). Apparently these are the 
people who have left the fellowship and are now a part 
of the apostate group. They need to be snatched out of 
the fire! The angels took Lot by the hand and pulled 
him out of Sodom (Gen. 19:16), and sometimes that 
must be done in order to rescue ignorant and unstable 
believers from the clutches of false teachers. 

There is probably a reference here to Zechariah 3:2 
and also Amos 4:11. In the Zechariah passage, the 
“brand” was the nation Israel brought back from the 
Babylonian captivity and resettled in their land. God 
saw the people as a brand saved from the fire. In Amos 
4, God was reproving the people for not heeding His 
warnings and judgments— poverty, poor crops, 
drought, pestilences, war, and even judgments like 
those that overthrew Sodom and Gomorrah. They 
were as a brand plucked out of the fire, yet they did not 
appreciate God’s mercy. 

The dangerous (v. 23b). The phrase with fear 
means “with caution.” In trying to help those who have 
erred, we must be careful not to be trapped ourselves! 
Many a would-be rescuer has been drowned himself. 
When an unstable believer has been captured by false 
doctrine, we must be very careful as we try to help him, 
for Satan can use him to defile us. In trying to save 
him, we may be stained or burned ourselves! 

The principle Jude was laying down was that 
stronger believers must never think they are beyond 


satanic influence. Even while serving the Lord and 
seeking to rescue one of His children, we can become 
defiled by those we want to help. The Old Testament 
Jews had to be very careful to avoid ceremonial defile- 
ment, and this included even their clothing (Lev. 
13:47ff.; 14:47; 15:17). If a “clean” person touched an 
“unclean” garment, then he was defiled. 

We certainly must love God’s people, but we must 
also hate sin. Wherever there is sin, Satan has a 
foothold and can go to work. Defilement spreads rap- 
idly and secretly, and it must be dealt with drastically. 
If the Jewish priest thought that a garment was infected 
with leprosy, he had the garment burned. 

Not every Christian is equipped to deal with false 
teachers or with those they have influenced and cap- 
tured. It takes a good knowledge of the Word, a faithful 
walk with God, an understanding of Satan’s devices, 
and certainly the fullness of the Spirit of God. It also 
demands spiritual discernment. It is much easier to 
instruct new Christians and keep them away from the 
false teachers than it is to snatch them out of the fire. 


Commit Yourself to Jesus Christ (24-25) 

This well-known benediction contains a wealth of spir- 
itual truth for the believer to receive. If we want to keep 
our feet on the ground spiritually, walk straight, and 
not stumble, then we must yield ourselves fully to the 
Savior. He alone is able to guard us, but we must “keep 
ourselves in the love of God” (Jude 21). He is able if we 
are willing! 

Jude was not writing about the possibility of the 
believer sinning and falling from God’s family. We have 
noted before that he made it clear in Jude 1 that true 
believers are “preserved” and cannot be lost. He was 
writing about the believers daily walk with the Lord 
and the danger of going astray and stumbling. If we do 
disobey God, we may confess our sins and receive His 
forgiveness (1 John 1:9). If we persist in disobedience, 
He will chasten us in love (Heb. 12:5-11). He will 
never permit one of His own to be lost. 

The Father has covenanted with the Son that all of 
His people will one day see and share His glory (see John 
17:22-24). Jesus Christ will have the special joy of pre- 
senting His bride, the church, before the Father’s 
throne! It was the anticipation of this “joy” that helped 
Him endure the sufferings of the cross (Heb. 12:2). The 
purpose of salvation is not simply to rescue sinners from 
hell, as wonderful as that is. The grand purpose is that 
God may be glorified for all eternity (Eph. 1:6, 12, 14). 

Today, there are spots and blemishes in the church, 
but on that day God’s people shall be blameless. Satan 
will find nothing to accuse. The bride will be arrayed 
in the righteousness of Christ to the glory of God. 

Knowing this, the believer has a strong motive for 
living for Christ and obeying His Word. We want to 
bring joy to His heart today as we anticipate the joy He 
will have when He welcomes His bride to heaven! This 
is the significance of 1 John 3:3—”And every man that 
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hath this hope in him purifieth himself, even as he is 
pure” (cf. Eph. 5:27; Phil. 2:15). 

Jude 25 is the only place in this little letter where 
Jude called our Lord “Savior.” Peter used this title five 
times. But Jude opened his letter by reminding his read- 
ers of “the common salvation” (Jude 3) that they shared 
because of their faith in Jesus Christ. It is not enough 
to say that Jesus Christ is “a savior,” or ‘the Savior”; we 
must say that He is “our Savior—my Savior.” 

He is not only our Savior, but He is “the only wise 
God.” He can give you the wisdom you need to live 
your life to the glory of God. The false teachers boasted 
of their special knowledge, but they lacked spiritual 
wisdom. God gives wisdom to those who ask Him 
(James 1:5), provided they are sincerely willing to obey 
Him. If Christians would seek the wisdom of God in 
the Word of God, they would not stumble into the 
traps of the false teachers, but would walk to please the 
Lord (Col 1:9-10). 

Why should we walk in obedience to God’s will? So 
that Christ might receive the glory! 

Glory is the sum total of all that God is and all that 
God does. Everything about Him is glorious! The glory 
of man fades as the mown grass, but the glory of God 
goes on eternally. 

Majesty means “greatness, magnificence.” Only 
God is great. When we praise God, we praise the most 
magnificent Person in the universe. He is not simply 
King; He is King of kings! He is not simply Lord; He 
is Lord of lords! 

Dominion has to do with God’s sovereignty and rule 
over all things. The Greek word means “strength, 
might,” but it carries the idea of complete control over 
all things. 

Power means “authority,” which is the right to use 
power. All authority belongs to Jesus Christ (Matt. 
28:18), including authority over the powers of dark- 
ness (Eph. 1:19-23). As we yield to Him, we share His 
authority and accomplish His will. 

What a magnificent doxology this is! Knowing the 
purpose Jude had in mind when he wrote this letter, 
this doxology takes on even greater significance. Jude 
was reminding his readers of the greatness of Jesus 
Christ If only they could catch that, they would never 
be led astray by false teachers. Like the young man 
who falls in love and marries, and is no longer inter- 
ested in his old girlfriends, so the believer who keeps 
himself “in the love of God” (Jude 21), caught up in 
the glories of the Savior, will never want to turn to 
Satan’s substitutes. 

You don’t have to stumble. 

If you will remember the Word, build your 
Christian life in faith, hope, and love, exercise spiritual 
discernment, and commit yourself to Christ, then He 
will keep you from stumbling. Be alert! 

The enemy is subtle and the dangers are great. 

But the only wise God your Savior will keep you 
safe and one day present you joyfully in glory! 
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CHAPTER ONE 


Revelation 1 


A VERY SPECIAL BOOK 


ont ever prophesy,” said American humorist Josh 
D Billings, “for if you prophesy wrong, nobody will 

forget it; and if you prophesy right, nobody will 
remember it.” 

Over the centuries, prophecies have come and 
gone, and yet the book that the apostle John wrote near 
the close of the first century is with us still. I can recall 
reading it as a child and wondering what it was all 
about. Even today, with many years of concentrated 
study behind me, I am still fascinated by its message 
and mysteries. 

In Revelation 1, John introduces his book and gives 
us the data essential for appreciating and understand- 
ing this prophecy. 


The Title (1:1a) 

The word translated “revelation” simply means “unveil- 
ing.” It gives us our English word apocalypse which, 
unfortunately, is today a synonym for chaos and catas- 
trophe. The verb simply means “to uncover, to reveal, 
to make manifest.” In this book, the Holy Spirit pulls 
back the curtain and gives us the privilege of seeing the 
glorified Christ in heaven and the fulfillment of His 
sovereign purposes in the world. 

In other words, Revelation is an open book in which 
God reveals His plans and purposes to His church. 
When Daniel finished writing his prophecy, he was 
instructed to “shut up the words, and seal the book” 
(Dan. 12:4), but John was given opposite instructions: 
“Seal not the sayings of the prophecy of this book” (Rev. 
22:10). Why? Since Calvary, the resurrection, and the 
coming of the Holy Spirit, God has ushered in the “last 
days” (Heb. 1:1-2) and is fulfilling His hidden purposes 
in this world. “The time is at hand” (Rev. 1:3; 22:10). 

John’s prophecy is primarily the revelation of Jesus 
Christ, not the revelation of future events. You must 
not divorce the Person from the prophecy, for without 
the Person there could be no fulfillment of the 
prophecy. “He is not incidental to its action,” wrote 
Dr. Merrill Tenney. “He is its chief Subject.” In 
Revelation 1—3, Christ is seen as the exalted Priest. 

King ministering to the churches. In Revelation 4— 
5, He is seen in heaven as the glorified Lamb of God, 
reigning on the throne. In Revelation 6—18, Christ is 
the Judge of all the earth, and in Revelation 19, He 
returns to earth as the conquering King of kings. The 
book closes with the heavenly Bridegroom ushering His 
bride, the church, into the glorious heavenly city. 

Whatever you do as you study this book, get to 
know your Savior better. 


The Author (1:1b-2, 4, 9; 22:8) 
The Holy Spirit used the apostle John to give us three 
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kinds of inspired literature: the gospel of John, the 
three epistles, and the book of Revelation. His purposes 
may be outlined as follows: 


Gospel of John Epistles Revelation 
Believe, 20:31 Be sure, 1 John Be ready, 22:20 
5:13 
Life received Life revealed Life rewarded 
Salvation Sanctification Sovereignty 
The Prophet The Priest The King 


John wrote Revelation about AD 95, during the 
reign of the Roman emperor Titus Flavius Domitian. 
The emperor had demanded that he be worshipped as 
“Lord and God,” and the refusal of the Christians to 
obey his edict led to severe persecution. Tradition says 
that it was Domitian who sent John to the Isle of 
Patmos, a Roman penal colony off the coast of Asia 
Minor. This being the location of John’s exile, perhaps 
it is not surprising that the word sea is found twenty- 
six times in his book. 

During Christ’s earthly ministry, John and his 
brother James asked Jesus for special places of honor by 
His throne. The Lord told them that they would have 
to merit their thrones by sharing in His suffering. 
James was the first apostle martyred (Acts 12:1-2); 
John was the last of the apostles to die, but he suffered 
on Patmos before his death (see Matt. 20:20-23). 

How did the Lord convey the contents of this book 
to His servant? According to Revelation 1:1-2, the 
Father gave the revelation to the Son, and the Son 
shared it with the apostle, using “His angel” as interme- 
diary. Sometimes Christ Himself conveyed 
information to John (Rev. 1:10ff.); sometimes it was an 
elder (Rev. 7:13); and often it was an angel (Rev. 17:1; 
19:9-10). Sometimes a “voice from heaven” told John 
what to say and do (Rev. 10:4). The book came from 
God to John, no matter what the various means of 
communication were, and it was all inspired by the 
Spirit. 

The word signified (Rev. 1:1) is important; it means 
“to show by a sign.” In Revelation, the noun is trans- 
lated as sign (Rev. 15:1), wonder (Rev. 12:1, 3), and 
miracle (Rev. 19:20). This is the same word used in the 
gospel of John for the miracles of Jesus Christ, for His 
miracles were events that carried a deeper spiritual mes- 
sage than simply the display of power. As you study 
Revelation, expect to encounter a great deal of symbol- 
ism, much of it related to the Old Testament. 

Why did John use symbolism? For one thing, this 
kind of “spiritual code” is understood only by those 
who know Christ personally. Ifany Roman officers had 
tried to use Revelation as evidence against Christians, 
the book would have been a puzzle and an enigma to 
them. But an even greater reason is that symbolism is 
not weakened by time. John was able to draw on the 
great “images” in God’s revelation and assemble them 
into an exciting drama that has encouraged persecuted 
and suffering saints for centuries. However, you must 


not conclude that John’s use of symbolism indicates 
that the events described are not real. They are real! 

There is a third reason why John used symbolism: 
symbols not only convey information, but also impart 
values and arouse emotions. John could have written, 
“A dictator will rule the world,” but instead he 
described a beast. The symbol says much more than the 
mere title of “dictator.” Instead of explaining a world 
system, John simply introduced “Babylon the Great” 
and contrasted the “harlot” with the “bride.” The very 
name “Babylon” would convey deep spiritual truth to 
readers who knew the Old Testament. 

In understanding John’s symbolism, however, we 
must be careful not to allow our imaginations to run 
wild. Biblical symbols are consistent with the whole of 
biblical revelation. Some symbols are explained (Rev. 
1:20; 4:5; 5:8); others are understood from Old 
Testament symbolism (Rev. 2:7, 17; 4:7); and some 
symbols are not explained at all (the “white stone” in 
Rev. 2:17). Nearly 300 references to the Old Testament 
are found in Revelation! This means that we must 
anchor our interpretations to what God has already 
revealed, lest we misinterpret this important prophetic 


book. 


The Readers (1:3-4) 

While the book was originally sent to seven actual 
local churches in Asia Minor, John makes it clear that 
any believer may read and profit from it (Rev. 1:3). In 
fact, God promised a special blessing to the one who 
would read the book and obey its message. (The verb 
read means “to read out loud.” Revelation was first 
read aloud in local church meetings.) The apostle 
Paul had sent letters to seven churches—Rome, 
Corinth, Galatia, Ephesus, Philippi, Colosse, and 
Thessalonica—and_ now John sent one book to seven 
different churches. Early in the book, he had a special 
message from Christ to each church. 

John did not send this book of prophecy to the 
assemblies in order to satisfy their curiosity about the 
future. God’s people were going through intense per- 
secution, and they needed encouragement. As they 
heard this book, its message would give them strength 
and hope. But even more, its message would help 
them examine their own lives (and each local assem- 
bly) to determine those areas needing correction. They 
were not only to ear the Word, but they were also to 
keep it—that is, guard it as a treasure and practice 
what it said. The blessing would come, not just by 
hearing, but even more so by doing (see James 
1:22-25). 

It is worth noting that there are seven “beatitudes” 
in Revelation: 1:3; 14:13; 16:15; 19:9; 20:6; 22:7, 14. 
The number seven is important in this book because it 
signifies fullness and completeness. In Revelation, God 
tells us how He is going to complete His great work 
and usher in His eternal kingdom. In Revelation, you 
will find seven seals (Rev. 5:1), seven trumpets (Rev. 
8:6), seven vials (Rev. 16:1), seven stars (Rev. 1:16), 
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and seven lampstands (Rev. 1:12, 20). Other “sevens” 
in this book will be discussed as we study. 

The special messages to each of the seven churches 
are given in Revelation 2—3. Some students see in 
these seven churches a “panorama of church history,” 
from apostolic times (Ephesus) to the apostate days of 
the twentieth century (Laodicea). While these churches 
may illustrate various stages in the history of the 
church, that was probably not the main reason why 
these particular assemblies were selected. Instead, these 
letters remind us that the exalted Head of the church 
knows what is going on in each assembly, and that our 
relationship to Him and His Word determines the life 
and ministry of the local body. 

Keep in mind that the churches in Asia Minor were 
facing persecution and it was important that they be 
rightly related to the Lord and to each other. They are 
pictured as seven separate lampstands, each giving light 
in a dark world (Phil. 2:15; Matt. 5:14-16). The 
darker the day, the greater the light must shine; unfor- 
tunately situations existed in at least five of these 
assemblies that required correction if their lights were 
to shine brightly. As you read Revelation 2—3, note 
that the Lord always reminded them of who He is, and 
encouraged them to be “overcomers.” 

What's more, the promise of Jesus Christ’s coming 
should be to all Christians at all times a motivation for 
obedience and consecration (Rev. 1:3, 7; 2:5, 25; 3:3, 
11; 22:7, 12, 20; see also 1 John 1:1-33). No believer 
should study prophecy merely to satisfy his curiosity. 
When Daniel and John received God’s revelations of 
the future, both fell down as dead men (Dan. 10:7—10; 
Rev. 1:17). They were overwhelmed! We need to 
approach this book as wonderers and worshippers, not 
as academic students. 


The Dedication (1:4-6) 

“If you don't stop writing books,” a friend said to me, 
“you will run out of people to dedicate them to!” I 
appreciated the compliment, but I did not agree with 
the sentiment. John had no problem knowing to 
whom his book should be dedicated! But before he 
wrote the dedication, he reminded his readers that it 
was the Triune God who had saved them and would 
keep them as they faced the fiery trials of suffering. 

God the Father is described as the Eternal One (see 
Rev. 1:8; 4:8). All history is part of His eternal plan, 
including the world’s persecution of the church. Next, 
the Holy Spirit is seen in His fullness, for there are not 
seven spirits, but one. The reference here is probably to 
Isaiah 11:2. 

Finally, Jesus Christ is seen in His threefold office as 
Prophet (faithful Witness), Priest (First-begotten from 
the dead), and King (Prince of the kings of the earth). 
First-begotten does not mean “the first one raised from 
the dead,” but “the highest of those raised from the 
dead.” Firstborn is a title of honor (see Rom. 8:29; Col. 
1:15, 18). 

But of the three Persons of the Trinity, it is to Jesus 
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Christ alone that this book is dedicated. The reason? 
Because of what He has done for His people. To begin 
with, He loves us (present tense in most manuscripts). 
This parallels the emphasis in John’s gospel. He also 
washed us from our sins, or, as some texts read, freed us 
from our sins. This parallels the message of John’s epis- 
tles (see 1 John 1:5ff.). As a grand climax, Christ has 
made us a kingdom of priests, and this is the emphasis of 
Revelation. Today, Jesus Christ is a Priest-King like 
Melchizedek (Heb. 7), and we are seated with Him on 
His throne (Eph. 2:1-10). 

In His love, God called Israel to be a kingdom of 
priests (Ex. 19:1-6), but the Jews failed God and their 
kingdom was taken from them (Matt. 21:43). Today, 
God’s people (the church) are His kings and priests (1 
Peter 2:1—10), exercising spiritual authority and serv- 
ing God in this world. 


The Theme (1:7-8) 

The overriding theme of the book of Revelation is the 
return of Jesus Christ to defeat all evil and to establish 
His reign. It is definitely a book of victory and His peo- 
ple are seen as “overcomers” (see Rev. 2:7, 11, 17, 26; 
3:5, 12, 21; 11:7; 12:11; 15:2; 21:7). In his first epis- 
tle, John also called God’s people “overcomers” (1 John 
2:13-14; 4:4; 5:4-5). Through eyes of unbelief, Jesus 
Christ and His church are defeated in this world, but 
through eyes of faith, He and His people are the true 
victors. As Peter Marshall once said, “It is better to fail 
in a cause that will ultimately succeed than to succeed 
in a cause that will ultimately fail.” 

The statement in Revelation 1:7, “Behold, he 
cometh with clouds,” describes our Lord’s return to the 
earth, and is amplified in Revelation 19:11ff. This is 
not the same as His return in the air to catch away His 
people (1 Thess. 4:13-18; 1 Cor. 15:51ff.). When He 
comes to catch away (rapture) His church, He will 
come “as a thief” (Rev. 3:3; 16:15) and only those who 
are born again will see Him (1 John 3:1-3). The event 
described in Revelation 1:7 will be witnessed by the 
whole world, and especially by a repentant nation of 
Israel (see Dan. 7:13; Zech. 12:10-12). It will be pub- 
lic, not secret (Matt. 24:30-31), and will climax the 
tribulation period described in Revelation 6—19. 

Godly Bible students have not always agreed as to 
the order of events leading up to the establishment of 
God’s eternal kingdom (Rev. 21—22). I personally 
believe that the next event on God’s calendar is the rap- 
ture, when Christ shall return in the air and take His 
church to glory. Christ’s promise to the church in 
Revelation 3:10-11 indicates that the church will not 
go through the tribulation, and this is further sup- 
ported by Paul in 1 Thessalonians 1:10; 5:9-10. It is 
significant to me that there is no mention of the word 
church between Revelation 3:22 and 22:16. 

After the church is raptured, the events depicted in 
Revelation 6—19 will occur: the tribulation, the rise of 
the “man of sin,” the great tribulation (the wrath of 
God) and the destruction of man-made world govern- 
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ment, and then Christ’s return to the earth to set up 
His kingdom. Daniel indicates that this period of 
worldwide trouble will last seven years (Dan. 9:25-27). 
Throughout the book of Revelation, you will find 
measurements of time that coincide with this seven- 
year time span (Rev. 11:2-3; 12:6, 14; 13:5). 

The titles given to God in Revelation 1:8 make it 
clear that He is certainly able to work out His divine 
purposes in human history. Alpha and Omega are the 
first and last letters of the Greek alphabet; so, God is at 
the beginning of all things and also at their end. He is 
the eternal God (see Rev. 1:4), unlimited by time. He 
is also the Almighty, able to do anything. Almighty is a 
key name for God in Revelation (Rev. 1:8; 4:8; 11:17; 
15:3; 16:7, 14; 19:6, 15; 21:22). 

God the Father is called “Alpha and Omega” in 
Revelation 1:8 and 21:6, but the name also is applied 
to His Son (Rev. 1:11; 22:13). This is a strong argu- 
ment for the deity of Christ. Likewise, the title “the 
first and the last” goes back to Isaiah (Isa. 41:4; 44:6; 
48:12-13) and is another proof that Jesus is God. 


The Occasion (1:9-18) 
This book was born out of John’s profound spiritual 
experience while exiled on Patmos. 

What John heard (vv. 9-11). On the Lord’s Day, 
John heard a trumpet-like voice behind him. It was 
Jesus Christ speaking! As far as we know, the apostle 
had not heard his Lord’s voice since Christ had 
returned to heaven more than sixty years before. The 
Lord commissioned John to write this book and to 
send it to the seven churches He had selected. Later 
John would hear another trumpet-like voice, summon- 
ing him to heaven (Rev. 4:1). (Some students relate this 
to 1 Thess. 4:13-18 and see John’s “rapture” as a pic- 
ture of the rapture of the church.) 

What John saw (vv. 12-16). He saw a vision of the 
glorified Christ. Revelation 1:20 makes clear that we 
must not interpret this vision literally, for it is made up 
of symbols. The seven lampstands represent the seven 
churches that would receive the book. Each local 
church is the bearer of God’s light in this dark world. 
Compare this vision with Daniel’s (Dan. 7:9-14). 

Christ’s garments are those of a Judge-King, One 
with honor and authority. The white hair symbolizes 
His eternality, “the Ancient of Days” (Dan. 7:9, 13, 
22). His eyes see all (Rev. 19:12; Heb. 4:12), enabling 
Him to judge righteously. His feet of burning brass also 
suggest judgment, since the brazen altar was the place 
where the fire consumed the sin offering. The Lord had 
come to judge the churches, and He would also judge 
the evil world system. 

The “sound of many waters” (Rev. 1:15) makes me 
think of Niagara Falls! Perhaps two ideas are suggested 
here: (1) Christ gathers together all the “streams of rev- 
elation” and is the Father's “last Word” to man (Heb. 
1:1-3); (2) He speaks with power and authority and 
must be heard. The sword from His mouth certainly 


represents the living Word of God (Heb. 4:12; Eph. 


6:17). He fights His enemies by using His Word (Rev. 
2:16; 19:19-21). 

Revelation 1:20 informs us that the seven stars in 
His hand represent the angels (messengers, see Luke 7:24 
where the Greek word is so translated), or perhaps pas- 
tors, of the seven churches. God holds His servants and 
places them where He wants them to “shine” for Him. 
In Daniel 12:3, wise soul winners are compared to 
shining stars. 

The Lord’s shining countenance reminds us of His 
transfiguration (Matt. 17:2) and also the prophecy of 
Malachi 4:2 (“the Sun of righteousness [shall] arise”). 
The sun is a familiar image of God in the Old 
Testament (Ps. 84:11), reminding us not only of bless- 
ing, but of judgment. The sun can burn as well as bless! 

This vision of Christ was totally different in appear- 
ance from the Savior that John knew “in the flesh” 
when He was ministering on earth. He was not the 
“gentle Jewish carpenter” that sentimentalists like to 
sing about. He is the risen, glorified, exalted Son of 
God, the Priest-King who has the authority to judge all 
men, beginning with His own people (1 Peter 4:17). 

What John did (vv. 17—18). He fell at the Lord’s 
feet as though he were dead! And this is the apostle 
who leaned on Jesus’ breast (John 13:23)! A vision of 
the exalted Christ can only produce awe and fear (Dan. 
10:7-9). We need this attitude of respect today when 
so many believers speak and act with undue familiarity 
toward God. John’s response illustrates what Paul wrote 
in 2 Corinthians 5:16: “Though we have known Christ 
after the flesh, yet now henceforth know we him no 
more.” John no longer “nestled” next to the Lord’s 
heart, relating to Him as he had done before. 

The Lord reassured John by touching him and 
speaking to him (note Dan. 8:18; 9:21; 10:10, 16, 18). 
“Fear not!” is a great encouragement for any child of 
God. We need not fear life, because He is “The Living 
One.” We need not fear death, because He died and is 
alive, having conquered death. And we need not fear 
eternity because He holds the keys of hades (the world 
of the dead) and of death. The One with the keys is the 
One who has authority. 

At the very beginning of this book, Jesus presented 
Himself to His people in majestic glory. What the 
church needs today is a new awareness of Christ and 
His glory. We need to see Him “high and lifted up” 
(Isa. 6:1). There is a dangerous absence of awe and 
worship in our assemblies today. We are boasting about 
standing on our own feet, instead of breaking and 
falling at His feet. For years, Evan Roberts prayed, 
“Bend me! Bend me!” and when God answered, the 
great Welsh Revival resulted. 


The Outline (1:19) 

To the best of my knowledge, the book of Revelation is 
the only book in the Bible that contains an inspired 
outline of the contents. “The things which thou hast 
seen” refers to the vision in Revelation 1. “The things 
which are” refers to Revelation 2—3, the special mes- 
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sages to the seven churches. “The things which shall be 
hereafter” covers the events described in Revelation 
4—22. What John heard in Revelation 4:1 substanti- 
ates this interpretation. 

In review, we can summarize the basic characteris- 
tics of this remarkable book as follows: 

It is a Christ-centered book. To be sure, all 
Scripture speaks of the Savior, but the book of 
Revelation especially magnifies the greatness and glory 
of Jesus Christ. The book is, after all, the revelation of 
Jesus Christ and not simply the revelation of future 
events. 

It is an “open” book. John was told not to seal the 
book (Rev. 22:10) because God’s people need the mes- 
sage it contains. Revelation can be understood, despite 
the fact that it contains mysteries that may never be 
comprehended until we meet at the throne of God. 
John sent the book to the seven churches of Asia Minor 
with the expectation that, when it was read aloud by 
the messengers, the listening saints would understand 
enough of its truths so as to be greatly encouraged in 
their own difficult situations. 

It is a book filled with symbols. Biblical symbols 
are timeless in their message and limitless in their con- 
tent. For instance, the symbol of “Babylon” originates 
in Genesis 10—11, and its meaning grows as you trace 
it through Scripture, climaxing with Revelation 17— 
18. The same is true of the symbols of “the Lamb” and 
“the bride.” It is exciting to seek to penetrate deeper into 
the rich meanings that are conveyed by these symbols. 

It is a book of prophecy. This is definitely stated in 
Revelation 1:3; 22:7, 10, 18-19; note also 10:11. The 
letters to the seven churches of Asia Minor dealt with 
immediate needs in those assemblies, needs that are still 
with us in churches today, but the rest of the book is 
devoted almost entirely to prophetic revelations. It was 
by seeing the victorious Christ presented that the perse- 
cuted Christians found encouragement for their 
difficult task of witnessing. When you have assurance 
for the future, you have stability in the present. John 
himself was suffering under the hand of Rome (Rev. 
1:9), so the book was born out of affliction. 

It is a book with a blessing. We have already 
noted the promise in Revelation 1:3, as well as the six 
other “beatitudes” scattered throughout the book. It is 
not enough simply to hear (or read) the book; we must 
respond to its message from the heart. We must take 
the message personally and say a believing “Amen!” to 
what it says. (Note the many “Amens” in the book: Rev. 
1:6-7, 18; 3:14; 5:14; 7:12; 19:4; 22:20-21.) 

It is a relevant book. What John wrote about 
would “shortly come to pass” (Rev. 1:1) because “the 
time is at hand” (Rev. 1:3). (Note also Rev. 22:7, 10, 
12, 20.) The word shortly does not mean “soon” or 
“immediately,” but “quickly, swiftly.” God does not 
measure time as we do (2 Peter 3:1—10). No one knows 
when our Lord shall return, but when He begins to 
open the seals of the scroll (Rev. 6:1ff), events will 
occur with speed and without interruption. 
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It is a majestic book. Revelation is the book of 
“the throne,” for the word throne is found forty-six 
times throughout. This book magnifies the sover- 
eignty of God. Christ is presented in His glory and 
dominion! 

It is a universal book. John saw nations and peo- 
ples (Rev. 10:11; 11:9; 17:15) as part of God’s 
program. He also saw the throne room of heaven and 
heard voices from the ends of the universe! 

It is a climactic book. Revelation is the climax of 
the Bible. All that began in Genesis will be completed 
and fulfilled in keeping with God’s sovereign will. He 
is “Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the ending” 
(Rev. 1:8). What God starts, He finishes! 

But before visiting the throne room of heaven, we 
must pause to listen to “the Man among the lamp- 
stands” as He reveals the personal needs in our 
churches and in our own hearts. “He that hath an ear, 
let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches!” 


CHAPTER TWO 


Revelation 2 


CHRIST AND THE CHURCHES—PART | 


f you have ever moved to a new community and had 
| to select a new church home, you know how difficult 

it is to examine and evaluate a church and its min- 
istry. Imposing buildings may house dying or dead 
congregations, while modest structures might belong 
to virile assemblies on the march for the Lord. The 
church we think is “rich” may turn out to be poor in 
God’s sight (Rev. 3:17), while the “poor” church is 
actually rich (Rev. 2:9). 

Only the Head of the church, Jesus Christ, can 
accurately inspect each church and know its true con- 
dition, because He sees the internals, not only the 
externals (Rev. 2:23b). In these special messages to the 
seven churches in Asia Minor, the Lord gave each 
assembly an “X ray” of its condition. But He intended 
for all the churches to read these messages and benefit 
from them. (Note the plural “churches” in Rev. 2:7, 11, 
17, 29; 3:6, 13, 22.) 

But the Lord was also speaking to individuals, and 
this is where you and I come in. “He that hath an ear, 
let him hear.” Churches are made up of individuals, 
and it is individuals who determine the spiritual life of 
the assembly. So, while reading these messages, we 
must apply them personally as we examine our own 
hearts. 

Finally, we must keep in mind that John was a pas- 
tor at heart, seeking to encourage these churches 
during a difficult time of persecution. Before Christ 
judges the world, He must judge His own people 
(Ezek. 9:6; 1 Peter 4:17). A purified church need never 
fear the attacks of Satan or men. “It is a very remark- 
able thing,” wrote G. Campbell Morgan, “that the 
church of Christ persecuted has been the church of 
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Christ pure. The church of Christ patronized has 


always been the church of Christ impure.” 


Ephesus, the Careless Church (2:1-7) 

Each of the seven messages begins with a personal 
description or designation of Jesus Christ taken from 
the vision of Christ given in Revelation 1. (In the case 
of Ephesus, see Rev. 1:12, 16, 20.) The Ephesian 
assembly had enjoyed some “stellar” leadership—Paul, 
Timothy, and the apostle John himself—but the Lord 
reminded them that He was in control of the ministry, 
placing the “stars” where He pleased. How easy it is for 
a church to become proud and forget that pastors and 
teachers are God’s gifts (Eph. 4:11) who may be taken 
away at any time. Some churches need to be cautioned 
to worship the Lord and not their pastor! 

Approval (vv. 2-3, 6). How gracious of the Lord to 
start with words of commendation! To begin with, this 
was a serving church, busy doing the works of the Lord. 
No doubt their weekly schedule was filled with activi- 
ties. It was also a sacrificing church, for the word labor 
means “toil to the point of exhaustion.” The Ephesian 
Christians paid a price to serve the Lord. They were a 
steadfast assembly, for the word patience carries the 
meaning of “endurance under trial.” They kept going 
when the going was tough. 

The Ephesian church was a separated people, for 
they carefully examined the visiting ministers (see 2 
John 7-11) to see if they were genuine. Paul had 
warned the Ephesian elders that false teachers would 
come in from the outside and even arise from within 
the church (Acts 20:28-31), and John had instructed 
them to “try the spirits” (1 John 4:1-6). Indeed, Satan 
has his false ministers and the church must be con- 
stantly alert to detect them and reject them (2 Cor. 
11:1-4, 12-15). 

Ephesian Christians separated themselves not only 
from false doctrine but also from false deeds (Rev. 2:6). 
The word Nicolaitan means “to conquer the people.” 
Some Bible students believe this was a sect who “lorded 
it over” the church and robbed the people of their lib- 
erty in Christ (see 3 John 9-11). They initiated what 
we know today as “clergy” and “laity,” a false division 
that is taught nowhere in the New Testament. All 
God’s people are “kings and priests” (1 Peter 2:9; Rev. 
1:6) and have equal access to the Father through the 
blood of Christ (Heb. 10:19ff.). We shall meet this 
dangerous sect again when we study the message to the 
church at Pergamos. 

The believers at Ephesus were a suffering people 
who patiently bore their burdens and toiled without 
fainting. And they did all of this for His name’s sake! 
No matter how you examine this congregation, you 
conclude that it is just about perfect. However, the 
One among the lampstands saw into their hearts, and 
He had a different diagnosis from ours. 

Accusation (v. 4). This busy, separated, sacrificing 
church really suffered from “heart trouble’—they had 
abandoned their first love! They displayed “works ... 


labor ... and patience” (Rev. 2:2), but these qualities 
were not motivated by a love for Christ. (Compare 1 
Thess. 1:3—work of faith, and labor of love, and 
patience of hope.”) What we do for the Lord is impor- 
tant, but so is why we do it! 

What is “first love”? It is the devotion to Christ that 
so often characterizes the new believer: fervent, per- 
sonal, uninhibited, excited, and openly displayed. It is 
the “honeymoon love” of the husband and wife (Jer. 
2:1-2). While it is true that mature married love deep- 
ens and grows richer, it is also true that it should never 
lose the excitement and wonder of those “honeymoon 
days.” When a husband and wife begin to take each 
other for granted, and life becomes routine, then the 
marriage is in danger. 

Just think of it: it is possible to serve, sacrifice, and 
suffer “for my name’s sake” and yet not really love Jesus 
Christ! The Ephesian believers were so busy maintain- 
ing their separation that they were neglecting 
adoration. Labor is no substitute for love; neither is 
purity a substitute for passion. The church must have 
both if it is to please Him. 

By reading Paul’s epistle to the Ephesians, you dis- 
cover at least twenty references to Jove. You also 
discover that Paul emphasized the believer’s exalted 
position “in Christ... in the heavenly places.” But the 
Ephesian church had fallen and was not living up to its 
heavenly position in Christ (Rev. 2:5). It is only as we 
love Christ fervently that we can serve Him faithfully. 
Our love for Him must be pure (Eph. 6:24). 

Admonition (vv. 5-7). “First love” can be restored 
if we follow the three instructions Christ gave. First, we 
must remember (literally “keep on remembering”) 
what we have lost and cultivate a desire to regain that 
close communion once again. Then we must repent— 
change our minds—and confess our sins to the Lord (1 
John 1:9). Third, we must repeat the first works, which 
suggests restoring the original fellowship that was bro- 
ken by our sin and neglect. For the believer, this means 
prayer, Bible reading and meditation, obedient service, 
and worship. 

In spite of the privileges it had enjoyed, the church 
of Ephesus was in danger of losing its light! The church 
that loses its love will soon lose its light, no matter how 
doctrinally sound it may be. “I will come” (Rev. 2:5) is 
not referring to the Lord’s return, but to His coming 
judgment then and there. The glorious city of Ephesus 
is today but a heap of stones and no light is shining 
there. 

Revelation 2:7 makes it clear that individual believ- 
ers within the church may be true to the Lord, no 
matter what others may do. In these seven messages, 
the “overcomers” are not a “spiritual elite,” but rather 
the true believers whose faith has given them victory (1 
John 5:4-5). Sinful man was banned from the tree of 
life (Gen. 3:22—24), but in Christ we have eternal 
abundant life (John 3:16; 10:10). We enjoy this bless- 
ing now, and we shall enjoy it in greater measure in 
eternity (Rev. 22:1-5). 


Revelation 2 


The church of Ephesus was the “careless church,” 
made up of careless believers who neglected their love 
for Christ. Are we guilty of the same neglect? 


Smyrna, the Crowned Church (2:8-11) 

The name Smyrna means “bitter” and is related to the 
word myrrh. The city remains a functioning commu- 
nity today called Izmir. The assembly at Smyrna was 
persecuted for the faith, which explains why the Lord 
emphasized His death and resurrection as He opened 
His message. No matter what experiences God’s people 
may have, their Lord identifies with them. 

Approval (v. 9). The church at Smyrna was not 
having an easy time of it! The members were perse- 
cuted, probably because they refused to compromise 
and say, “Caesar is Lord.” Smyrna was an important 
center of the Roman imperial cult, and anyone refusing 
to acknowledge Caesar as Lord would certainly be 
excluded from the guilds. This would mean unemploy- 
ment and poverty. The word used here for poverty 
means “abject poverty, possessing absolutely nothing.” 

A large Jewish community also thrived in Smyrna. 
The Jews, of course, did not have to patronize the 
imperial cult since their religion was accepted by 
Rome, but they certainly would not cooperate with the 
Christian faith. So, from both Jews and Gentiles, the 
Christians in Smyrna received slander and suffering. 

But they were rich! They lived for eternal values 
that would never change, riches that could never be 
taken away. “As poor, yet making many rich” (2 Cor. 
6:10; 8:9). In fact, their suffering for Christ only 
increased their riches. 

Our struggles are not with flesh and blood, but 
with the enemy, Satan, who uses people to accomplish 
his purposes. The Jewish synagogue was actually a syn- 
agogue of Satan. A true Jew is not one physically or 
racially, but spiritually (Rom. 2:17-29). Any religious 
group, Jewish or Gentile, that does not acknowledge 
Jesus Christ as God’s Son is certainly acting contrary to 
God's will. 

Admonition (vv. 10-11). No words of accusation 
are given to the congregation in Smyrna! They may not 
have enjoyed the approval of men, but they certainly 
received the praise of God. However, the Lord did give 
them solemn words of admonition as they faced 
increased suffering: “Don't be afraid!” 

He assured them that He knew the devil’s plans and 
was in complete control of the situation. Some of the 
believers would be imprisoned and tried as traitors to 
Rome. Yet their tribulation would not be long; to the 
Bible, ten days signifies “a brief time” (Gen. 24:55; Acts 
25:6). The important thing was faithfulness, standing 
true to Christ no matter what the government might 
threaten to do. 

The “crown of life” is the winner’s crown awarded 
at the annual athletic games. Smyrna was a key par- 
ticipant in the games, so this promise would be 
especially meaningful to believers living there. The 
Lord reinforced the promise given by James (James 
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1:12) and assured His people that there was nothing 
to fear. Because they had trusted Him, they were 
overcomers—victors in the race of faith (Heb. 
12:1-3)—and, as overcomers, they had nothing to 
fear. Even if they were martyred, they would be ush- 
ered into glory, wearing crowns! They would never 
face the awful judgment of the second death, which 
is the lake of fire (Rev. 20:14; 21:8). 

It costs to be a dedicated Christian, in some places 
more than others. As end-time pressures increase, per- 
secution will also increase, and God’s people need to be 
ready (1 Peter 4:12ff.). The world may call us “poor 
Christians,” but in God’s sight we are rich! 


Pergamos, the Compromising Church (2:12-17) 
Called “the greatest city in Asia Minor,” Pergamos had 
the first temple dedicated to Caesar and was a rabid 
promoter of the imperial cult. This is probably what is 
meant by “Satan’s seat” in Revelation 2:13. The city 
also had a temple dedicated to Aesculapius, the god of 
healing, whose insignia was the entwined serpent on 
the staff. (This is still a medical symbol today.) Satan, 
of course, is likewise symbolized as the serpent (2 Cor. 
11:3; Rev. 12:9; 20:2). 

Approval (v. 13). Like their brothers and sisters in 
Smyrna, the believers in Pergamos had suffered perse- 
cution, and one of their men had died for the faith. In 
spite of intense suffering, this church had remained 
true to God. They refused to drop incense on the altar 
and say, “Caesar is Lord.” The Lord’s description of 
Himself (“He which hath the sharp sword,” Rev. 2:12) 
would surely encourage the people, for the sword was 
also the symbol of the Roman proconsul. It was more 
important that the church fear Christ’s sword than the 
Roman sword (Rev. 2:16). 

Accusation (vv. 14-15). Despite their courageous 
stand against persecution, the believers in Pergamos 
were not faultless before the Lord. Satan had not been 
able to destroy them by coming as the roaring lion (1 
Peter 5:8), but he was making inroads as the deceiving 
serpent. A group of compromising people had infil- 
trated the church fellowship, and Jesus Christ hated 
their doctrines and their practices. 

These infiltrators are called “Nicolaitans,” whom 
we met already at Ephesus (Rev. 2:6). The name means 
“to rule the people.” What they taught is called “the 
doctrine of Balaam” (Rev. 2:14). The Hebrew name 
Balaam also means “lord of the people” and is probably 
synonymous with Nicolaitans. Sadly, this group of pro- 
fessed believers “lorded it over” the people and led 
them astray. 

Understanding the story of Balaam helps us inter- 
pret this insidious group more accurately (see Num. 
22—25). Balaam was a true prophet who prostituted 
his gifts in order to earn money from King Balak, who 
hired him to curse the people of Israel. God prevented 
Balaam from actually cursing the nation—in fact, God 
turned the curses into blessings!—but Balak still got his 
money's worth. How? By following Balaam’s advice and 
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making friends with Israel, and then inviting the Jews 
to worship and feast at the pagan altars. “If you cant 
beat ‘em, join ‘em!” 

The Jewish men fell right into the trap and many of 
them became “good neighbors.” They ate meat from 
idolatrous altars and committed fornication as part of 
heathen religious rites. Twenty-four thousand. people 
died because of this disobedient act of compromise 
(Num. 25:1-9). 

Why did this bit of ancient history apply to the 
believers at Pergamos? Because a group in that church 
said, “There is nothing wrong with being friendly to 
Rome. What harm is there in putting a pinch of 
incense on the altar and affirming your loyalty to 
Caesar?” Antipas refused to compromise and was mar- 
tyred, but others took the “easy way” and cooperated 
with Rome. 

It is unlikely that “things sacrificed to idols” is the 
same problem Paul dealt with in 1 Corinthians 8 and 
10. The accusation here left no room for personal 
choice as did Paul. The Lord accused the Christians in 
Pergamos of sinning, of committing “spiritual fornica- 
tion” by saying, “Caesar is Lord.” Of course, this 
compromise made them welcome in the Roman guilds 
and protected them from Roman persecution, but it 
cost them their testimony and their crown. 

Believers today also face the temptation to achieve 
personal advancement by ungodly compromise. The 
name Pergamos means “married,” reminding us that 
each local church is “engaged to Christ” and must be 
kept pure (2 Cor. 11:1-4). We shall see later in 
Revelation that this present world system is pictured as 
a defiled harlot, while the church is presented as a pure 
bride. The congregation or the individual Christian 
that compromises with the world just to avoid suffer- 
ing or achieve success is committing “spiritual 
adultery” and being unfaithful to the Lord. 

Admonition (vv. 16-17). Antipas had felt the 
sword of Rome, but the church at Pergamos would feel 
the sword of Christ—the Word (Heb. 4:12)—if they 
did not repent. This is not a reference to our Lord’s 
return but to a present judgment that comes to a church 
when it is disobedient to the Word of God. The Lord 
had presented Himself as “He which hath the sharp 
sword” (Rev. 2:12), so the church could not have been 
ignorant of its danger. 

As with the previous churches, the closing appeal is 
to the individual: “He that hath an ear... To him that 
overcometh” (Rev. 2:17, italics added). God fed the 
Israelites with manna during their wilderness travels, 
and a pot of the manna was placed in the ark of the 
covenant (Ex. 16:32-36; Heb. 9:4). Instead of eating 
“things sacrificed to idols” (Rev. 2:14), the believers in 
Pergamos needed to feast on God’s holy food, the bread 
of life found in Jesus Christ through the Word (Matt. 
4:4; John 6:32ff.). The ark of the covenant was the 
throne of God (2 Sam. 6:2; Ps. 80:1; Isa. 37:16; all 
NASB), in contrast to Satan’s throne which held author- 
ity in Pergamos (Rev. 2:13). 


In those days, a white stone was put into a vessel by 
a judge to vote acquittal for a person on trial. It was 
also used like a “ticket” to gain admission to a feast. 
Both would certainly apply to the believer in a spiritual 
sense: he has been declared righteous through faith in 
Christ, and he feasts with Christ today (Rev. 3:20) and 
will feast with Him in glory (Rev. 19:6-9). 


Thyatira, the Corrupted Church (2:18-29) 

The longest message was sent to the church in the 
smallest city! Thyatira was a military town as well as a 
commercial center with many trade guilds. Wherever 
guilds were found, idolatry and immorality—the two 
great enemies of the early church—were almost always 
present too. 

The city boasted a special temple to Apollo, the “sun 
god,” which explains why the Lord introduced Himself 
as “the Son of God” (the only time in Revelation this 
title is used). John had to deliver a message of severe 
warning and judgment to this congregation, which 
explains the description of the Lord’s eyes and feet. 

Approval (v. 19). The believers in Thyatira were a 
busy lot! They were involved in sacrificial ministry for 
the sake of others. What’s more, their works were 
increasing and characterized by faith, love, and 
patience; so the church was not guilty of mere “reli- 
gious activity.” 

Accusation (vv. 20-23). Alas, the Lord found 
much to expose and condemn in the assembly at 
Thyatira. No amount of loving and sacrificial works can 
compensate for tolerance of evil. The church was per- 
mitting a false prophetess to influence the people and 
lead them into compromise. It is not likely that this 
woman was actually called “Jezebel,” since such an infa- 
mous name would not be given to a child. The name is 
symbolic: Jezebel was the idolatrous queen who enticed 
Israel to add Baal worship to their religious ceremonies 
(see 1 Kings 16—19). The seductive teaching of Jezebel 
was similar to the “doctrine of Balaam” that the Lord 
condemned in the church of Pergamos (Rev. 2:14). She 
taught believers how to compromise with the Roman 
religion and the practices of the guilds, so that 
Christians would not lose their jobs or their lives. 

It is interesting to contrast the churches at Ephesus 
and Thyatira. The Ephesian church was weakening in 
its love, yet faithful to judge false teachers; while the 
people in the assembly at Thyatira were growing in 
their love, but too tolerant of false doctrine. Both 
extremes must be avoided in the church. “Speaking the 
truth in love” is the biblical balance (Eph. 4:15). 
Unloving orthodoxy and loving compromise are both 
hateful to God. 

Not only was the church at Thyatira tolerant of evil, 
but it was proud and unwilling to repent. The Lord 
gave the false prophetess time to repent, yet she 
refused. Now He was giving her followers opportunity 
to repent. His eyes of fire had searched out their 
thoughts and motives, and He would make no mistake. 

In fact, the Lord threatened to use this assembly as 
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a solemn example to “all the churches” not to tolerate 
evil. Jezebel and her children (followers) would be sen- 
tenced to tribulation and death! Idolatry and 
compromise are, in the Bible, pictured as fornication 
and unfaithfulness to the marriage vows (Jer. 3:6ff.; 
Hos. 9:1ff.). Jezebel’s bed of sin would become a bed of 
sickness! To kill with death means “to kill with pesti- 
lence” (see NasB). God would judge the false 
prophetess and her followers once and for all. 

Admonition (vv. 24-29). Not everyone in the 
assembly was unfaithful to the Lord, and He had a spe- 
cial word for them. They had separated themselves 
from the false doctrine and compromising practices of 
Jezebel and her followers, which Christ denounces as 
“the depths of Satan” (note the contrast in 1 Cor. 2:10). 
The Lord had no special demands to make; He simply 
wanted them to hold fast in their resistance to evil. 
“Till I come” refers to Christ’s return for His people, at 
which time He will reward them for their faithfulness 
(see Rev. 3:3; 16:15; 22:7, 17, 20). This is the first 
mention in Revelation of the Lord’s coming for the 
church, the event we commonly call the rapture (see 1 
Thess. 4:13-18). In contrast, the reference in 
Revelation 1:7 is to Christ’s return to earth in judg- 
ment, to defeat His enemies and establish His kingdom 
(see Rev. 19:11ff.). 

The believers in Thyatira are promised authority 
over the nations, which probably refers to the fact 
that God’s people will live and reign with Christ (see 
Rey. 20:4). When the Lord sets up His kingdom on 
earth, it will be a righteous kingdom with perfect jus- 
tice. He will rule with a rod of iron (Ps. 2:8-9). 
Rebellious men will be like clay pots, easily broken to 
pieces! 

Jesus Christ is “the Bright and Morning Star” (Rev. 
22:16). The promise in Revelation 2:28 suggests that 
God’s people shall be so closely identified with Christ 
that He will “belong” to them! But perhaps there is also 
an allusion here to Satan, who wanted the kingdom for 
himself and who offered the world’s kingdoms to 
Christ if He would worship him but once (Matt 
4:8-11). In Isaiah 14:12, Satan is named Lucifer, which 
in Hebrew means “brightness, bright star.” The com- 
promising people in Thyatira were following “the 
depths of Satan,” which would lead to darkness and 
death. God’s overcomers, on the other hand, would 
share the Morning Star! 

As you review these first four messages to the 
churches, you can see the dangers that still exist for the 
people of God. Like Ephesus, we can be zealous and 
orthodox, but at the same time lose our devotion to 
Christ. Or, like Thyatira, our love can be increasing yet 
lacking in the kind of discernment that is necessary to 
keep the church pure (see Phil. 1:9-11). Like Pergamos 
and Thyatira, we may be so tolerant of evil that we 
grieve the Lord and invite His judgment. 

Would we have selected Smyrna as the most spiri- 
tual church of the four? Probably not, yet the Lord 
did! We need to remind ourselves not to judge God’s 
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people by wrong standards, because only the Lord can 
see the heart (see 1 Cor. 4:5). 

God’s exhortation to these churches (except 
Smyrna) is, “Repent! Change your minds!” It is not 
only lost sinners who need to repent, but also disobe- 
dient Christians. If we do not repent and deal with sin 
in our lives and in our assemblies, the Lord may judge 
us and remove our lampstand (Rev. 2:5). How tragic it 
is when a local church gradually abandons the faith and 
loses its witness for Christ! 

“He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit 
saith unto the churches!” 


CHAPTER THREE 


Revelation 3 


CHRIST AND THE CHURCHES—PART II 


e are still listening to what the Holy Spirit has 
W to say to the churches, for these messages from 
Christ belong to our day as well as to the first 
century. Churches are people, and human nature has 
not changed. So, as we continue our study, we must 


not look on these letters as ancient relics. On the con- 
trary, they are mirrors in which we see ourselves! 


Sardis, the Feeble Church (3:1-6) 

Ancient Sardis, the capital of Lydia, was a most impor- 
tant city. It lay about fifty miles east of Ephesus at the 
junction of five main roads; so it was a center for trade. 
It was also a military center, for it was located on an 
almost inaccessible plateau. The acropolis of Sardis was 
about 1,500 feet above the main roads, and it formed 
an impregnable fortress. The main religion in the city 
was the worship of Artemis, one of the “nature cults” 
that built on the idea of death and rebirth. 

Sardis was also known for its manufacture of 
woolen garments, a fact that has bearing on Christ’s 
message to the church. Sad to say, the city at that time 
was but a shadow of its former splendor, and the 
church, unfortunately, had become like the city—it 
was alive in name only. 

The message to Sardis is a warning to all “great 
churches” that are living on past glory. Dr. Vance 
Havner has frequently reminded us that spiritual min- 
istries often go through four stages: a man, a 
movement, a machine, and then a monument. Sardis 
was at the “monument” stage, but there was still hope! 

There was hope because Christ was the Head of the 
church and He was able to bring new life. He described 
Himself as the one possessing the seven Spirits and the 
seven stars. There is only one Holy Spirit (Eph. 4:4), 
but the number seven demonstrates fullness and com- 
pleteness. The Holy Spirit gives life to the church, and 
life is exactly what the people at Sardis needed. The 
sevenfold Spirit of God is pictured as seven burning 
lamps (Rev. 4:5) and as seven all-seeing eyes (Rev. 5:6). 

All of the church’s man-made programs can never 
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bring life, any more than a circus can resurrect a corpse. 
The church was born when the Spirit of God 
descended on the Day of Pentecost (Acts 2), and its life 
comes from the Spirit. When the Spirit is grieved, the 
church begins to lose life and power. When sin is con- 
fessed and church members get right with God and 
with each other, then the Spirit infuses new life— 
revival! 

Christ also controls the seven stars, the messengers 
of the churches (Rev. 1:20), referring most likely to the 
pastors. Sometimes it is a pastor's fault that a church is 
dying, and the Lord of the church must remove the star 
and put another in his place. 

There are no words of commendation to the believ- 
ers at Sardis. Nor did the Lord point out any doctrinal 
problems that required correction. Neither is there any 
mention of opposition or persecution. The church 
would have been better off had there been some suffer- 
ing, for it had grown comfortable and content and was 
living on its past reputation. There was reputation 
without reality, form without force. Like the city itself, 
the church at Sardis gloried in past splendor, but 
ignored present decay. 

In fact, even what they did have was about to die! 
Why? Because the believers had gone to sleep. Twice in 
its long history, the citadel at Sardis had been captured, 
each time because sentries had failed to do their jobs 
faithfully. It is when the church’s leaders and members 
get accustomed to their blessings and complacent 
about their ministry that the enemy finds his way in. 

The impression is that the assembly in Sardis was 
not aggressive in its witness to the city. There was no 
persecution because there was no invasion of the 
enemy’s territory. No friction usually means no 
motion! The unsaved in Sardis saw the church as a 
respectable group of people who were neither danger- 
ous nor desirable. They were decent people with a 
dying witness and a decaying ministry. 

Our Lord’s counsel to the church began with, “Be 
watchful! Wake up!” (see Rom. 13:11ff.) The “sentries” 
were asleep! The first step toward renewal in a dying 
church is honest awareness that something is wrong. 
When an organism is alive, there is growth, repair, 
reproduction, and power; if these elements are lacking 
in a church, then that church is either dying or already 
dead. 

The Lord warned the Ephesian saints that He 
would come and remove their lampstand if they did 
not repent (Rev. 2:5). He warned the church at 
Pergamos that He would come and make war with the 
sword of the Spirit (Rev. 2:16). If the believers at Sardis 
did not follow His orders, He would come as a thief, 
when they least expected Him, and this would mean 
judgment 

However, a remnant of dedicated people often 
exists in even a dying church. The Christians at Sardis 
had life, even though it was feeble. They were working, 
even though their works were not all that they could 
have been. The Lord admonished them to strengthen 


what remained and not to give up because the church 
was weak. Where there is life, there is hope! 

What was different about this dedicated remnant? 
They had not defiled their garments (Rev. 3:4). There 
is some evidence from antiquity that temple worship- 
pers were not permitted to approach their gods and 
goddesses wearing dirty garments. The remnant in the 
church at Sardis had not compromised with the pagan 
society around them, nor had they grown comfortable 
and complacent. It was this devoted spiritual remnant 
that held the future of the church’s ministry. 

“Wake up! Be watchful! Repent! Remember the 
Word you have received and obey it!” This is the for- 
mula for revival. It is good to guard our spiritual 
heritage, but we must not embalm it. It is not enough 
to be true to the faith and have a great history. That 
faith must produce life and works. 

The promise in Revelation 3:5 (“clothed in white 
raiment”) would have been especially meaningful to 
people who lived in a city where woolen garments were 
manufactured. And the statement about the names 
being blotted out would also be significant to people in 
the Roman Empire, where citizenship was vitally 
important (see Acts 22:24-30). 

Is there a warning here that a true believer might 
lose his salvation? I don’t think so. It would appear that 
God’s “Book of Life” contains the names of all the liv- 
ing, the wicked as well as the righteous (Ps. 69:28). 
Revelation 13:8 and 17:8 suggest that the names of the 
saved are written in the book from the foundation of 
the world—that is, before they had done anything 
good or bad. By God’s grace, they have been chosen in 
Christ before the beginning of time (Eph. 1:4; see also 
Matt. 25:34). 

Jesus told His disciples to rejoice because their 
names were “written in heaven” (Luke 10:20). The 
Greek verb is in the perfect tense, which means it can 
be translated (as Kenneth Wuest does in his Expanded 
Translation), “your names have been written in heaven 
and are on permanent record up there.” It is not likely 
that Jesus would contradict Himself in this important 
matter! 

If the names of believers (the elect) are written from 
the foundation of the world, and if God knows all 
things, why would He enter the name of somebody 
who would one day fall and have to be removed from 
the book? We are enrolled in heaven because we have 
been born again (Heb. 12:23), and no matter how dis- 
obedient a child may be, he or she cannot be “unborn.” 

As unbelievers die, their names are removed from 
the book; thus, at the final judgment, the book con- 
tains only the names of believers (Rev. 20:12-15). It 
then becomes “the Lamb’s Book of Life” (Rev. 21:27), 
because only those saved by the Lord Jesus Christ have 
their names in it. All the others have been blotted out, 
something God would never do for any true child of 
God (see Ex. 32:32; Rom. 9:3). It is a book of Life, and 
lost sinners are dead (Eph. 2:1). 

The warning here is that we not grow comfortable 
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in our churches, lest we find ourselves slowly dying. 
The encouragement is that no church is beyond hope 
as long as there is a remnant in it, willing to strengthen 
the things that remain. 


Philadelphia, the Faithful Church (3:7-13) 

As most people know, Philadelphia means “love of the 
brethren.” Certainly, brotherly love is an important 
mark of the Christian. We are “taught of God to love 
one another” (1 Thess. 4:9): by God the Father (1 John 
4:19), God the Son (John 13:34), and God the Spirit 
(Rom. 5:5). But it is not enough to love God and our 
fellow believers; we must also love a lost world and seek 
to reach unbelievers with the good news of the cross. 
This church had a vision to reach a lost world, and 
God set before them an open door. 

Philadelphia was situated in a strategic place on the 
main route of the Imperial Post from Rome to the East, 
and thus was called “the gateway to the East.” It was 
also called “little Athens” because of the many temples 
in the city. The church was certainly located in a place 
of tremendous opportunity. 

The only major problem with the location was that 
the area was prone to earthquakes. Philadelphia sat on 
a geological fault, and in 17 BC it was destroyed by a 
severe earthquake that also destroyed Sardis and ten 
other cities. Afterward, some of the citizens refused to 
move back into the city and remained in the surround- 
ing countryside, which they called “the burnt land.” 
There did not seem to be much security in the city of 
brotherly love! 

Jesus Christ presented Himself to the church at 
Philadelphia as “He that is holy.” This is tantamount to 
declaring that He is God, which, of course, He is. Jesus 
Christ is holy in His character, His words, His actions, 
and His purposes. As the Holy One, He is uniquely set 
apart from everything else, and nothing can be com- 
pared to Him. 

But He is also the One who is true—that is, gen- 
uine. He is the original, not a copy; the authentic God 
and not a manufactured one. There were hundreds of 
false gods and goddesses in those days (1 Cor. 8:5-6), 
but only Jesus Christ could rightfully claim to be the 
true God. 

It is worth noting that when the martyrs in heaven 
addressed the Lord, they called Him “holy and true” 
(Rev. 6:10). Their argument was that, because He was 
holy, He had to judge sin, and because He was true, He 
had to vindicate His people who had been wickedly 
slain. 

Not only is He holy and true, but He has the 
authority to open and close doors. The background of 
this imagery is Isaiah 22:15-25. Assyria had invaded 
Judah (as Isaiah had warned), but the Jewish leaders 
were trusting Egypt, not God, to deliver the nation. 
One of the treacherous leaders was a man named 
Shebna who had used his office, not for the good of the 
people, but for his own private gain. God saw to it that 
Shebna was removed from office and that a faithful 
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man, Eliakim, was put in his place and given the keys 
of authority. Eliakim was a picture of Jesus Christ, a 
dependable administrator of the affairs of God’s peo- 
ple. Jesus Christ also has the keys of hades and of death 
(Rev. 1:18). 

In the New Testament, an “open door” speaks of 
opportunity for ministry (Acts 14:27; 1 Cor. 16:9; 2 
Cor. 2:12; Col. 4:3). Christ is the Lord of the harvest 
and the Head of the church, and it is He who deter- 
mines where and when His people shall serve (see Acts 
16:6-10). He gave the church at Philadelphia a great 
opportunity for ministry. 

But could they take advantage of it? There were at 
least two obstacles to overcome, the first being their 
own lack of strength (Rev. 3:8). Apparently, this was 
not a large or a strong church; however, it was a faith- 
ful one. They were true to God’s Word and unafraid to 
bear His name. Revelation 3:10 suggests that they had 
endured some special testing and had proved faithful. 

It is not the size or strength of a church that deter- 
mines its ministry, but faith in the call and command 
of the Lord. “God’s commandments are God’s enable- 
ments.” If Jesus Christ gave them an open door, then 
He would see to it that they were able to walk through 
it! Martin Luther put it perfectly in his well-known 
hymn: 


Did we in our own strength confide, 
Our striving would be losing. 

Were not the right Man on our side, 
The Man of God’s own choosing. 


The second obstacle was the opposition of the Jews 
in the city (Rev. 3:9). This was really the opposition of 
Satan, for we do not battle against flesh and blood 
(Eph. 6:12). These people may have been Jews in the 
flesh, but they were not “true Israel” in the New 
Testament sense (Rom. 2:17-29). Jewish people cer- 
tainly have a great heritage, but it is no guarantee of 
salvation (Matt. 3:7—12; John 8:33ff.). 

How were these Jews opposing the church at 
Philadelphia? For one thing, by excluding Jewish 
believers from the synagogue. Another weapon was 
probably false accusation, for this is the way the unbe- 
lieving Jews often attacked Paul. Satan is the accuser 
and he uses even religious people to assist him (Rev. 
12:10). It is not easy to witness for Christ when the 
leading people in the community are spreading lies 
about you. The church at Smyrna faced the same kind 
of opposition (Rev. 2:9). 

The believers in Philadelphia were in a similar situ- 
ation to that of Paul when he wrote 1 Corinthians 
16:9—there were both opportunities and obstacles! 
Unbelief sees the obstacles, but faith sees the opportu- 
nities! And since the Lord holds the keys, He is in 
control of the outcome! So what do we have to fear? 
Nobody can close the doors as long as He keeps them 
open. Fear, unbelief, and delay have caused the church 
to miss many God-given opportunities. 
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The Savior gave three wonderful and encouraging 
promises to this church. First, He would take care of 
their enemies (Rev. 3:9). One day, these people would 
have to acknowledge that the Christians were right (see 
Isa. 60:14; Phil. 2:10-11)! If we take care of God’s 
work, He will take care of our battles. 

Second, He would keep them from tribulation 
(Rev. 3:10). This is surely a reference to the time of 
tribulation that John described in Revelation 6—19, 
“the time of Jacob’s trouble.” This is not speaking about 
some local trial, because it involves “them that dwell on 
the earth” (see Rev. 6:10; 8:13; 11:10; 12:12; 13:8, 12, 
14; 14:6; 17:2, 8). The immediate reference would be 
to the official Roman persecutions that would come, 
but the ultimate reference is to the tribulation that will 
encompass the earth before Jesus Christ returns to 
establish His kingdom. In many Bible scholars’ under- 
standing, Revelation 3:10 is a promise that the church 
will not go through the tribulation, but will be taken to 
heaven before it begins (see 1 Thess. 4:13-5:11). The 
admonition, “Behold, I come quickly,” would 
strengthen this view. 

The third promise to the Philadelphians is that God 
would honor them (Rev. 3:12). The symbolism in this 
verse would be especially meaningful to people who 
lived in constant danger of earthquakes: the stability of 
the pillar, no need to go out or to flee, a heavenly city 
that nothing could destroy. Ancient cities often hon- 
ored great leaders by erecting pillars with their names 
inscribed on them. God’s pillars are not made of stone, 
because there is no temple in the heavenly city (Rev. 
21:22). His pillars are faithful people who bear His 
name for His glory (Gal. 2:9). 

In a very real sense, the church today is like the 
Philadelphian church, for God has set before us many 
open doors of opportunity. If He opens the doors, we 
must work; if He shuts the doors, we must wait. Above 
all, we must be faithful to Him and see the opportuni- 
ties, not the obstacles. If we miss our opportunities, we 
lose our rewards (crowns), and this means being 
ashamed before Him when He comes (1 John 2:28). 


Laodicea, the Foolish Church (3:14-22) 
As with some of the previous churches, the Lord 
adapted His words to something significant about the 
city in which the assembly was located. In this case, 
Laodicea was known for its wealth and its manufacture 
of a special eye salve, as well as of a glossy black wool 
cloth. It also was located near Hieropolis, where there 
were famous hot springs, and Colosse, known for its 
pure, cold water. 

The Lord presented Himself as “the Amen,” which 
is an Old Testament title for God (see Isa. 65:16, 
where the word truth is the Hebrew word amen). He is 
the truth and speaks the truth, because He is “the 
faithful and true Witness” (Rev. 3:14). The Lord was 
about to tell this church the truth about its spiritual 
condition; unfortunately, they would not believe His 
diagnosis. 


“Why is it that new Christians create problems in 
the church?” a young pastor once asked me. 

“They don't create problems,” I replied. “They 
reveal them. The problems have always been there, but 
we've gotten used to them. New Christians are like 
children in the home: they tell the truth about things!” 

The Laodicean church was blind to its own needs 
and unwilling to face the truth. Yet honesty is the 
beginning of true blessing, as we admit what we are, 
confess our sins, and receive from God all that we need. 
If we want God’s best for our lives and churches, we 
must be honest with God and let God be honest with 
us. 

“The beginning of the creation of God” (Rev. 3:14) 
does not suggest that Jesus was created, and therefore 
not eternal God. The word translated beginning means 
“source, origin” (see John 1:3; Col. 1:15, 18). 

The Lord demonstrated four areas of need in the 
church at Laodicea. 

They had lost their vigor (vv. 16-17). In the 
Christian life, there are three “spiritual temperatures”: a 
burning heart, on fire for God (Luke 24:32), a cold 
heart (Matt. 24:12), and a lukewarm heart (Rev. 3:16). 
The lukewarm Christian is comfortable, complacent, 
and does not realize his need. If he were cold, at least 
he would feel it! Both the cold water from Colosse and 
the hot water from Hieropolis would be lukewarm by 
the time it was piped to Laodicea. 

As believers in Jesus Christ, we have every reason to 
be “fervent in spirit” (Rom. 12:11). Fervent prayer is 
also vital (Col. 4:12). It was as the Emmaus disciples 
listened to the Word that their hearts were warmed. No 
wonder Paul commanded that his letter to Colosse be 
sent to the Laodicean church (Col. 4:16)! 

We enjoy a beverage that is either hot or cold, but 
one that is tepid is flat and stale. That’s why the wait- 
ress keeps adding hot coffee or fresh iced tea to our 
cups and glasses. The second law of thermodynamics 
requires that a “closed system” eventually moderates so 
that no more energy is being produced. Unless some- 
thing is added from the outside, the system decays and 
dies. Without added fuel, the hot water in the boiler 
becomes cool; without electricity, the refrigerant in the 
freezer becomes warm. 

The church cannot be a “closed system.” Jesus said, 
“Without me ye can do nothing” (John 15:5). The 
Laodicean church was independent, self-satisfied, and 
secure. “We have need of nothing!” But all the while, 
their spiritual power had been decaying; their material 
wealth and glowing statistics were but shrouds hiding a 
rotting corpse. Their Lord was outside the church, try- 
ing to get in (Rev. 3:20). 

They had lost their values (vv. 17-18a). The 
church at Smyrna thought itself poor, when it was really 
rich (Rev. 2:9); the Laodiceans boasted that they were 
rich, when in fact they were poor. Perhaps we have here 
a hint of why this church declined spiritually: they had 
become proud of their ministry and had begun to meas- 
ure things by human standards instead of by spiritual 
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values. They were, in the eyes of the Lord, “wretched, 
and miserable, and poor.” 

Laodicea was a wealthy city and a banking center. 
Perhaps some of the spirit of the marketplace crept into 
the church so that their values became twisted. Why is 
it that so many church bulletins and letterheads show 
pictures of buildings? Are these the things that are most 
important to us? The board at the Laodicean church 
could proudly show you the latest annual report with 
its impressive statistics, yet Jesus said He was about to 
vomit them out of His mouth! 

The solution? Pay the price to get true “gold tried 
in the fire.” This suggests that the church needed some 
persecution; they were too comfortable (1 Peter 1:7). 
Nothing makes God’s people examine their priorities 
faster than suffering! 

They had lost their vision (v. 18b). The 
Laodiceans were “blind.” They could not see reality. 
They were living in a fool’s paradise, proud of a church 
that was about to be rejected. The apostle Peter teaches 
that when a believer is not growing in the Lord, his 
spiritual vision is affected (2 Peter 1:5-9). “Diet” has 
bearing on the condition of one’s eyes, in a spiritual 
sense as well as a physical one. 

These people could not see themselves as they really 
were. Nor could they see their Lord as He stood out- 
side the door of the church. Nor could they see the 
open doors of opportunity. They were so wrapped up 
in building their own kingdom that they had become 
lukewarm in their concern for a lost world. 

The solution? Apply the heavenly eye salve! The city 
of Laodicea was noted for its eye salve, but the kind of 
medication the saints needed was not available in the 
apothecary shop. The eye is one of the body’s most sen- 
sitive areas, and only the Great Physician can “operate” 
on it and make it what it ought to be. As He did with 
the man whose account is told in John 9, He might 
even irritate before He illuminates! But we must sub- 
mit to His treatment, and then maintain good spiritual 
“health habits” so that our vision grows keener. 

They had lost their vesture (vv. 17-22). Like the 
emperor in Hans Christian Andersen’s story, these 
Christians thought they were clothed in splendor when 
they were really naked! To be naked meant to be 
defeated and humiliated (2 Sam. 10:4; Isa. 20:1—4). 
The Laodiceans could go to the market and purchase 
fine woolen garments, but that would not meet their 
real need. They needed the white garments of God’s 
righteousness and grace. According to Revelation 19:8, 
we should be clothed in “fine linen, clean and white,” 
and this symbolizes “the righteous acts of the saints” 
(Nass). Salvation means that Christs righteousness is 
imputed to us, put to our account, but sanctification 
means that His righteousness is imparted to us, made a 
part of our character and conduct. 

There is no divine commendation given to this 
church. Of course, the Laodiceans were busy com- 
mending themselves! They thought they were 
glorifying God, when in reality they were disgracing 
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His name just as though they had been walking around 
naked. 

The Lord closed this letter with three special 
statements: 

First, an explanation: “As many as I love, I rebuke 
and chasten” (Rev. 3:19a). He still loved these luke- 
warm saints, even though their love for Him had 
grown cold. He planned to chasten them as proof of 
His love (Prov. 3:11-12; Heb. 12:5-6). God permits 
churches to go through times of trial so that they might 
become what He wants them to become. 

Second, an exhortation: “Be zealous therefore, and 
repent” (Rev. 3:19b). The church at Laodicea had to 
repent of their pride and humble themselves before the 
Lord. They had to “stir up that inner fire” (2 Tim. 1:6 
PH) and cultivate a burning heart. 

Finally, an invitation (Rev. 3:20-22). We often use 
these verses to lead lost people to Christ, but the basic 
application is to the believer. The Lord was outside the 
Laodicean church! He spoke to the individual—if any 
man’—and not to the whole congregation. He appealed 
to a small remnant in Sardis (Rev. 3:4—5), and now He 
appeals to the individual. God can do great things in a 
church, even through one dedicated individual. 

Christ was not impatient. “I have taken My stand” 
is the sense of the verb. He “knocks” through circum- 
stances and He calls through His Word. For what is He 
appealing? Fellowship and communion, the people's 
desire to abide in Him. The Laodiceans were an inde- 
pendent church that had need of nothing, but they 
were not abiding in Christ and drawing their power 
from Him. They had a “successful program” but it was 
not fruit that comes from abiding in Christ (John 
15:1-8). 

Norte that when we invite Him in, the supper room 
becomes a throne room! It is through communion with 
Christ that we find victory and become overcomers 
indeed. 

The letters to the seven churches are God’s X-rays, 
given to us so that we might examine our own lives and 
ministries. Judgment is going to come to this world, 
but it first begins at God’s house (1 Peter 4:17). In 
these letters we find encouragement as well as rebuke. 

May the Lord help us to hear what the Spirit is say- 
ing today to the church, and to the individuals in the 
churches! 


CHAPTER FOUR 


Revelation 4—5 


COME, LET US ADORE HIM! 


T spiritual worship is perhaps one of the greatest 
needs in our individual lives and in our churches. 
There is a constant emphasis today on witnessing 
for Christ and working for Christ, but not enough is 
said about worshipping Him. To worship means “to 
ascribe worth” (see Rev. 4:11; 5:12). It means to use all 
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that we are and have to praise God for all that He is 
and does. 

Heaven is a place of worship, and God’s people 
shall worship Him throughout all eternity. Perhaps it 
would be good for us to get in practice now! A study of 
Revelation 4—5 will certainly help us better under- 
stand how to worship God and give Him the glory that 
He deserves. 

If Revelation 1:19 is God’s inspired outline of this 
book, then Revelation 4 ushers us into the third divi- 
sion: “the things which shall be hereafter.” In fact, that 
is exactly what God said to John when He summoned 
him to heaven! It would appear that, in this experience, 
John illustrates what will happen to God’s people when 
the church age has run its course: heaven will open; 
there will be a voice and the sound of a trumpet; and 
the saints will be caught up to heaven (1 Cor. 15:52; 1 
Thess. 4:13-18). Then, God’s judgment of the earth 
can begin. 

But before God pours out His wrath, He gives us a 
glimpse into glory and permits us to hear the worship- 
ping creatures in heaven as they praise God. Two 
aspects of their worship are presented for our instruc- 
tion and imitation. 


They Worship the Creator (4) 

The key word in this chapter is throne; it is used four- 
teen times. In fact, this is a key word in the entire book, 
appearing forty-six times. No matter what may happen 
on earth, God is on His throne and is in complete con- 
trol. Various teachers interpret Revelation in different 
ways, but all agree that John is emphasizing the glory 
and sovereignty of God. What an encouragement that 
would be to the suffering saints of John’s day and of 
every age in history. 

Using the throne as the focal point, we can easily 
understand the arrangement of this exciting chapter. 

On the throne—Almighty God (vv. 2-3a). This 
is God the Father, since the Son approaches the throne 
in Revelation 5:6, and the Spirit is pictured before the 
throne in Revelation 4:5. There is no possible way for 
human words to describe what God is like in His 
essence. John can only use comparisons. Jasper is a 
clear gem (see Rev. 21:11) and the sardine is red. The 
Lord is robed in light, according to Psalm 104:2 and 1 
Timothy 6:16. Both the jasper and the sardius (sar- 
dine) were found in the breastplate of the high priest 
(Ex. 28:17-21). 

Around the throne—a rainbow (v. 3b). This rain- 
bow was a complete circle, not merely an arc, for in 
heaven all things are completed. The rainbow reminds 
us of God’s covenant with Noah (Gen. 9:11-17), sym- 
bolic of His promise that He would never again destroy 
the earth with a flood. God’s covenant, as we shall see, 
was not only with Noah, but with all of His creation. 

Judgment is about to fall, but the rainbow reminds 
us that God is merciful, even when He judges (Hab. 
3:2). Usually, a rainbow appears after the storm, but 
here, we see it before the storm. 


Around the throne—elders and living creatures 
(vv. 3—4, 6-7). The rainbow was around the throne 
vertically, while these heavenly beings were around the 
throne horizontally. They are, as it were, the king’s 
court. 

Who are these twenty-four elders seated on 
thrones? It is unlikely that they are angels, because 
angels are not numbered (Heb. 12:22), crowned, or 
enthroned. Besides, in Revelation 7:11, the elders are 
distinguished from the angels (see also Rev. 5:8-11). 
The crowns they wear are the “victor’s crowns” (the 
Greek word stephanos; see Rev. 2:10), and we have no 
evidence that angels receive rewards. 

These elders probably symbolize the people of God 
in heaven, enthroned and rewarded. There were 
twenty-four courses of priests in the Old Testament 
temple (1 Chron. 24:3-5, 18; see also Luke 1:5-9). 
God’s people are “kings and priests” (Rev. 1:6), reign- 
ing and serving with Christ. Note especially their praise 
(Rev. 5:9-10). When Daniel (Dan. 7:9) saw the 
thrones set up (not “cast down” as in the King James 
Version), they were empty, but when John saw them, 
they had been filled. Since there were twelve tribes of 
Israel and twelve apostles, perhaps the number twenty- 
four symbolizes the completion of God’s people. 

The white robes and palm branches speak of victory 
(see Rev. 7:9). These are the “overcomers” who have 
conquered because of their faith in Christ (1 John 
5:4-5). 

Also around the throne, John saw four “living crea- 
tures” (“beasts” in the King James Version) who were 
nearer to God than the angels and the elders. They 
resemble the cherubim that the prophet Ezekiel saw 
(Ezek. 1:4-14; 10:20-22), but their praise (Rev. 4:8) 
reminds us of the seraphim of Isaiah 6. I believe that 
these special creatures symbolize God’s creation and are 
related to God’s covenant with Noah (Gen. 9:8-17). 
The faces of the living creatures parallel God’s state- 
ment in Genesis 9:10—His covenant is with Noah (the 
face of the man), the fowl (the face of the eagle), the 
cattle (the face of the calf), and the beasts of the earth 
(the face of the lion). 

These creatures signify the wisdom of God (“full of 
eyes’) and proclaim the holiness of God. They are 
heavenly reminders that God has a covenant with His 
creation and that He rules His creation from His 
throne. The presence of the emerald rainbow further 
enhances this image, since the rainbow was given as the 
sign of the creation covenant. No matter what terrible 
judgments may fall on God’s earth, He will be faithful 
to keep His Word. Men may curse Him during the 
judgments (Rev. 16:9, 11, 21), but nature will praise 
Him and magnify His holiness. 

The cherubim described in Ezekiel 1 seem to have 
a part in the providential workings of God in the 
world, pictured by the “wheels within the wheels.” God 
uses the forces of nature to accomplish His will (Ps. 
148), and all nature praises and thanks Him. 

Some students see in the four faces described (Rev. 
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4:7) an illustration of the fourfold picture of Christ 
given in the gospel accounts. Matthew is the royal 
gospel of the King, illustrated by the lion. Mark 
emphasizes the servant aspect of the Lord’s ministry 
(the calf). Luke presents Christ as the compassionate 
Son of Man. John magnifies the deity of Christ, the 
Son of God (the eagle). 

Finally, the name used by these creatures, “Lord 
God Almighty,” emphasizes the power of God. As 
mentioned in chapter 1, the name Almighty is used 
nine times in Revelation. The only other such usage in 
the New Testament is 2 Corinthians 6:18, but it is 
found at least thirty-one times in Job, a book that mag- 
nifies the power of God in nature. 

Out of the throne—storm signals (v. 5a). “And 
from the throne proceed flashes of lightning and 
sounds and peals of thunder” (Nass). These are indica- 
tions of a coming storm and reminders of God’s 
awesome power (see Ex. 9:23, 28; 19:16). These “storm 
signals” will be repeated during the time of judgment, 
always proceeding from the throne and temple of God 
(Rev. 8:5; 11:19; 16:18). God has indeed prepared His 
throne for judgment (Ps. 9:7; note also 77:18). 

Our world does not like to think of God as a God 
of judgment. They prefer to look at the rainbow 
around the throne and ignore the lightning and thun- 
der out of the throne. He certainly is a God of grace, 
but His grace reigns through righteousness (Rom. 5:21). 
This was made clear at the cross where God manifested 
both His love for sinners and His wrath against sin. 

Before the throne—lamps and a sea (vv. 5b-Ga). 
The seven lamps connote completeness and symbolize 
the Holy Spirit of God (Rev. 1:4; note also Ezek. 1:13). 
John also seems to suggest in Revelation that the “heav- 
enly sanctuary” follows the pattern of the earthly 
tabernacle and temple (see Heb. 9:23). The parallels are 
as follows: 


Earthly temple Heavenly sanctuary 
Holy of Holies The throne of God 
Seven-branched candle- Seven lamps of fire 
stick before the throne 


Bronze laver 
Cherubim over the 

mercy seat 
Priests 


Sea of glass 

Four living creatures 
around the throne 

Elders (kings and 
priests) 

Altar (Rev. 6:9-11) 

Incense altar (Rev. 
8:3-5) 

Ark of the covenant 
(Rev. 11:19) 


Brazen altar 
Incense altar 


Ark of the covenant 


There is no temple in heaven in a material sense. All 
of heaven is God’s sanctuary for those who serve before 
His holy throne (Rev. 7:15). However, John indicates 
in Revelation 15:5-8 that there is a special “sanctuary” 
of God (note also Rev. 11:19). In the eternal state, 
there will be no temple (Rev. 21:22). 
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A pure crystal sea symbolizes God’s holiness, and 
the mingled fire speaks of His holy judgment. The 
crystal “firmament” in Ezekiel’s vision also comes to 
mind (Ezek. 1:22); it was the foundation for God’s 
throne. We shall meet this “sea of glass” again in 
Revelation 15 where it is connected with Israel’s victory 
over Egypt. 

Praise to the throne (vv. 9-11). Whenever the liv- 
ing creatures glorified God, the elders would fall before 
the throne and praise Him. The book of Revelation is 
filled with hymns of praise (Rev. 4:8, 11; 5:9-13; 
7:12-17; 11:15-18; 12:10-12; 15:3-4; 16:5-7; 
18:2-8; 19:2-6). The emphasis on praise is significant 
when you remember that John wrote this book to 
encourage people who were going through suffering 
and persecution! 

The theme of this hymn is God the Creator, while in 
Revelation 5 the elders praise God the Redeemer. The 
praise in Revelation 4 is given to the Father on the 
throne, while in Revelation 5 it is directed to the Son 
(the Lamb) before the throne. The closing hymn (Rev. 
5:13) is expressed to both, another proof of the deity of 
Jesus Christ. 

If the twenty-four elders typify the people of God 
in heaven, then we must ask, “Why should God’s peo- 
ple praise God the Creator?” If the heavens are 
declaring the glory of God, why shouldnt God’s heav- 
enly people join the chorus? Creation bears constant 
witness to the power, wisdom, and glory of God (Ps. 
19). Acknowledging the Creator is the first step toward 
trusting the Redeemer (see Acts 14:8-18; 17:22-31). 
“All things were created by Him [Christ] and for 
Him... and by Him all things consist [hold together]” 
(Col. 1:16-17). 

But sinful man worships and serves the creature 
rather than the Creator, and this is idolatry (Rom. 
1:25). Furthermore, sinful man has polluted and 
destroyed God’s wonderful creation, and he is going to 
pay for it (see Rev. 11:18). Creation is for God’s praise 
and pleasure, and man has no right to usurp that which 
rightfully belongs to God. Man plunged creation into 
sin, so that God’s good creation (Gen. 1:31) is today a 
groaning creation (Rom. 8:22), but because of Christ’s 
work on the cross, it will one day be delivered and 
become a glorious creation (Rev. 8:18—24). 

It is unfortunate that the church today often neg- 
lects to worship the God of creation. The real answer 
to the ecological problem is not financial or legal, but 
spiritual. It is only when man acknowledges the 
Creator and begins to use creation to God’s glory that 
the problems will be solved. 


They Worship the Redeemer (5) 

The focus of attention now shifts to a seven-sealed 
scroll in the hand of God. The scroll could not be read 
because it was rolled up and sealed (like a Roman will) 
with seven seals. John could see writing on both sides 
of the scroll, which meant that nothing more could be 
added. What was written was completed and final. 
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The scroll represents Christ’s “title deed” to all that 
the Father promised Him because of His sacrifice on 
the cross. “Ask of me, and I shall give thee the heathen 
[nations] for thine inheritance, and the uttermost parts 
of the earth for thy possession” (Ps. 2:8). Jesus Christ is 
the “Heir of all things” (Heb. 1:2). He is our beloved 
“Kinsman-Redeemer” who was willing to give His life 
to set us free from bondage and to restore our lost 
inheritance (see Lev. 25:23-46; the book of Ruth; Jer. 
32:6-15). 

As Christ removed the seals, various dramatic 
events took place. The seventh seal introduced the 
seven trumpet judgments (Rev. 8:1-2). Then, when 
the seventh trumpet had blown, the great day of God’s 
wrath was announced, ushering in the “vial [bowl] 
judgments” that brought to a climax the wrath of God 
(Rev. 11:15ff; 15:1). It is possible that the trumpet 
judgments were written on one side of the scroll and 
the bowl judgments on the other. 

A title deed or will can be opened only by the 
appointed heir, and this is Jesus Christ. No one in all 
the universe could be found worthy enough to break 
the seals. No wonder John wept, for he realized that 
God’s glorious redemption plan for mankind could 
never be completed until the scroll was opened. The 
redeemer had to be near of kin, willing to redeem, and 
able to redeem. Jesus Christ meets all of the qualifica- 
tions. He became flesh, so He is our Kinsman. He loves 
us and is willing to redeem, and He paid the price, so 
He is able to redeem. 

Now we are able to enter into the worship experi- 
ence described in the remainder of Revelation 5. And 
we'll discover four compelling reasons why we worship 
Jesus Christ. 

Because of who He is (vv. 5-7). Three unique 
titles are given to our Lord to describe who He is. First, 
He is the Lion of the tribe of Judah. The reference here 
is to Genesis 49:8-10, where Jacob prophetically gave 
the scepter to Judah and made it the tribe of the kings. 
(God never meant for Saul to establish a dynasty, 
because he came from the tribe of Benjamin. God used 
him to discipline Israel because the people asked for a 
king; then He gave them David from the tribe of 
Judah.) 

The image of “the lion” speaks of dignity, sover- 
eignty, courage, and victory. Jesus Christ is the only 
living Jew who can prove His kingship from the 
genealogical records. “Son of David” was a title often 
used when He was ministering on earth (see Matt. 1). 

But He is also the Root of David, which means He 
brought David (and David’s line) into existence. As far 
as His humanity is concerned, Jesus had His roots in 
David (Isa. 11:1, 10), but as far as His deity is con- 
cerned, Jesus is the Root of David. This speaks, of 
course, of our Lord’s eternality; He is indeed the 
“Ancient of Days.” How the Messiah could both be 
David’s Lord and David’s son was a problem Jesus pre- 
sented to the Pharisees, and they could not (or would 
not) answer Him (Matt. 22:41—46). 


When John turned to see, he saw nota lion but a amb! 
Jesus Christ is called “the Lamb” at least twenty-eight times 
in the book of Revelation (the Greek word used means “a 
little pet lamb”) and the emphasis is not hard to miss. 
God’s wrath is “the wrath of the Lamb” (Rev. 6:16). 
Cleansing is by “the blood of the Lamb” (Rev. 7:14). The 
church is “the bride of the Lamb” (Rev. 19:7; 21:9). 

The theme of “the Lamb” is an important one 
throughout Scripture, for it presents the person and 
work of Jesus Christ, the Redeemer. The Old 
Testament question, “Where is the lamb?” (Gen. 22:7) 
was answered by John the Baptist who cried, “Behold 
the Lamb of God, which taketh away the sin of the 
world” (John 1:29). The choirs of heaven sing, 
“Worthy is the Lamb” (Rev. 5:12). 

The description of the Lamb (Rev. 5:6), if produced 
literally by an artist, would provide a grotesque picture, 
but when understood symbolically, conveys spiritual 
truth. Since seven is the number of perfection, we have 
here perfect power (seven horns), perfect wisdom 
(seven eyes), and perfect presence (seven Spirits in all 
the earth). The theologians would call these qualities 
omnipotence, omniscience, and omnipresence; and all 
three are attributes of God. The Lamb is God the Son, 
Christ Jesus! 

We worship Jesus Christ because of who He is. But 
there is a second reason why we worship Him. 

Because of where He is (v. 6). To begin with, 
Jesus is in heaven. He is not in the manger, in 
Jerusalem, on the cross, or in the tomb. He is ascended 
and exalted in heaven. What an encouragement this is 
to suffering Christians, to know that their Savior has 
defeated every enemy and is now controlling events 
from glory! He too suffered, but God turned His suf- 
fering into glory. 

But where is Christ in heaven? He is in the midst. 
The Lamb is the center of all that transpires in heaven. 
All creation centers in Him (the four living creatures), 
as do all of God’s people (the elders). The angels 
around the throne encircle the Savior and praise Him. 

He is also at the throne. Some sentimental Christian 
poetry and hymnody dethrones our Savior and empha- 
sizes only His earthly life. These poems and songs 
glamorize “the gentle Carpenter” or “the humble 
Teacher,” but they fail to exalt the risen Lord! We do 
not worship a babe in a manger or a corpse on a cross. 
We worship the living, reigning Lamb of God who is 
in the midst of all in heaven. 

Because of what He does (vv. 8-10). When the 
Lamb came and took the scroll (see Dan. 7:13—14), the 
weeping ended and the praising began. God’s people 
and the representatives of God’s creation joined their 
voices in a new song of praise. Note that praise and 
prayer were united, for incense is a picture of prayer ris- 
ing to the throne of God (Ps. 141:2; Luke 1:10). We 
shall meet the “incense prayers” of the saints again 
(Rev. 6:9-11; 8:1-6). 

What kind of song did they sing? To begin with, it 
was a worship hymn, for they said, “Thou art worthy!” 
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To worship means “to ascribe worth,” and Jesus alone is 
worthy. When I was in the pastorate, I tried to open 
each morning worship service with a hymn that lifted 
the congregations minds and hearts upward to the 
Lord Jesus Christ. Too many contemporary songs are 
“T?” centered rather than “Christ” centered. They so 
emphasize the believers experience that they almost 
ignore the Lord’s glory. Certainly there is a place for 
that kind of song, but nothing can compare with ador- 
ing Christ in spiritual worship. 

But this song was also a gospel song! “Thou wast 
slain, and hast redeemed us [some texts read them] by 
thy blood.” The word translated s/ain means “violently 
slain” (Rev. 5:6). Heaven sings about the cross and the 
blood! I read about a denomination that revised its offi- 
cial hymnal and removed all songs about the blood of 
Christ. That hymnal could never be used in heaven, 
because there they glorify the Lamb slain for the sins of 
the world. 

In Genesis 22, a ram was substituted for Isaac, a 
picture of Christ giving His life for the individual (see 
Gal. 2:20). At Passover, the lamb was slain for each 
family (Ex. 12:3). Isaiah states that Jesus died for the 
nation of Israel (Isa. 53:8; see also John 11:49-52). John 
affirms that the Lamb died for the whole world! (John 
1:29) The more you meditate on the power and scope 
of Christ's work on the cross, the more humbled and 
worshipful you become. 

This song was also a missionary song. Sinners were 
redeemed “out of every kindred, and tongue, and peo- 
ple, and nation” (Rev. 5:9). Kindred refers to a common 
ancestor and tongue to a common language. People 
means a common race, and nation a common rule or 
government. God loves a whole world (John 3:16), and 
His desire is that the message of redemption be taken 
to a whole world (Matt. 28:18—20). 

Perhaps you heard about the Christian who was 
against foreign missions but somehow happened to 
attend a missionary rally. When they passed the offer- 
ing plate, he told the usher, “I don't believe in 
missions!” “Then take something out,” said the usher. 
“Ies for the heathen.” 

This heavenly hymn was also a devotional hymn, for 
it announced our unique position in Christ as “a king- 
dom of priests.” Like Melchizedek of old, believers are 
kings and priests (Gen. 14:17ff; Heb. 7; 1 Peter 
2:5-10). The veil of the temple was torn when Jesus 
died, and the way is opened to God (Heb. 10:19-25). 
We “reign in life” as we yield to Christ and allow His 
Spirit to work in us (Rom. 5:17). 

Finally, this song was a prophetic hymn: “We shall 
reign on the earth” (Rev. 5:10). When Jesus Christ 
returns to earth, He will establish His righteous king- 
dom for 1,000 years, and we shall reign with Him 
(Rev. 20:1-6). The prayers of the saints, “Thy king- 
dom come!” will then be fulfilled. Creation shall 
then be set free from bondage to sin (Isa. 11:1-10; 
Rom. 8:17-23), and Christ shall reign in justice and 
power. 
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What a marvelous hymn! How rich would be our 
worship if only we would blend all these truths in hon- 
oring Him! 

Because of what He has (vv. 11-14). In this clos- 
ing burst of praise, all the angels and every creature in 
the universe joined together to worship the Redeemer. 
What a cascade of harmony John heard! In this hymn, 
they stated those things that Jesus Christ deserved to 
receive because of His sacrificial death on the cross. 
When He was on earth, people did not ascribe these 
things to Him, for many of these things He deliberately 
laid aside in His humiliation. 

He was born in weakness and died in weakness, but 
He is the recipient of all power. He became the poorest 
of the poor (2 Cor. 8:9), and yet He owns all the riches 
of heaven and earth. Men laughed at Him and called 
Him a fool, yet He is the very wisdom of God (1 Cor. 
1:24; Col. 2:3). 

He shared in the sinless weaknesses of humanity as 
He hungered, thirsted, and became weary. Today in 
glory, He possesses all strength. On earth, He experi- 
enced humiliation and shame as sinners ridiculed and 
reviled Him. They laughed at His kingship and attired 
Him in a mock robe, crown, and scepter. But all of 
that is changed now! He has received all honor and 
glory! 

And blessing! He became a curse for us on the cross 
(Gal. 3:13), so that we can never be under the curse of 
the broken law. (Some translations read “praise” instead 
of “blessing,” but the Greek word carries both mean- 
ings.) He is worthy of all praise! 

The worship service climaxed with the entire uni- 
verse praising the Lamb of God and the Father seated 
on the throne! 

And there was even a loud “Amen!” from the four 
living creatures! In heaven, we are permitted to say 
“Amen!” 

Keep in mind that all of this praise centered on the 
Lord Jesus Christ, the Redeemer. It is not Christ the 
Teacher, but Christ the Savior, who is the theme of 
their worship. While an unconverted person could 
praise the Creator, he certainly could not sincerely 
praise the Redeemer. 

All of heaven’s praise came because the Lamb took 
the scroll from the Fathers hand. God’s great eternal 
plan would now be fulfilled and creation would be set 
free from the bondage of sin and death. One day the 
Lamb will break the seals and put in motion events that 
will eventually lead to His coming to earth and the 
establishment of His kingdom. 

As you share in these heavenly worship services, do 
you find your own heart saying “Amen!” to what they 
have sung? You may believe in Christ as the Creator, 
but have you trusted Him as your Redeemer? 

If not, will you do so right now? 

“Behold, I stand at the door and knock: if any man 
hear my voice, and open the door, I will come in to 
him, and will sup with him, and he with me” (Rev. 


3:20). 
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CHAPTER FIVE 


Revelation 6—7 


THE SEALS AND THE SEALED 


he worship described in Revelation 4—5 is 
T preparation for the wrath described in Revelation 

6—19. It seems strange to us that worship and 
judgment should go together, but this is because we 
do not fully understand either the holiness of God or 
the sinfulness of man. Nor do we grasp the total pic- 
ture of what God wants to accomplish and how the 
forces of evil have opposed Him. God is longsuffer- 
ing, but eventually He must judge sin and vindicate 
His servants. 

According to Daniel 9:27, seven years are assigned 
to Israel in God’s prophetic calendar, beginning with 
the signing of an agreement with the world dictator 
(the Antichrist), and ending with Christ’s return to 
earth to judge evil and establish His kingdom. It is this 
period that is described in Revelation 6—19. By refer- 
ring to John’s outline (Rev. 1), you will see that his 
description is in three parts: the first three and a half 
years (Rev. 6—9), the events at the middle of the 
period (Rev. 10—14), and the last three and a half 
years (Rev. 15—19). 

What is so significant about the middle of the 
tribulation? That is when the Antichrist breaks his 
covenant with Israel and becomes their persecutor 
instead of their protector (Dan. 9:27). 

As you study these fourteen action-filled chapters, 
keep in mind that John wrote to encourage God’s peo- 
ple in every age of history. He was not only writing 
prophecy that would be fulfilled in the end times, but he 
was also writing great theology and dramatically reveal- 
ing the character of God and the principles of His 
kingdom. These chapters describe the cosmic conflict 
between God and Satan, the New Jerusalem and 
Babylon, and no matter what “key” a student may use 
to unlock Revelation, he cannot help but see the 
exalted King of kings as He vindicates His people and 
gives victory to His overcomers. 

Since the church never knows when Christ will 
return, each generation must live in expectancy of His 
coming. Therefore the book of Revelation must be able 
to communicate truth to each generation, not just to 
the people who will be alive when these events occur. 
Verses like Revelation 13:9; 16:15; and 22:7, 18-20 all 
indicate the timelessness of John’s message. This also 
explains why the apostle used so much symbolism, for 
symbols never lose their meaning. In every era of its 
history, the church has had to contend with Babylon 
(compare Rev. 18:4 with Jer. 50—51) and Antichrist 
(see 1 John 2:18ff.). Revelation 6—19 is merely the cli- 
max of this conflict. 

In Revelation 6—7, John characterized the opening 
days of the tribulation as a time of retribution, 
response, and redemption. 


Retribution (6:1-8) 

In this section, John recorded the opening of the first 
four seals, and as each seal was opened, one of the four 
living creatures summoned a rider on a horse. (“Come 
and see” should read, “Come!”) In other words, events 
take place on earth because of the sovereign direction 
of God in heaven. 

The horse imagery is probably related to the vision 
described in Zechariah 1:7-17. Horses represent God’s 
activity on earth, the forces He uses to accomplish His 
divine purposes. The center of His program is Israel, 
particularly the city of Jerusalem. (Jerusalem is men- 
tioned thirty-nine times in Zech.) God has a covenant 
purpose for Israel, and that purpose will be fulfilled just 
as He promised. 

Now, let’s try to identify these horses and their riders. 

Antichrist (vv. 1-2). Daniel states that there is a 
“prince that shall come,” who will make a covenant 
with Israel to protect her from her enemies (Dan. 
9:26-27). In other words, the future world dictator 
begins his career as a peacemaker! He will go from vic- 
tory to victory and finally control the whole world. 

Some have suggested that the rider on the white 
horse is actually a symbol of the “conquering Christ” 
who today is defeating the forces of evil in the world. 
They point to Revelation 19:11 as proof, but the 
only similarity is the presence of a white horse. If this 
rider is indeed Jesus Christ, it seems strange that He 
should be named at the end of the book and not at the 
beginning! 

We would expect the Antichrist to resemble the 
Christ, because Antichrist is Satan’s great imitation! 
Even the Jews (who ought to know the Scriptures) will 
be deceived by him (John 5:43; 2 Thess. 2:1—-12). This 
great deceiver will come as a peaceful leader, holding a 
bow but no arrows! (Our Lord’s weapon is a sword; 
Rev. 19:15.) Antichrist will solve the world’s problems 
and be received as the Great Liberator. 

The word for crown in Revelation 6:2 is Stephanas, 
which means “the victor’s crown.” The crown that Jesus 
Christ wears is diadema, “the kingly crown” (Rev. 
19:12). Antichrist could never wear the diadem, 
because it belongs only to the Son of God. 

Certainly, there is a sense in which Jesus Christ is 
conquering today, as He releases people from the 
bondage of sin and Satan (Acts 26:18; Col. 1:13). But 
this conquest began with His victory on the cross and 
certainly did not have to wait for the opening of a seal! 
We shall note later that the sequence of events in 
Revelation 6 closely parallels the sequence given by our 
Lord in His Olivet discourse, and the first item men- 
tioned is the appearance of false Christs (Matt. 24:5). 

War (vv. 3—4). Antichrist’s conquest begins in 
peace, but soon he exchanges the empty bow for a 
sword. The color red is often associated with terror and 
death: the red dragon (Rev. 12:3), the red beast (Rev. 
17:3). It is a picture of wanton bloodshed. War has 
been a part of man’s experience since Cain killed Abel, 
so this image would speak to believers in every age, 
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reminding them that God is ultimately in control, even 
though He is not responsible for the lawless deeds of 
men and nations. 

Famine (w. 5-6). The color black is often con- 
nected with famine (Jer. 14:1-2; Lam. 5:10). Famine 
and war go together. A shortage of food will always 
drive up prices and force the government to ration 
what is available. “To eat bread by weight” is a Jewish 
phrase indicating that food is scarce (Lev. 26:26). A 
penny (denarius) a day was a standard wage for labor- 
ers (Matt. 20:2), but, of course, it had much greater 
buying power than the common penny does today. A 
“measure” of wheat was about two pints, sufficient for 
the daily needs of one person. Ordinarily, a person 
could buy eight to twelve measures for a penny, and 
much more of barley, which was the cheaper grain. 

However, during the tribulation, a man will have to 
work all day just to secure food for himself! There will 
be nothing for his family! At the same time, the rich 
will be enjoying plenty of oil and wine. No wonder 
Antichrist will eventually be able to control the econ- 
omy (Rev. 13:17) as he promises to feed the hungry 
masses. 

Death (vv. 7-8). John saw two personages: Death 
riding a pale horse and hades (the realm of the dead) 
following him. Christ has the keys of death and hades 
(Rev. 1:18), and both will one day be cast into hell 
(Rev. 20:14). Death claims the body while hades claims 
the soul of the dead (Rev. 20:13). John saw these ene- 
mies going forth to claim their prey, armed with 
weapons of the sword, hunger, pestilence (death), and 
wild beasts. In ancient times, hunger, pestilence, and 
the ravages of beasts would be expected to accompany 
war (note also Jer. 15:2; 24:10; Ezek. 14:21). 

Conquering tyrants who bring the world war, 
famine, and pestilence are certainly nothing new. 
Suffering people from the days of the Roman Empire 
to the most recent war can easily recognize anticipa- 
tions of these four dreaded horsemen. This is why the 
book of Revelation has been a source of encouragement 
to suffering believers throughout history. As they see 
the Lamb opening the seals, they realize that God is in 
control and that His purposes will be accomplished. 


Response (6:9-17) 
John recorded two responses to the opening of the 
seals, one in heaven and the other on earth. 

The martyrs (vv. 9-11). When the Old Testament 
priest presented an animal sacrifice, the victim’s blood 
was poured out at the base of the brazen altar (Lev. 4:7, 
18, 25, 30). In Old Testament imagery, blood repre- 
sents life (Lev. 17:11). So, here in Revelation, the souls 
of the martyrs “under the altar” indicates that their lives 
were given sacrificially to the glory of God. The apos- 
tle Paul had the same idea in mind when he wrote 
Philippians 2:17 and 2 Timothy 4:6. 

The Greek word martus, which gives us our English 
word martyr, simply means “a witness” (see Rev. 2:13; 
17:6). These saints were slain by the enemy because of 
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their witness to the truth of God and the message of 
Jesus Christ. The forces of Antichrist do not accept the 
truth, because Satan wants them to be deceived and 
accept his lies (see Rev. 19:20; 20:10; also 2 Thess. 
2:9-12). 

Since their murderers are still alive on earth, these 
martyrs are apparently from the early part of the tribu- 
lation. But they represent all who have laid down their 
lives for Jesus Christ and the cause of God’s truth, and 
they are an encouragement to all today who may be 
called to follow them. They assure us that the souls of 
the martyrs are in heaven, awaiting the resurrection 
(Rev. 20:4), and that they are at rest, robed in heavenly 
glory. 

But is it “Christian” for these martyred saints to pray 
for vengeance on their murderers? After all, both Jesus 
and Stephen prayed that God would forgive those who 
killed them. I have no doubt that, when they were slain 
on earth, these martyrs also prayed for their slayers, and 
this is the right thing to do (Matt. 5:10-12, 43-48). 

The great question, however, was not whether their 
enemies would be judged, but when. “How long, O 
Lord?” has been the cry of God’s suffering people 
throughout the ages (see Ps. 74:9-10; 79:5; 94:34; 
also Hab. 1:2). The saints in heaven know that God 
will eventually judge sin and establish righteousness in 
the earth, but they do not know God’s exact schedule. 
It is not personal revenge that they seek, but vindica- 
tion of God’s holiness and the establishment of God’s 
justice. Every believer today who sincerely prays, “Thy 
kingdom come!” is echoing their petition. 

God made clear to these martyrs that their sacrifice 
was an appointment, not an accident, and that others 
would join them. Even in the death of His people, God 
is in control (Ps. 116:15); so there is nothing to fear. 

Many others would be slain for their faith before 
the Lord would return and establish His kingdom (see 
Rev. 11:7; 12:11; 14:13; and 20:4-5). Then as today, it 
appears that the enemy is winning, but God will have 
the last word. Even in our “enlightened” twentieth cen- 
tury, multiplied thousands of true believers have laid 
down their lives for Christ; certainly they will receive 
the crown of life (Rev. 2:10). 

The earth-dwellers (vv. 12-17). The martyrs 
cried, “Avenge us!” but the unbelievers on earth will 
cry, “Hide us!” The opening of the sixth seal will pro- 
duce worldwide convulsions and catastrophes, 
including the first of three great earthquakes (Rev. 
6:12; 11:13; 16:18-19). All of nature will be affected: 
the sun, moon, and stars, as well as the heavens, the 
mountains, and the islands. Compare this scene with 
Joel 2:30-31 and 3:15 as well as with Isaiah 13:9-10 
and 34:2-4. 

Even though John wrote using symbolic language, 
these verses describe a scene that would frighten even 
the most courageous person. People will try to hide 
from the face of God and from the face of the Lamb! 
Imagine wanting to hide from a /amb! I once heard Dr. 
Vance Havner say that the day would come when the 
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most expensive piece of real estate would be a hole in 
the ground, and he was right. 

We will see more of “the wrath of God” as we 
progress through Revelation (Rev. 11:18; 14:10; 16:19; 
19:15). We will also encounter the wrath of Satan (Rev. 
12:17) and the wrath of the nations as they oppose God 
(Rev. 11:18). If men and women will not yield to the 
love of God and be changed by the grace of God, then 
there is no way for them to escape the wrath of God. 

Rank and wealth will not deliver anyone in that ter- 
rible day. John’s list included kings, captains, and 
slaves, the rich and the poor. “Who shall be able to 
stand?” 

The phrase “wrath of the Lamb” seems a paradox. 
“Wrath of the lion” would be more consistent. We are 
so accustomed to emphasizing the meekness and gen- 
tleness of Christ (Matt. 11:28-30) that we forget His 
holiness and justice. The same Christ who welcomed 
the children also drove the merchants from the temple. 
God’s wrath is not like a child’s temper tantrum or 
punishment meted out by an impatient parent. God’s 
wrath is the evidence of His holy love for all that is 
right and His holy hatred for all that is evil. Only a soft 
and sentimental person would want to worship a God 
who did not deal justly with evil in the world. 

Furthermore, the people mentioned here are 
impenitent. They refuse to submit to God’s will. They 
would rather hide from God in fear (remember Adam 
and Eve?) than run to Him in faith. They are proof that 
judgment by itself does not change the human heart. 
Not only will men seek to hide from God, but they will 
blaspheme Him as well (Rev. 16:9, 11, 21)! 

But is there any hope for believers during this terri- 
ble time of judgment? And what about God’s special 
people, the Jews, who made a covenant with the 
Antichrist? Certainly people will trust the Lord even 
after the church is taken to heaven, but how will they 
manage? We turn to Revelation 7 for some of the 
answers. 

But before considering John’s third theme in this 
section—redemption—we must note the parallels that 
exist between Christ’s prophetic words recorded in 
Matthew 24 and what John wrote in Revelation 6. The 
following summary outline makes this clear. 


Matthew 24 Revelation 6 
False Christs (vv. 4—5) White horse rider (wv. 
1-2) 
Wars (v. 6) Red horse—war (vv. 
3-4) 
Famines (v. 7a) Black horse—famine 
(vv. 5-6) 


Death (vv. 7b-8) 
Martyrs (v. 9) 


Worldwide chaos (vv. 
10-13) 


Pale horse—death (vv. 
7-8) 
Martyrs under the altar 
(vv. 9-11) 
Worldwide chaos (vv. 
12-17) 


Matthew 24:14 introduces the preaching of the 
gospel of the kingdom throughout the whole world, 
and this may well be where Revelation 7 fits in. God 
may use the sealed 144,000 Jews to share His Word 
with the world, resulting in the salvation of multitudes. 


Redemption (7:1-17) 
It is important that we contrast the two groups of peo- 


ple described in this chapter. 


7:1-8 7:9-17 
Jews Gentiles from all nations 
Numbered— 144,000 Not numbered, nor 
could be 
Sealed on the earth Standing in heaven 
before God 


While we are not told explicitly in Scripture that 
the 144,000 Jews are God’s special witnesses, and that 
the Gentile host is saved through their ministry, this 
appears to be a logical deduction; otherwise, why are 
they associated in this chapter? The parallel with 
Matthew 24:14 also indicates that the 144,000 will 
witness for the Lord during the tribulation. 

The sealed Jews (vv. 1-8). Angels are associated 
with the forces of nature: the wind (Rev. 7:1), fire 
(Rev. 14:18), and water (Rev. 16:5). Stopping the 
winds implies a “lull before the storm.” God controls 
all of nature. During the day of His wrath, He will 
use the forces of nature to judge mankind. The 
phrase “four corners of the earth” is no more “unsci- 
entific” here than it is in Isaiah 11:12 or the daily 
newspaper. 

In Scripture, a seal indicates ownership and protec- 
tion. Today, God’s people are sealed by the Holy Spirit 
(Eph. 1:13-14). This is God’s guarantee that we are 
saved and safe, and that He will one day take us to 
heaven. The 144,000 Jews will receive the Father's 
name as their seal (Rev. 14:1), in contrast to the “mark 
of the beast” that Antichrist will give those who follow 
him (Rev. 13:17; 14:11; 16:2; 19:20). 

This seal will protect these chosen Jews from the 
judgments that will “hurt the earth and the sea” (Rev. 
7:2), and occur when the first four angels blow their 
trumpets (Rev. 8). The judgments are intensified when 
the horrible locusts are released from the pit (Rev. 
9:1—4). Protected from these awesome judgments, the 
144,000 will be able to do their work and glorify the 
Lord. 

In every age, God has had His faithful remnant. 
Elijah thought he was alone, but God had 7,000 who 
were yet faithful to Him (1 Kings 19:18). The sealing 
described in Revelation 7 certainly has its background 
in Ezekiel 9:1-7, where the faithful were sealed before 
God’s judgment fell. So, while these 144,000 Jews are 
an elect people in the last days with a special task from 
God, they also symbolize God’s faithful elect in every 
age of history. 

The number 144,000 is significant because it signi- 
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fies perfection and completeness (144 = 12 x 12). Some 
see here the completeness of all God’ people: the twelve 
tribes of Israel (Old Testament saints) and the twelve 
apostles (New Testament saints). This may be a good 
application of this passage, but it is not the basic inter- 
pretation, for we are told that these 144,000 are all 
Jews, and even their tribes are named. 

A man once told me he was one of the 144,000; so 
I asked him, “To which tribe do you belong, and can 
you prove it?” Of course, he could not prove it, no 
more than a Jew today can prove the tribe from which 
he or she descended. The genealogical records have all 
been destroyed. Even the fact that ten of the tribes were 
taken by the Assyrians and “lost” is no problem to 
God. He knows His people and their whereabouts (see 
Matt. 19:28; Acts 26:7; James 1:1). 

This is not to say that our literal interpretation of 
this passage is not without problems. Why is Levi 
included when it had no inheritance with the other 
tribes (Num. 18:20-24; Josh. 13:14)? Why is Joseph 
named but not his son Ephraim, who is usually con- 
nected with his brother Manasseh? Finally, why is the 
tribe of Dan omitted here and yet included in Ezekiel’s 
list for the apportionment of the land (Ezek. 48:1)? 
Many suggestions have been made, but we do not 
know the answers. Even if we interpreted this passage 
in a spiritual sense (i.e., Israel is the church), we would 
be no more certain. We must permit God to know “the 
secret things,” and not allow our ignorance of them to 
hinder us from obeying what we do know (Deut. 
29:29). 

The saved Gentiles (vv. 9-17). You cannot read 
the book of Revelation without developing a global 
outlook, for the emphasis is on what God does for peo- 
ple in the whole world. The Lamb died to redeem 
people “out of every kindred, and tongue, and people, 
and nation” (Rev. 5:9). The great multitudes pictured 
here came from “all nations, and kindreds, and people, 
and tongues” (Rev. 7:9). “Go ye into all the world, and 
preach the gospel to every creature” was our Lord’s 
mandate (Mark 16:15). 

There is no doubt as to who this multitude is, 
because one of the elders explained it to John (Rev. 
7:14): they are Gentiles who have been saved through 
faith in Christ during the tribulation. (We will meet 
this same group again in Rev. 14.) While today, in most 
parts of the world, it is relatively easy to confess Christ, 
this will not be the case during the tribulation, at least 
during the last half of it. Then, unless persons wear the 
“mark of the beast,” they will not be able to buy or sell, 
and this would leave them without even life’s bare 
necessities. Revelation 7:16 indicates that they suffered 
hunger (see Rev. 13:17), thirst (see Rev. 16:4), and lack 
of shelter. (On the heat of the sun, see Rev. 16:8—9.) 

The fact that they are standing before the throne 
and not seated around it indicates that these people are 
not identified with the twenty-four elders. In fact, John 
himself did not know who they were! If they had been 
Old Testament believers, or the church, John would 
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have recognized them. That the elder had to tell John 
who they were suggests that they are a special people, 
which, indeed, they are. 

Of course, in the heavenly city (Rev. 21—22), all 
distinctions will cease and we shall all simply be the 
people of God in glory. But while God is working out 
His program in human history, distinctions still exist 
between the Jews, the Gentiles, the church, and the 
tribulation saints. 

John gave a beautiful description of these people. 

First, they were accepted, for they stood before 
God’s throne and the Lamb. No doubt they had been 
rejected on earth for they stood for truth at a time 
when lies were popular and Satan was in charge. Their 
white robes and palms symbolize victory: they were 
true overcomers! The Jews used palm branches at their 
Feast of Tabernacles (Lev. 23:40-43), which was a spe- 
cial time of national rejoicing. 

Then, they were joyful. They sang praises to the 
Father and to the Lamb, and their worship was joined 
by all those who surrounded the throne. 

Third, they were rewarded. They had the privilege 
of being before God’s throne and of serving Him. 
When God’s people get to heaven, there will be work 
to do! We shall be able to serve Him perfectly! The 
Lamb will shepherd us and satisfy us with every good 
thing (see Isa. 49:10; Rev. 21:4). 

The opening of the seventh seal will introduce the 
seven “trumpet judgments” (Rev. 8—11) and the 
wrath of God will increase both in intensity and scope. 
But before that occurs, we are assured that in His 
wrath, God will remember mercy (Hab. 3:2). Despite 
the wrath of God and the terror inspired by Satan and 
his helpers, multitudes will be saved through the blood 
of Jesus Christ. No matter what the age or dispensa- 
tion. God’s way of salvation has always been the same: 
faith in Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God. 

Sad to say, however, multitudes during that time 
will also reject the Savior and trust “the beast.” But are 
there not people today who prefer Satan to Christ and 
this world to the world to come? They are just as con- 
demned as the tribulation sinners who receive the 
“mark of the beast.” 

If you have never trusted the Savior, do so now. 

If you have trusted Him, then share the good news 
of salvation with others that they might be delivered 
from the wrath to come. 


CHAPTER SIX 


Revelation 8—9 


BLOW THE TRUMPETS! 


he seal judgments now over, the trumpet judg- 
Tow: are about to begin. These will be followed 
by the bowl (vial) judgments, culminating in the 
destruction of Babylon and Christ’s return to earth. 
Note that from the seals to the trumpets to the bowls, 
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the judgments increase in their intensity. Note also that 
the trumpet and the bowl judgments touch on the 
same areas, as the following summary illustrates: 


The Trumpets The Judgment The Bowls 
1. 8:1-7 The earth 16:1-2 

2. 8:8-9 The sea 16:3 

3. 8:10-11 The rivers 16:4-7 

4. 8:12-13 The heavens 16:8-9 

5. 9:1-2 Mankind—torment 16:10-11 
6. 9:13-21 An army 16:12-16 
7. 11:15-19 Angry nations 16:17-21 


The trumpet judgments are released during the first 
half of the tribulation, and the bowl judgments during 
the last half, which is also called “the wrath of God” 
(Rev. 14:10; 15:7). The trumpet judgments parallel the 
plagues that God sent on the land of Egypt. And why 
not? After all, the whole world will be saying, as did 
Pharaoh, “Who is the Lord that we should serve Him?” 

The opening of the seventh seal, and the blowing of 
the first six trumpets, brought about three dramatic 
results. 


Preparation (8:1-6) 
This preparation involves two factors: silence (Rev. 8:1) 
and supplication (Rev. 8:2-6). 

The hosts in heaven had just worshipped the Father 
and the Lamb with a tremendous volume of praise 
(Rev. 7:10-12). But when the Lamb opened the sev- 
enth seal, heaven was silent for about thirty minutes. 
John does nort tell us what caused the silence, but sev- 
eral possibilities exist. The scroll had now been opened 
completely, and perhaps even turned over, and all of 
heaven could see God’s glorious plan unfolding. 
Perhaps the heavenly hosts were simply awestruck at 
what they saw. 

Certainly, this silence was “the lull before the 
storm,” for God’s intensified judgments were about to 
be hurled to the earth. “Hold thy peace at the presence 
of the Lord God: for the day of the Lord is at hand” 
(Zeph. 1:7; note also vv. 14-18, especially v. 16, “A day 
of the trumpet”). “Be silent, O all flesh, before the 
Lord: for he is raised up out of his holy habitation” 
(Zech. 2:13). “The Lord is in his holy temple: let all 
the earth keep silence before him” (Hab. 2:20). 

During this silence, the seven angels were given 
trumpets, significant to John, because he was a Jew and 
understood the place of trumpets in Israel’s national 
life. According to Numbers 10, trumpets had three 
important uses: they called me people together (Num. 
10:1-8); they announced war (Num. 10:9); and they 
announced special times (Num. 10:10). The trumpet 
sounded at Mount Sinai when the law was given (Ex. 
19:16-19), and trumpets were blown when the king 
was anointed and enthroned (1 Kings 1:34, 39). Of 
course, everyone familiar with the Old Testament 
would remember the trumpets at the conquest of 


Jericho (Josh. 6:13—16). 


The voice of the Lord Jesus Christ sounded to John 
like a trumpet (Rev. 1:10). The voice of a trumpet sum- 
moned John to heaven (Rev. 4:1), and some relate this 
to the promise of the rapture of the church given in 1 
Thessalonians 4:13-18. Sounding seven trumpets cer- 
tainly would announce a declaration of war, as well as 
the fact that God’s anointed King was enthroned in 
glory and about to judge His enemies (Ps. 2:1-5). As 
trumpets declared defeat to Jericho, they will ulti- 
mately bring defeat to Babylon. 

The awesome silence was followed by the actions of 
a special angel at the golden altar in heaven (see Rev. 
9:13; 14:18; 16:7). In the tabernacle and temple, the 
golden altar stood before the veil and was used for 
burning incense (Ex. 30:1-10). This was the ministry 
Zacharias was performing when the angel told him that 
he and Elizabeth would have a son (Luke 1:5ff.). 
Burning incense on this altar was a picture of prayer 
ascending to God (Ps. 141:2). 

The “prayers of the saints” (Rev. 8:4) are not the 
prayers of a special group of people in heaven who have 
arrived at “sainthood.” To begin with, all God’s chil- 
dren are saints—set apart for God—through faith in 
Jesus Christ (2 Cor. 1:1; 9:1, 12; 13:13). And there is 
no definite teaching in the Scriptures that people in 
heaven pray for believers on earth, or that we can direct 
our prayers to God through them. We pray to the 
Father through the Son, for He alone is worthy (Rev. 
5:3). For centuries, God’s people have been praying, 
“Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done!” and now 
those prayers are about to be answered. Likewise, the 
tribulation martyrs prayed for God to vindicate them 
(Rev. 6:9-11), a common plea of David in the Psalms 
(see Ps. 7; 26; 35; 52; 55; and 58 for example). These 
“imprecatory psalms” are not expressions of selfish per- 
sonal vengeance, but rather cries for God to uphold 
His holy law and vindicate His people. 

On the great day of Atonement, the high priest 
would put incense on the coals in the censer and, with 
the blood of the sacrifice, enter the Holy of Holies 
(Lev. 16:11-14). But in this scene, the angel put the 
incense on the altar (presented the prayers before God) 
and then cast the coals from the altar to the earth! The 
parallel in Ezekiel 10 indicates that this symbolized 
God’s judgment, and the effects described in 
Revelation 8:5 substantiate this view. A storm is about 
to begin (see Rev. 4:5; 11:19; 16:18)! 

Like it or not, the prayers of God’s people are 
involved in the judgments that He sends. The throne 
and the altar are related. The purpose of prayer, it has 
often been said, is not to get man’s will done in heaven, 
but to get God’s will done on earth—even if that will 
involves judgment. True prayer is serious business, so 
we had better not move the altar too far from the 
throne! 


Desolation (8:7-13) 
The first four trumpet judgments are “natural” in that 
they affect the land, the saltwater, the fresh water, and 


Revelation 8 


the heavenly bodies. The fifth and sixth judgments 
involve the release of demonic forces that first torment, 
and then kill. The last of the trumpet judgments (Rev. 
11:15-19) creates a crisis among all the nations of the 
world. 

Desolation on earth (v. 7). “Hail and fire mingled 
with blood” reminds us of the seventh plague that God 
sent against Egypt (Ex. 9:18-26). The prophet Joel also 
promised “blood and fire” in the last days (Joel 2:30). 
Since this is a supernatural judgment, it is not neces- 
sary to try to explain how hail, fire, and blood become 
mingled. “Fire” could refer to the lightning of a severe 
electrical storm. 

The target for this judgment is green vegetation, 
the trees and the grass, one third of which is burned up. 
One can well imagine how this would affect not only 
the balance of nature, but also the food supply. The 
Greek word for trees usually means “fruit trees,” and the 
destruction of pasture lands would devastate the meat 
and milk industries. 

Desolation in the seas (vv. 8-9). Turning water 
into blood reminds us of the first Egyptian plague 
(Ex. 7:19-21). Note that John did not say that an 
actual burning mountain was cast out of heaven, but 
that the fiery object was like a great mountain. A 
triple judgment resulted: a third part of the saltwater 
turned to blood, a third part of the marine life died, 
and a third of the ships were destroyed. This will be 
an ecological and an economic disaster of unprece- 
dented proportions. 

Considering that the oceans occupy about three 
fourths of the earth’s surface, you can imagine the 
extent of this judgment. The pollution of the water and 
the death of so many creatures would greatly affect the 
balance of life in the oceans, and this would undoubt- 
edly lead to further insoluble problems. As of January 
1, 1981 there were 24,867 ocean-going merchant ships 
registered. Imagine the shock waves that would hit the 
shipping industry if 8,289 valuable ships were sud- 
denly destroyed! And what about their cargoes! 

Some interpreters take “the sea” to mean the 
Mediterranean Sea. However, this would make a rela- 
tively small impact on the world, since the 
Mediterranean covers only 969,100 square miles and 
averages just 5,000 feet deep. It is likely that all the 
major bodies of saltwater are included in this judgment. 

Desolation in the fresh water (vv. 10-11). God’s 
wrath next reaches inland and touches the rivers and 
fountains of water (wells and sources of the rivers), 
making the fresh water taste bitter like wormwood. 
The National Geographic Society lists about 100 prin- 
cipal rivers in the world, ranging in length from the 
Amazon (4,000 miles long) to the Rio de la Plata (150 
miles long). The U.S. Geological Survey reports thirty 
large rivers in the United States, beginning with the 
mighty Mississippi (3,710 miles long). One third of 
these rivers, and their sources, will become so bitterly 
polluted that drinking their water could produce 
death. 
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God has His stars numbered and named (Job 
9:9-10). It is likely that this fallen star is molten and 
that, as it nears the earth, it begins to disintegrate and 
fall into the various bodies of water. If a star actually 
struck the earth, our globe would be destroyed; so this 
star must “come apart” as it enters the atmosphere. Of 
course, this event is a divinely controlled judgment; 
therefore, we must not try to limit it by the known laws 
of science. 

The word translated “wormwood” gives us our 
English word absinthe, which is a popular liqueur in 
some countries of the world. The word means 
“undrinkable,” and in the Old Testament was synony- 
mous with sorrow and great calamity. Jeremiah, “the 
Weeping Prophet,” often used it (Jer. 9:15; 23:15; 
Lam. 3:15, 19), and so did Amos (Amos 5:7, “those 
who turn justice into wormwood” Nass). Moses 
warned that idolatry would bring sorrow to Israel, like 
a root producing wormwood (Deut. 29:18). Solomon 
warned that immorality might seem pleasant, but in 
the end, it produces bitterness like wormwood (Prov. 
5:4). 

If the people who drink from these waters are in 
danger of dying, what must happen to the fish and 
other creatures that Jive in these waters? And what 
would happen to the vegetation near these rivers? If the 
ecologists are worried about the deadly consequences 
of water pollution today, what will they think when the 
third trumpet blows? 

There is no direct parallel here to any of the plagues 
of Egypt. However, after the Exodus, Israel encoun- 
tered bitter waters at Marah (which means “bitter”) 
and Moses had to purify the water supply (Ex. 
15:23-27). But no supernatural purification will be 
available during the tribulation. 

Desolation in the heavens (vv. 12-13). The judg- 
ments from the first three trumpets affected only a 
third part of the land and waters, but this fourth judg- 
ment affects the entire world. Why? Because it gets to 
the very source of the earth’s life and energy, the sun. 
With one third less sunlight on the earth, there will be 
one third less energy available to support the life sys- 
tems of man and nature. 

This judgment parallels the ninth plague in Egypt 
(Ex. 10:21-23), which lasted three days. “The day of 
the Lord is darkness, and not light” (Amos 5:18). 
Think of the vast changes in temperatures that will 
occur and how these will affect human health and food 
growth. 

It is possible that this particular judgment is tempo- 
rary, for the fourth bowl judgment will reverse it, and 
the sun’s power will be intensified (Rev. 16:8-9). Then, 
at the close of the tribulation, the sun and moon will 
be darkened again to announce the Saviors return 
(Matt. 24:29-30; see also Luke 21:25-28). 

“Blow ye the trumpet in Zion,” said the prophet 
Joel, “for the day of the Lord cometh ... a day of dark- 
ness and of gloominess” (Joel 2:1-2). Darkness, 
indeed! Not only will nature suffer loss, but human 


1058 


nature will take advantage of the long darkness and no 
doubt indulge in crime and wickedness. “Everyone that 
doeth evil hateth the light” John 3:20). 

At this point, a remarkable messenger will appear in 
the sky, proclaiming woe to the earth’s inhabitants. 
Most manuscripts have “eagle” here instead of “angel,” 
but either one would certainly get people’s attention! 
Could this be the eagle-like living creature that John 
saw worshipping before the throne (Rev. 4:7-8)? Will 
God send it on this special mission? We cannot say for 
sure, but it is a possibility. 

The three “woes” in Revelation 8:13 refer to the 
judgments yet to come when the remaining three 
angels blow their trumpets. It is as though the messen- 
ger cried, “If you think this has been terrible, just wait! 
The worst is yet to come!” 

The phrase “inhabiters of the earth” (or “them that 
dwell on the earth”) is found twelve times in Revelation 
(3:10; 6:10; 8:13; 11:10 [twice]; 12:12; 13:8, 12, 14; 
14:6; 17:2, 8). It means much more than “people who 
live on the earth,” for that is where a% living people 
reside. Instead, it refers to a kind of people: those who 
live for the earth and the things of the earth. These are 
just the opposite of people who have their citizenship 
in heaven (Phil. 3:18-21). John described this worldly 
sort well in his first epistle (1 John 2:15-17), and later 
in this prophecy he again makes it clear that “earth- 
dwellers” are not born again (Rev. 13:8). 

At the beginning of human history, heaven and 
earth were united because our first parents honored 
God and obeyed His will. Satan tempted them to focus 
on the earth; they disobeyed God; and ever since, a 
great gulf has been fixed between heaven and earth. 
This chasm was bridged when the Son of God came to 
earth and died for the sins of the world. 


Liberation (9:1-21) 

The late Dr. Wilbur M. Smith, who made the book of 
Revelation his special study, once wrote: “It is probable 
that, apart from the exact identification of Babylon in 
Revelation 17 and 18, the meaning of the two judg- 
ments in this chapter represents the most difficult 
major problem in the Revelation” (Wycliffe Bible 
Commentary, 1509). Revelation 9 describes two fright- 
ening armies that are liberated at just the right time 
and permitted to judge mankind. 

The army from the pit (vv. 1-12). The “bottom- 
less pit” is literally “the pit of the abyss.” Luke makes it 
clear that this “pit” is the abode of the demons (Luke 
8:31), and John states that Satan will be temporarily 
“jailed” there during our Lord’s reign on the earth (Rev. 
20:1-3). The Antichrist (i.e., “the beast”) will ascend 
out of this pit (Rev. 11:7; 17:8). It is not the lake of 
fire, for that is the final “prison” for Satan and all who 
follow him (Rev. 20:10), but part of that hidden 
underworld under the Lord’s authority. Today, the fear- 
some army described here is already incarcerated, 
waiting for the hour of liberation. 

This fallen star is a person, the king over the beings 


in the pit (Rev. 9:11). He does not have complete 
authority, for the key to the pit had to be given to him 
before he could loose his army. This “star” is probably 
Satan and the army, his demons (Eph. 6:10ff.). One of 
the names for Satan is Lucifer, which means “bright- 
ness’; he also is compared to the “morning star” (Isa. 
14:12-14). Jesus said to His disciples, “I beheld Satan 
as lightning fall from heaven” (Luke 10:18). 

When the pit was opened, smoke emerged as 
though the door of a furnace had been loosened. Jesus 
compared hell to a furnace of fire (Matt 13:42, 50), an 
image that ought to make people stop and think before 
they jest about it. The smoke polluted the air and dark- 
ened the sun, which had already been darkened when 
the fourth trumpet sounded. 

But it is what came out of the smoke that truly ter- 
rorized mankind: an army of demons, compared to 
locusts. The eighth plague in Egypt was a devastating 
swarm of locusts (Ex. 10:1-20). People who have never 
encountered these insects have little idea of the damage 
they can do. When God wanted to judge His people, 
He would sometimes send locusts to devour the har- 
vests (Deut. 28:38, 42; Joel 2). 

These are not literal locusts, because locusts do not 
have scorpion-like stings in their tails. These creatures 
do not devour the green vegetation; in fact, they are 
prohibited from doing so. This demonic army is given 
the assignment of tormenting all who have not been 
protected by the seal of God. The 144,000 men from 
the tribes of Israel would therefore escape this painful 
judgment (Rev. 7:1-8). In fact, it is likely that a// who 
have trusted the Lord will be sealed in some special way 
and protected from torment. 

The normal lifespan of the locust is about five 
months (May to September), and this is the length of 
time that the judgment will last. These demons will 
sting people and thus create such pain that their vic- 
tims will actually want to die, but death will flee from 
them (Jer. 8:3). 

Reading the detailed description of these creatures, 
we realize that John is not writing about ordinary 
locusts. Yet, despite its obvious symbolism, it aptly por- 
trays a powerful enemy armed for battle. With bodies 
like horses but faces like men, the demons’ heads are 
crowned and covered with long hair. They have teeth 
like those of lions, and their skin is like a coat of mail. 
When they fly, the noise is like an army of chariots 
rushing by. It is unnecessary to try to “spiritualize” 
these symbols, or to interpret them in light of modern 
means of warfare. John is heaping image upon image to 
force us to feel the horror of this judgment. 

Real locusts do not have a king (Prov. 30:27), but 
this army follows the rule of Satan, the angel of the 
bottomless pit. His name is “Destroyer.” “The thief 
[Satan] cometh not, but for to steal, and to kill, and to 
destroy” (John 10:10). Real locusts are pervasive 
destroyers, but this army only tortures those who do 
not belong to the Lord. 

As God’s people, we can be thankful that Jesus 
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Christ holds the keys of hell and death (Rev. 1:18) and 
exercises divine authority even over Satan. God has His 
timetable for all these events, and nothing will happen 
too soon or too late (2 Thess. 2:6; note also Rev. 9:15). 

The army from the east (vv. 13-21). It was at the 
golden altar of incense that the angel offered the 
prayers of the saints (Rev. 8:3-5); now from this same 
altar a voice speaks, commanding that four angels be 
loosed. These angels are apparently wicked, because no 
holy angel would be bound. Each angel is in charge of 
part of the vast army that follows them at their libera- 
tion, an army of 200 million beings! The army is 
released at a precise time, for a special purpose: to kill 
(not just torment) a third of the world’s population. 
Since a fourth of mankind has already been killed 
(Rev. 6:8), this means that halfof the world’ population 
will be dead by the time the sixth trumpet judgment is 
completed. 

Are we to identify this as a literal army of men, 
moving in conquest across the globe? Probably not. For 
one thing, the emphasis in this paragraph is not on the 
riders, but on the horses. The description cannot fit 
war-horses as we know them or, for that matter, mod- 
ern warfare equipment, such as tanks. To assert that 
this is a literal army, and to point to some nation (such 
as China) that claims to have 200 million soldiers, is to 
miss the message John is seeking to convey. 

The deadly power of these horses is in their mouths 
and tails, not in their legs. Fire, smoke, and brimstone 
issue from their mouths, and their tails are like biting 
serpents. They can attack men from the front as well as 
from the rear. 

I take it that this is another demonic army, headed 
by four fallen angels, and that all of them are today 
bound by the Lord, unable to act until God gives them 
permission. Why they are bound at the Euphrates 
River is not explained, though that area is the cradle of 
civilization (Gen. 2:14), not to mention one of the 
boundaries for Israel (Gen. 15:18). 

One would think that the combination of five 
months of torment and then death (from fire, smoke, 
and brimstone) would bring men and women to their 
knees in repentance, but such is not the case. These 
judgments are not remedial but retributive: God is 
upholding His holy law and vindicating His suffering 
people (see Rev. 6:9-11). Even a casual reading of 
Revelation 9:20-21 reveals the awful wickedness of 
mankind, even in the midst of God’s judgments. The 
most frightening thing about Revelation 9 is not the 
judgments that God sends but the sins that men persist 
in committing even while God is judging them. 

Consider the sins that men and women will be 
committing: 

Demon worship, which goes hand-in-hand with 
idolatry (see 1 Cor. 10:19-21), will be the leading sin. 
Satan will be at work (always under the permissive will 
of God), and Satan has always wanted to be wor- 
shipped (Isa. 14:12-15; Matt. 4:8-10). A great deal of 


“religion” will be practiced at this time, but it will be 
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false religion. People will worship the works of their 
own hands, which could well include the buildings 
they construct, the machines they make, and the cities 
they build, as well as their idols. 

Here are dead sinners worshipping dead gods (see 
Ps. 115)! Their gods will not be able to protect or 
deliver them, yet these people will continue to reject 
the true God and worship Satan and idols! 

Murder and theft will also be rife in those days. So 
will various kinds of sexual immorality. The word trans- 
lated “sorcery” is the Greek word pharmakia, which 
means “the use of drugs.” Drugs are often used in 
pagan religious rites and demon worship. As we see the 
expansion of today’s “drug culture,” we have no prob- 
lem envisioning a whole society given over to these 
demonic practices. 

Mankind will be breaking the first two Mosaic 
commandments by making and worshipping idols. In 
their murders, they will violate the sixth command- 
ment, and in their thefts, the eighth. By their 
fornication, they will break the seventh command- 
ment. It will be an age of lawlessness with “every man 
doing that which is right in his own eyes” (see Judg. 
21:25). 

But God is working out His plan, and neither the 
sins of mankind nor the schemes of Satan will hinder 
Him from accomplishing His will. 

We have come now to the midpoint of the tribula- 
tion (Rev. 10—14), a time during which some 
important events must take place. Thus far, we have 
covered about three-and-a-half years of this seven-year 
period (Dan. 9:27). During this time, Antichrist began 
his career as a peacemaker and a special friend to Israel, 
but now, his true character will be revealed. He will 
become a peace-breaker and a persecutor of the people 
of God. 

Things will not look bright for God’s people during 
this middle stage of the prophetic journey, but they will 
still be overcomers through the power of the King of 
kings and Lord of lords! 


CHAPTER SEVEN 
Revelation 10—11 


A TIME FOR TESTIMONY 


evelation 10—14 describes the events that will 
R occur at the middle of the seven-year tribulation. 

This explains John’s repeated mention of the 
three-and-a-half-year time segment in one form or 
another (Rev. 11:2-3; 12:6, 14; 13:5). At the begin- 
ning of this period, the Antichrist began to make his 
conquest by promising to protect the Jews and assist in 
their rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem. But after 
three-and-a-half-years, he will break his agreement, 
invade the temple, and begin to persecute the Jewish 
people. 


However depressing the events of this middle seg- 
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ment of the tribulation may be, God is not without His 
witness to the world. In Revelation 10—11 are three 
important testimonies: from a mighty angel (Rev. 
10:1-11), from the two special witnesses (Rev. 11:1-14), 
and from the elders in heaven (Rev. 11:15—19). 


The Testimony of the Mighty Angel (10:1-11) 

More than sixty references to angels are made in 
Revelation. They are God’s army sent to accomplish 
His purposes on earth. Believers today seldom think 
about these servants (Heb. 1:14), but one day in 
heaven we shall learn about all they did for us here. 

The description of the angel (vv. 1-4). This 
angel amazes us, for he has some of the characteris- 
tics that belong especially to the Lord Jesus Christ. 
John had seen and heard a “strong angel” (Rev. 5:2), 
and the same Greek word is here translated “mighty.” 
All angels excel in strength (Ps. 103:20), but appar- 
ently some have greater power and authority than 
others. 

We first saw the rainbow around the throne of God 
(Rev. 4:3); now it sits like a crown on the head of this 
messenger. The rainbow was God’s sign to mankind 
that He would never again destroy the world with a 
flood. Even in wrath, God remembers His mercy (Hab. 
3:2). Whoever this angel is, he has the authority of 
God’s throne given to him. 

God is often identified with clouds. God led Israel 
by a glorious cloud (Ex. 16:10), and dark clouds cov- 
ered Sinai when the law was given (Ex. 19:9). When 
God appeared to Moses, it was in a cloud of glory (Ex. 
24:15ff.; 34:5). “[He] maketh the clouds his chariot” 
(Ps. 104:3). A cloud received Jesus when He ascended 
to heaven (Acts 1:9), and, when He returns, it will be 
with clouds (Rev. 1:7). 

The fact that the angel’s face is “as the sun” corre- 
sponds to the description of Jesus Christ in Revelation 
1:16; his feet correspond to the Lord’s description in 
Revelation 1:15. His voice like a lion suggests 
Revelation 5:5. This being could well be our Lord Jesus 
Christ, appearing to John as a kingly angel. Jesus often 
appeared in the Old Testament as “the Angel of the 
Lord” (Ex. 3:2; Judg. 2:4; 6:11-12, 21-22; 2 Sam. 
24:16). This was a temporary manifestation for a spe- 
cial purpose, not a permanent incarnation. 

Two other characteristics would suggest identifying 
the angel as Jesus Christ: the book in his hand and the 
awesome posture that he assumed. The little book con- 
tains the rest of the prophetic message that John will 
deliver. Since our Lord was the only One worthy to 
take the scroll and break the seals (Rev. 5:5ff.), it might 
well be concluded that He is the only One worthy to 
give His servant the rest of the message. 

The angel’s posture is that of a conqueror taking 
possession of his territory. He is claiming the whole 
world (see Josh. 1:1-3). Of course, only the victorious 
Savior could make such a claim. The Antichrist will 
soon complete his conquest and force the whole world 
to submit to his control. But before that happens, the 


Savior will claim the world for Himself, the inheritance 
that His Father promised Him (Ps. 2:6-9). Satan roars 
like a lion to frighten his prey (1 Peter 5:8), but the 
Lion of Judah roars to announce victory (see Ps. 
95:3—5; Isa. 40:12-17). 

We are not told why John was forbidden to write 
what the seven thunders uttered, the only “sealed” 
thing in an otherwise “unsealed” book (see Dan. 12:9; 
Rev. 22:10). God’s voice is often compared to thunder 
(Ps. 29; Job 26:14; 37:5; John 12:28-29). It is useless 
for us to speculate when God chooses to veil His truth 
(Deut. 29:29). 

The declaration of the angel (vv. 5-11). This dec- 
laration fills us with awe, not only because of what the 
angel declares, but also because of the way he declares 
it. It is a solemn scene, with his hand lifted to heaven 
as though he were under oath. 

But if this angel is our Lord Jesus Christ, why 
would He take an oath? In order to affirm the solem- 
nity and certainty of the words spoken. God put 
Himself “under oath” when He made His covenant 
with Abraham (Heb. 6:13—20) and when He declared 
His Son to be High Priest (Heb. 7:20-22). He also 
took an oath when He promised David that the Christ 
would come from his family (Acts 2:29-30). 

The emphasis in Revelation 10:6 is on God the 
Creator. Various judgments have already been felt by 
the heavens, the earth, and the sea, and more judg- 
ments are to come. The word that is translated “time” 
actually means “delay.” God has been delaying His 
judgments so that lost sinners will have time to repent 
(2 Peter 3:1-9); now, however. He will accelerate His 
judgments and accomplish His purposes. 

Recall that the martyred saints in heaven were con- 
cerned about God’s seeming delay in avenging their 
deaths (Rev. 6:10-11). “How long, O Lord, how 
long?” has been the cry of God’s suffering people from 
age to age. God’s seeming delay in fulfilling His prom- 
ises has given the scoffers opportunity to deny God’s 
Word and question His sincerity (see 2 Peter 3). God’s 
Word is true and His timing, perfect. This means com- 
fort to saints—but judgment to sinners. 

In the Bible, a mystery is a “sacred secret,” a truth 
hidden to those outside but revealed to God’s people by 
His Word (Matt. 13:10-12). The “mystery of God” has 
to do with the age-old problem of evil in the world. 
Why is there both moral and natural evil in the world? 
Why doesnt God do something about it? Of course, 
the Christian knows that God did “do something 
about it” at Calvary when Jesus Christ was made sin 
and experienced divine wrath for a sinful world. We 
also know that God is permitting evil to increase until 
the world is ripe for judgment (2 Thess. 2:7ff; Rev. 
14:14-20). Since God has already paid the price for 
sin, He is free to delay His judgment, and He cannot 
be accused of injustice or unconcern. 

The signal for this mystery’ completion is the 
sounding of the seventh trumpet (Rev. 11:14-19). The 
last half of the tribulation begins when the angels start 
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to pour out the bowls, in which “is filled up [com- 
pleted] the wrath of God” (Rev. 15:1). 

The directions that the angel gave to John (Rev. 
10:8-11) should remind us of our responsibility to 
assimilate the Word of God and make it a part of the 
inner man. It was not enough for John to see the book 
or even know its contents and purpose. He had to 
receive it into his inner being. 

God’s Word is compared to food: bread (Matt 4:4), 
milk (1 Peter 2:2), meat (1 Cor. 3:1-2), and honey (Ps. 
119:103). The prophets Jeremiah (Jer. 15:16) and 
Ezekiel (Ezek. 2:9-3:4) knew what it was to “eat” the 
Word before they could share it with others. The Word 
must always “become flesh” (John 1:14) before it can 
be given to those who need it. Woe unto that preacher 
or teacher who merely echoes God’s Word and does not 
incarnate it, making it a living part of his very being. 

God will not thrust His Word into our mouths and 
force us to receive it. He hands it to us and we must 
take it. Nor can He change the effects the Word will 
have in our lives: there will be both sorrow and joy, bit- 
terness and sweetness. God’s Word contains sweet 
promises and assurances, but it also contains bitter 
warnings and prophecies of judgment. The Christian 
bears witness of both life and death (2 Cor. 2:14-17). 
The faithful minister will declare all of God’s counsel 
(Acts 20:27). He will not dilute the message of God 
simply to please his listeners (2 Tim. 4:1-5). 

The angel commissioned John to prophesy again; 
his work was not yet completed. He must declare God’s 
prophetic truth concerning (not “before”) many peo- 
ples, and nations, and tongues, and kings (Rev. 5:9). 
The word nations usually refers to the Gentile nations. 
John will have much to say about the nations of the 
world as he presents the rest of this prophecy. 


The Testimony of the Two Witnesses (11:1-14) 

The ministry of the witnesses (vv. 1—6). The place is 
Jerusalem and the time is the first half of the tribula- 
tion. Israel is worshipping again at its restored temple, 
built under the protection of the Antichrist, whose true 
character has not yet been revealed. To spiritualize 
Revelation 11:1-2 and make the temple refer to the 
church creates a number of serious problems. For one 
thing, how could John measure an invisible body of 
people, even if the church were still on earth? If the 
temple is the church, then who are the worshippers and 
what is the altar? And since the church unites Jews and 
Gentiles in one body (Eph. 2: lift), why are the 
Gentiles segregated in this temple? It seems wisest to 
interpret this temple as an actual building in the Holy 
City of Jerusalem (Neh. 11:1, 18; Dan. 9:24). 

John’s measurement of the temple is a symbolic 
action. To measure something means to claim it for 
yourself. When we sold our house in Chicago, the new 
owners brought in an architect to measure various areas 
and recommend possible changes. Had the architect 
shown up previous to the buyers’ commitment we 
would have thrown him out. The Lord was saying 
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through John, “I own this city and this temple, and I 
claim both for Myself.” The Old Testament back- 
ground is found in Ezekiel 40—41 and Zechariah 
2:1-3. 

What John did was especially significant because 
the Gentiles had taken over Jerusalem. Antichrist had 
broken his agreement with Israel (Dan. 9:27), and now 
he was about to use the temple for his own diabolical 
purposes (2 Thess. 2:3—4). All of this will be elaborated 
in Revelation 13. “Jerusalem shall be trodden down of 
the Gentiles,” said Jesus, “until the times of the 
Gentiles be fulfilled” (Luke 21:24). The “times of the 
Gentiles” began in 606 BC when Babylon began to 
devastate Judah and Jerusalem, and it will continue 
until Jesus Christ returns to deliver the Holy City and 
redeem Israel (Zech. 14). 

Note that the two witnesses minister during the 
first half of the tribulation (Rev. 11:3; 1,260 days). 
Jerusalem is then overrun by the Gentiles for forty-two 
months, the /ast half of the tribulation. 

Their witness is related to Israel and the temple. 
How tragic that the power of God and the Word of 
God will be outside the temple and not within as in for- 
mer ages. Like the temple that Jesus left, this new house 
will be desolate (see Matt. 23:38). These two men are 
specifically called prophets (Rev. 11:3, 6), and I take 
this to mean prophetic ministry in the Old Testament 
sense, calling the nations to repent and return to the 
true God of Israel. 

Not only do these witnesses declare God’s words, 
but they also do God’s works and perform miracles of 
judgment, reminding us of both Moses and Elijah (Ex. 
7:14-18; 1 Kings 17: 1ff; 2 Kings 1:1-12). Some stu- 
dents cite Malachi 4:5—6 as evidence that one of the 
witnesses may be Elijah, but Jesus applied that 
prophecy to John the Baptist (Matt. 17:10-13). John 
the Baptist, however, denied that he was Elijah 
returned to earth (John 1:21, 25; see also Luke 
1:16-17). This confusion may be explained in part by 
realizing that throughout Israel’s history, God sent spe- 
cial messengers—”Elijahs’—to call His people to 
repentance; so in this sense, Malachi’s prophecy will be 
fulfilled by the witnesses. 

Instead of relating the ministry of the witnesses to 
Moses and Elijah, the angel who spoke to John con- 
nected their ministry with Zerubbabel and Joshua the 
high priest (Zech. 4). These two men helped to reestab- 
lish Israel in Palestine and to rebuild the temple. It was 
a discouraging task, and the Gentiles made it even 
more difficult, but God provided the special power 
they needed to get the work done. This truth is an 
encouragement to God’s servants in all ages, for the 
work of the Lord is never easy. 

The martyrdom of the witnesses (vv. 7-10). This 
comes only when they have finished their testimony. 
God’s obedient servants are immortal until their work 
is done. “The beast” (Antichrist) is now in power and 
wants to take over the temple, but he cannot succeed 
until the two witnesses are out of the way. God will 
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permit him to slay them, for no one will be able to 
make war against “the beast” and win (Rev. 13:4). 

The witnesses will not even be permitted decent 
burial (see Ps. 79:1-3). But even this indecency will be 
used by God to bear witness to mankind. No doubt the 
TV cameras in Jerusalem will transmit the scene to 
people around the world, and the news analysts will 
discuss its significance. The earth-dwellers will rejoice 
at their enemies’ removal and will celebrate a “satanic 
Christmas” by sending gifts to one another. It thus 
would appear that the power of the two witnesses will 
not be limited to Jerusalem, but that they will be able 
to cause things to happen in other parts of the world. 

These two prophets will definitely have a relation- 
ship with Israel, and the world, for the most part, has 
not approved of the nation Israel. In the middle of the 
tribulation, “the beast” will turn against Israel and 
begin to persecute the Jews. The two witnesses will not 
be around to protect the nation and a frightening anti- 
Semitic movement will ensue. 

Jerusalem is called a “great city” (Rev. 11:8), and 
from a human viewpoint, this is a true statement. But 
God looks at men and nations from a spiritual view- 
point. To Him, Jerusalem will be considered as 
polluted and worldly as Sodom and as rebellious and 
proud as Egypt. 

The resurrection of the witnesses (vv. 11-14). 
Miraculously, the two witnesses are not only raised 
from the dead, but caught up into heaven! God rescues 
them from their enemies and gives a solemn witness to 
the watching world. The world’s great joy suddenly 
becomes great fear. (Note the word great in Rev. 11, 
repeated eight times.) 

Are we to interpret the three-and-a-half days liter- 
ally? Or does the phrase simply mean “after a short 
time”? It seems too specific to mean that. Does it sym- 
bolize a longer period, say three-and-a-half years? It is 
not likely that two dead bodies would be kept lying in 
a city street for more than three years. Perhaps this is a 
picture of a rapture of all the saints in the midst of the 
tribulation, and the three-and-a-half years cover the 
first half of the period. If so, then what is symbolized 
by the death of the two witnesses? This interpretation 
solves one problem only to create another. 

These days appear to be literal days, just as the 
forty-two months in Revelation 11:2 are literal 
months. The Bible does not explain why this length of 
time was chosen and it is useless for us to speculate. 

Our Lord’s friends watched Him ascend to heaven 
(Acts 1:9-12), but the witnesses’ enemies will see them 
resurrected and will be shaken with fear. Their fear will 
increase when a great earthquake occurs, killing 7,000 
men and destroying a tenth part of Jerusalem. A great 
earthquake occurred when the sixth seal was opened 
(Rev. 6:12), and there will be a greater one when the 
seventh vial is poured out (Rev. 16:18-20). 


The Testimony of the Elders (11:15-19) 


We have been waiting since Revelation 8:13 for this 


third “woe” to arrive and now it is here. When the sev- 
enth angel blew the trumpet, three dramatic events 
occurred. 

An announcement of victory (v. 15). These “great 
voices” were probably the choirs of heaven. The great 
announcement is that the kingdom (John uses the sin- 
gular because “the beast” now has the world under his 
control) of this world belongs to Jesus Christ. Of 
course, Christ does not claim His royal rights until He 
returns, but the victory has already been won. Satan 
offered Him the world’s kingdoms, but He refused the 
offer (Matt. 4:8-9). Instead, He died on the cross, 
arose, and returned victoriously to heaven, and there 
the Father gave Him His inheritance (Ps. 2:4-9). 

However, we must not incorrectly assume that our 
Lord is not reigning today, because He is. According to 
Hebrews 7:1-2, Jesus Christ is “King of righteousness” 
and “King of peace.” He is enthroned with the Father 
(Rev. 3:21), and He will reign until He defeats all His 
foes (1 Cor. 15:25). Today, He rules over a spiritual 
kingdom, but in that future day, He will reign over the 
nations of the world and rule with a rod of iron. 

No matter how difficult the circumstances might 
be, or how defeated God’s people may think they are, 
Jesus Christ is still King of kings and Lord of lords, and 
He is in control. One day, we shall triumph! 

An acclamation of praise (vv. 16-18). The elders 
left their own thrones and prostrated themselves in 
worship before God’s throne. They gave thanks for 
three special blessings: that Christ reigns supremely 
(Rev. 11:17), that He judges righteously (Rev. 11:18), 
and that He rewards graciously (Rev. 11:18). 

In Revelation 4:10-11, the elders praised the 
Creator; and in Revelation 5:9-14, they worshipped the 
Redeemer. Here the emphasis is on the Conqueror and 
the King. Keep in mind that in John’s day the church on 
earth looked as though it were defeated, for Rome was 
the conqueror and king. John was reminding the saints 
that they were “a kingdom of priests” reigning with the 
Savior (Rev. 1:5-6). It may seem at times that the 
throne of heaven is empty, but it is not. Jesus Christ has 
both power and authority—in fact, all authority (Matt. 
28:18, where the word power means “authority”). 
“Thou... hast begun to reign” is a good translation. 

Christ not only reigns supremely, but He judges 
righteously (Rev. 11:18). The Lamb is also the Lion! In 
Revelation 11:18, we have a “table of contents” for the 
remainder of the book of Revelation. These events did 
not take place the instant the angel blew his trumpet; 
he simply signaled the beginning of the process, and 
now these events would take place as planned. 

“The nations were angry.” What do the nations have 
to be angry about? Certainly the Lord has been good 
and gracious to them. He has provided their needs (Acts 
14:15-17; 17:24-31), assigned their territories, and 
graciously postponed His judgment to give men oppor- 
tunity to be saved. Even more, He sent His Son to be 
the Savior of the world. Today, God offers forgiveness to 
the nations! What more could He do for them? 
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Then, why are the nations angry? Because they want 
to have their own way. “Why do the heathen [the 
nations] rage, and the people imagine a vain thing? The 
kings of the earth set themselves, and the rulers take 
counsel together, against the Lord, and against his 
anointed [Christ], saying, “Let us break their bands 
asunder, and cast away their cords from us” (Ps. 
2:1-3). They want to worship and serve the creature 
instead of the Creator (Rom. 1:25). Like adolescent 
children, the nations want to cast off all restraint, and 
God will permit them to do so. The result will be another 
“Babylon” (Rev. 17—18), man’s last attempt to build 
his Utopia, a “heaven on earth.” 

Note the change in attitude shown by the nations 
of the world. In Revelation 11:2, the nations ruthlessly 
take over Jerusalem. In Revelation 11:9, they rejoice at 
the death of the two witnesses. But now they are angry; 
their arrogance and joy did not last very long. This bel- 
ligerent attitude finally will cause the nations to unite 
to fight God at the great battle of Armageddon. 

“And thy wrath is come.” The word translated 
“angry” in Revelation 11:18 is the verb form of the 
word translated “wrath.” But man’s wrath can never 
equal the wrath of the Lamb (Rev. 6:16-17). Even 
Satan’s wrath, as cruel as it is, is no match for God’s 
wrath (Rev. 12:17). There was intense suffering in the 
first half of the tribulation, but only the last half will 
reveal the wrath of God (Rev. 11:18; 14:10; 16:19; 
19:15). There are two Greek words for anger: thumos, 
which means “rage, passionate anger,” and orgé, used 
here, which means “indignation, a settled attitude of 
wrath.” God’s anger is not an outburst of temper; it is 
holy indignation against sin. Both of these Greek 
words are used in Revelation to describe God’s anger: 
orgé is used only four times; thumos, seven (Rev. 
14:10, 19; 15:1, 7; 16:1, 19; 19:15). God’s anger is 
not dispassionate, for He hates sin and loves righ- 
teousness and justice, but neither is it temperamental 
and unpredictable. 

“And the time of the dead, that they should be 
judged” takes us to the very end of God’s prophetic 
program. In one sense, every day is a “day of the Lord” 
because God is always judging righteously. God is 
longsuffering toward lost sinners and often postpones 
judgment, but there will be a final judgment of sinners 
and none will escape. This judgment is described in 
Revelation 20:11-15. 

There will also be a judgment of God’s children, 
known as “the Judgment Seat of Christ” (Rom. 
14:10-13; 1 Cor. 3:9-15; 2 Cor. 5:9-11). God will 
reward His faithful servants (Matt. 25:21), and the suf- 
ferings they experienced on earth will be forgotten in 
the glory of His presence. Though God’s children will 
not be judged for their sins (that judgment took place 
on the cross), they will be judged for their works and 
rewarded generously by the Master. 

The judgment seat of Christ will take place in 
heaven after Christ has called His people home. When 
He returns to earth to establish His kingdom, the saints 
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will be ready to reign with Him, with every blemish of 
the church removed (Eph. 5:25-27; Rev. 19:7-8). 
Today, we groan as we serve God, because we know 
only too well our handicaps and blemishes, but one 
day, we shall serve Him perfectly! 

“Them that destroy the earth” refers to the rebel- 
lious earth-dwellers who will not submit to God. How 
ironic that these people live for the earth and its pleas- 
ures, yet at the same time are destroying the very earth 
that they worship! When man forgets that God is the 
Creator and he is the creature, he begins to exploit his 
God-given resources, and this brings destruction. Man 
is a steward of creation, not the owner. 

As mentioned before, Revelation 11:18 is a sum- 
mary statement of events yet to come. It is heaven's 
song of praise for the Lord’s faithfulness to accomplish 
His purposes in the world. Again, it appears strange to 
us that heavenly beings can sing about judgment. 
Perhaps if we had more of the throne’s perspective, we 
would be able to join their praises. 

An assurance of God’s faithfulness (v. 19). This 
chapter opened with a temple on earth, but now we see 
the temple in heaven. The focus of attention is on the ark 
of God, the symbol of God’s presence with His people. 

In the Old Testament tabernacle and temple, the 
ark stood behind the veil, in the Holy of Holies. God’s 
glory rested on the ark, and God’s law was within the 
ark, beautifully illustrating that the two must never be 
separated. He is the holy God and must deal right- 
eously with sin. But He is also the faithful God who 
keeps His promises to His people. It was the ark of God 
that led Israel through the Jordan and into their inher- 
itance (Josh. 3:11-17). This vision of the ark would 
greatly encourage God’s suffering people to whom 
John sent this book. “God will fulfill His promises!” 
John was saying to them. “He will reveal His glory! 
Trust Him!” 

Once again, John saw and heard the portents of a 
storm (see Rev. 4:5; 8:5). Greater judgment is about to 
fall on the rebellious people of earth! But God’s people 
need not fear the storms for He is in control. The ark 
reminds them of His presence and the faithfulness of 
His promises. And on that ark was the mercy seat on 
which the blood was sprinkled each day of Atonement 
(Lev. 16:15-17). Even in wrath, God remembers His 
mercy (Hab. 3:2). 

The stage is now set for the dramatic appearance of 
“the beast,” Satan’s masterpiece, the false Christ who 
will control the world. 


CHAPTER EIGHT 
Revelation 12—13 


THE TERRIBLE TRIO 


evelation 12—13 introduces us to the three key 
characters in the drama of the last half of the 
tribulation: Satan the dragon, the false Christ, 
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and the false prophet. These three are, in a sense, an 
evil trinity, opposing the true God and His people on 
earth. While these events will be of special signifi- 
cance to God’s people at that time, the message of 
these two chapters can encourage suffering saints dur- 
ing any age. 

Satan is the great enemy of the church, and he 
fights against God and His people by accusing the 
saints in heaven and attacking them on earth. 
However, Christ has overcome the old serpent, and He 
gives victory to His people. 

The adversary always works through human means, 
in this case, “the beast” (false Christ or Antichrist) and 
the false prophet. Satan is an imitator, a counterfeiter, 
and he seeks to control men by means of deception. 
“The beast” is the future world dictator who promises 
to solve the pressing problems of the nations; the false 
prophet is his “propaganda minister.” For a time, it 
appears that the satanic trio is succeeding, but then 
their world empire begins to collapse, the nations 
assemble for one final battle, Jesus Christ appears, and 
the battle is over. 

Has this not been the pattern for the church’s con- 
flict with evil over the centuries? Whether the ruler has 
been a Caesar, a Hitler, a Stalin, or an agnostic human- 
ist, Satan has energized and motivated him. The ruler 
has promised the people all that they want and need, 
only to lead them into slavery. He has usually had an 
associate to promote his program to the people and to 
entice them, if not force them, to obey. Often their 
submission amounted almost to worship. 

God has permitted His people to suffer under the 
despotism of these rulers, but He has also enabled His 
people to experience great victories, even in martyr- 
dom. They have been true overcomers! Then He has 
brought deliverance, only to have the cycle repeat itself, 
with each succeeding dictatorship worse than the pre- 
vious one. The climax will come with the appearance 
of the Antichrist in his time (2 Thess. 2). 


The Dragon (Rev. 12) 

John’s vision opens with two wonders in heaven (Rev. 
12:1-6). The first is a woman giving birth to a son. 
Since this child is identified as Jesus Christ (compare 
Rev. 12:5 with Rev. 19:15 and Ps. 2:9), this symbolic 
woman can be none other than the nation Israel. It was 
through Israel that Jesus Christ came into the world 
(Rom. 1:3; 9:4-5). By further comparing the descrip- 
tion in Revelation 12:1 with Genesis 37:9-10, the 
identification seems certain. 

In the Old Testament, Israel is often compared to a 
woman, and even a woman in travail (Isa. 54:5; 66:7; 
Jer. 3:6-10; Mic. 4:10; 5:2-3). The apostate world sys- 
tem is compared to a harlot (Rev. 17:1ff), and the 
church to a pure bride (Rev. 19:7ff.). 

The son is born and is then caught up to the throne 
of God (Rev. 12:5). We have symbolized here the birth 
of Christ and His victorious ascension, but nothing is 
said about either His life or His death. The colon in the 


middle of the verse represents thirty-three years of his- 
tory! 

The woman with child is the first wonder; the great 
red dragon is the second. Revelation 12:9 makes it clear 
that this is Satan. The color red is associated with death 
(Rev. 6:4), and Satan is a murderer (John 8:44). The 
heads, horns, and crowns will appear again in 
Revelation 13:1 and 17:3. The heads represent moun- 
tains (Rev. 17:9), and the horns represent kings (Rev. 
17:12). We shall study the meaning of these symbols in 
more detail later. 

The dragon was cast out of heaven (Rev. 12:9), and 
he took with him a third of the angels (Rev. 12:7, 9). 
They are spoken of as “stars” in Revelation 12:4 (see 
also Dan. 8:10). This is evidently a reference to the fall 
of Satan (Isa. 14:12-15), when he and his hosts 
revolted against God. However, the casting out 
described in Revelation 12:7—10 is yet future. 

Just as soon as the child was born, Satan tried to 
destroy Him. This conflict between Satan and “the 
woman” began soon after man fell (Gen. 3:15). 
Throughout Old Testament history, Satan tried to pre- 
vent the birth of the Redeemer. There was always a 
“dragon” standing by, waiting to destroy Israel or the 
ancestors of the Messiah. Pharaoh is called a “dragon” 
(Ezek. 29:3), and so is Nebuchadnezzar (Jer. 51:34). At 
one critical point, the royal line was limited to one lit- 
tle boy (2 Kings 11:1-3). When Jesus Christ was born, 
Satan used King Herod to try to destroy Him (Matt. 
2). Satan thought that he had succeeded when he used 
Judas to betray the Lord and hand Him over to be cru- 
cified. But the cross was actually Satan’s defeat! “And 
they overcame him [Satan] by the blood of the Lamb” 
(Rev. 12:11). 

Even today Satan has access to heaven, where he 
accuses God’s people, but he cannot dethrone the 
exalted Savior. His strategy is to persecute God’s people 
and devour them if possible (1 Peter 5:8). He has a spe- 
cial hatred for the Jewish people and has been the 
power behind anti-Semitism from the days of Pharaoh 
and Haman (see the book of Esther) to Hitler and 
Stalin. Finally, in the middle of the tribulation, there 
will come a wave of anti-Semitism such as the world 
has never seen (Rev. 12:6). But God will protect His 
people during those three-and-a-half years (1,260 days; 
see Rev. 11:2; 13:5). 

Apart from the 144,000 (who are sealed and pro- 
tected), a believing remnant of Jews will survive this 
very troublesome time. We are not told where God will 
protect them or who it is that will care for them. 
Matthew 24:15-21 will take on special meaning for 
those believing Jews who live in the end days. Note 
especially the parenthesis in Revelation 12:15. 

You and I are involved in a similar conflict today 
(see Eph. 6:10ff.). Satan is out to destroy the church, 
and our victory can come only through Jesus Christ. 

The next scene in this cosmic drama is a war in 
heaven (Rev. 12:7-12). Scripture makes it clear that 
Satan has access to heaven even today (Job 1—2). 
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Once he was the highest of God’s angels, but he 
rebelled against God and was cast down (Isa. 
14:12-15). Interestingly, as God’s church faithfully 
serves Christ and wins the lost, Satan is also cast down 
and defeated (Luke 10:1—2, 17—20; Matt. 16:18; note 
also 12:29). 

Of course, when Jesus Christ died on the cross, it 
meant Satan’s ultimate defeat (John 12:31—33). Satan 
will one day be cast out of heaven (Rev. 12:7-10), and 
then finally cast into hell (Rev. 20:10). 

What is this celestial conflict all about? The fact 
that Michael led God’s angels to victory is significant, 
because Michael is identified with the nation Israel 
(Dan. 10:10-21; 12:1; note also Jude 9). The name 
Michael means “who is like God?” and this certainly 
parallels Satan’s egocentric attack on Jehovah—”! will 
be like the Most High” (Isa. 14:14). Apparently, the 
devil’s hatred of Israel will spur him to make one final 
assault against the throne of God, but he will be 
defeated by Michael and a heavenly host. 

But perhaps there is another factor involved in this 
war. After the church is taken to heaven, believers will 
stand before the judgment seat of Christ and have their 
works examined. On the basis of this judgment, 
rewards will be given (Rom. 14:10-12; 1 Cor. 
3:10-15; 2 Cor. 5:10-11). It seems likely that Satan 
will be present at this event and will accuse the saints, 
pointing out all the “spots and wrinkles” in the church 
(Eph. 5:24-27). 

The name devil means “accuser,” and Satan means 
“adversary.” Satan stands at the throne of God and 
fights the saints by accusing them (see Job 1—2; Zech. 
3). But Jesus Christ, the “heavenly Advocate” (1 John 
2:1-2), represents the church before God’s holy throne. 
Because Jesus Christ died for us, we can overcome 
Satan’s accusations “by the blood of the Lamb.” Our 
salvation is secure, not because of our own works, but 
because of His finished work at Calvary. 

How furious Satan will be when the church comes 
forth in glory “without spot or wrinkle, or any such 
thing.” When the accuser sees that his tactics have 
failed, he will become angry and threaten the very 
peace of heaven. 

How does this future war apply to the church 
today? The same serpent who accuses the saints in 
heaven also deceives the nations on earth (Rev. 12:9), 
and one of his strategies is to lie about the church. He 
deceives the nations into thinking that the people of 
God are dangerous, deluded, even destructive. It is 
through Satan’s deception that the leaders of the 
nations band together against Christ and His people 
(Ps. 2; Acts 4:23-30). God’s people in every age must 
expect the world’s opposition, but the church can 
always defeat the enemy by being faithful to Jesus 
Christ. 

Christs shed blood gives us our perfect standing 
before God (1 John 1:5—2:2). But our witness to 
God’s Word and our willingness to lay down our lives 
for Christ defeats Satan as well. Satan is not equal to 
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God; he is not omnipotent, omnipresent, or omnis- 
cient. His power is limited and his tactics must fail 
when God’s people trust the power of the blood and of 
the Word. Nothing Satan does can rob us of “salvation, 
and strength, and the kingdom of our God, and the 
power of his Christ” (Rev. 12:10), if we are yielded to 
Him. God’s great purposes will be fulfilled! 

Believers in any age or situation can rejoice in this 
victory, no matter how difficult their experiences may 
be. Our warfare is not against flesh and blood, but 
against the spiritual forces of the wicked one, and these 
have been defeated by our Savior (Eph. 6:10ff.; note 
also Eph. 1:15-23). 

Heaven will rejoice when Satan is cast out, but the 
earth-dwellers will not, for the last half of the tribula- 
tion will mean intense suffering for the world. The 
“woe” in Revelation 12:12 reminds us of the “three 
woes” referred to in Revelation 8:13. The first “woe” is 
described in Revelation 9:1-12, and the second in 
Revelation 9:13—21. The third “woe” is referred to in 
Revelation 11:14ff., but this passage only summarizes 
the events that will climax God’s plan for the earth. It 
may be that part of this third “woe” is casting out Satan 
and permitting his terrible wrath on earth. 

This, then, is the third scene in the drama: Satan’ 
wrath on earth (Rev. 12:13-16). Knowing that his time 
is short, and having no more access to heaven, the 
adversary must vent all of his anger earthward. He 
begins with Israel (the woman), and creates a wave of 
anti-Semitism. Satan has always hated the Jews because 
they are God’s chosen people and the vehicle through 
which salvation came into the world. Satan would like 
to destroy the nation, particularly as the time draws 
near for the Messiah to return to earth to establish the 
promised kingdom. A Jewish remnant must be ready to 
receive Him and form the nucleus for the kingdom 
(Zech. 12:9—14:21; Rev. 1:7). 

God will prepare a special place where the Jewish 
remnant will be protected and cared for. It is interest- 
ing that the remnant’s escape from Satan is described in 
terms of a flying eagle, for this is a repeated image in 
the Old Testament with reference to Israel. God deliv- 
ered Israel from Egypt “on eagles’ wings” (Ex. 19:4) 
and cared for the people in the wilderness as an eagle 
would her young (Deut. 32:11-12). Their return from 
Babylonian captivity was like “mounting up with wings 
as eagles” (Isa. 40:31). 

Note that the remnant will be sheltered for the last 
half of the tribulation. We do not know where this 
sheltered place will be, nor do we need to know. But 
the lesson for all of us is clear: God cares for those 
whom He wants to use to accomplish His purposes on 
earth. True, some people will give their lives (Rev. 
12:11), but others will be spared (see Acts 12 for an 
example of this principle). 

The phrase “water as a flood” is not explained, but 
there is a parallel in Psalm 124. (Also note the phrase 
“escaped as a bird” in verse 7 of this same Psalm.) This 
“flood” is probably an outpouring of hatred and anti- 
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Semitic propaganda. Or it may symbolize armies that 
invade Israel and seek to defeat the remnant. If that is 
the meaning, then the earth opening up could well be 
an earthquake that God sends to destroy the invaders. 
When Satan discovers that the people he seeks to kill 
are protected, then he turns on those who were not car- 
tied to the hidden place of safety. He will declare war, 
and God will permit him to have victory for a time 
(Rev. 13:7), but ultimately, the old serpent will be 
defeated. 


The Beast from the Sea (13:1-10) 

Some texts read, “And he [Satan] stood upon the sand 
of the sea.” The sea symbolizes the Gentile nations 
(Rev. 17:15). From one of them, Satan will bring forth 
his “Super Leader,” the man we call “Antichrist.” Up to 
this point, Antichrist has headed a ten-nation 
European league, but now he is about to embark on a 
new career as Satan’s world dictator. 

You will remember that Antichrist began his career 
as a peacemaker (Rev. 6:2) and even “settled” the Arab- 
Israeli problem by making a covenant with the Jews to 
protect them for seven years (Dan. 9:27). This protec- 
tion would permit the nation to rebuild the temple and 
reinstitute religious rituals (Dan. 9:27; Rev. 11:1). But 
in the middle of the seven-year period (the time we are 
studying now in Rev. 10—14) he will break that 
covenant, stop the ceremonies, and set up himself as 
god in the temple (Dan. 9:27; 2 Thess. 2:1-12). 

The symbolic description of “the beast” enables us 
to learn something about his origin and character. God 
does not see him as a man, made in the divine image, 
but as a wild animal, under the control of Satan. He is 
a man (Rev. 13:18), but he is energized from hell, for 
he comes out of the pit (Rev. 11:7; 17:8). Just as Jesus 
Christ is God in the flesh, so “the beast” will be Satan 
in a human body (see John 13:2, 27). 

The seven heads represent seven mountains (Rev. 
17:9), and since Rome was built on seven hills, this 
must be a veiled reference to that powerful city (see 
Rev. 17:18). It would be a most meaningful allusion in 
John’s day! 

The ten horns represent ten kingdoms (Dan. 7:24; 
Rev. 17:12). It appears that “the beast” will head a 
“United States of Europe,” a revived Roman Empire, 
before taking over as world dictator. All nations will no 
doubt admire and thank him for the “peace” he has 
achieved, little realizing the sorrow and destruction he 
will bring to the world. 

The three animals named in Revelation 13:2 
remind us of the four beasts Daniel saw in his dream 
(Dan. 7): a lion (Babylon), a bear (Media-Persia), a 
leopard (Greece), and a “terrible beast” (the Antichrist). 
John saw these animals, or kingdoms, in reverse order 
since he was looking back, while Daniel was looking 
ahead. The final world empire will be rooted in all the 
previous empires and unite in one their evil and power. 
Added to the ferocity of these beasts will be Satan’s own 
power, throne, and authority! 


Once Satan presents his great “masterpiece,” the 
counterfeit Christ, to the world, what will happen 
next? 

First, there will be wonder (Rev. 13:3). Certainly a 
terrified world will wonder at Antichrist’s power and 
his sudden rise to international fame and authority. But 
mankind will also wonder at the healing of his 
“wound.” What is this “wound”? John does not explain 
it, but perhaps what he later wrote (Rev. 17:9-13) can 
help interpret the symbolism. This “wound” must be 
important, because John mentioned it three times 
(Rev. 13:3, 12, 14), including the fact that it was 
sword-inflicted. 

The seven heads represent seven mountains, but 
also seven kings or kingdoms (Rev. 17:10). Antichrist 
or “the beast” is one of these seven kings (Rev. 17:11), 
but he is also the eighth. Apparently, he reigns twice, 
but how can this be? The suggestion has been made 
that “the beast” will be a European leader who will 
form a ten-nation federation (Rev. 17:12), but be 
slain in the process. Revelation 11:7 and 17:8 state 
that “the beast” will ascend out of the abyss. Is it pos- 
sible that Satan will (with God’s permission) resurrect 
a man from the dead? If Satan has power to give life 
to a dead idol (Rev. 13:15), could he not also give life to 
a dead body? 

If “the beast” ruled as one of the seven kings, was 
slain, and then raised up again, he could rule as the 
eighth king. If on the other hand, the image is seen 
representing kingdoms rather than individuals, we 
would have the reemergence of a “dead kingdom” on 
the world scene. However, it would be difficult to 
understand how a kingdom could be slain by a sword. 
It is best, I think, to apply this prophecy to individual 
persons. 

Not only will there be wonder, but there will also be 
worship (Rev. 13:4). Worship is the one thing Satan has 
always wanted (Matt. 4:8-10), and he will receive it 
through “the beast.” The second “beast,” described in 
the last half of this chapter, will organize and promote 
the worship of Antichrist, making it the official religion 
of the world! 

There will also be words (Rev. 13:5-6). Almost all 
dictators have risen to power by controlling people 
with their words. Some of us can recall when Adolf 
Hitler was rising to power, and know now how he mes- 
merized huge crowds with his speeches. Satan will 
make “the beast” a great orator, whose addresses will 
blaspheme God, His name, His tabernacle (heaven), 
and the saints in heaven. Since Satan will have recently 
been cast out of heaven, this blasphemy is to be 
expected. 

Satan can do nothing without God’s permission 
(see Job 1—2; Luke 22:31-32), so “the beast’s” author- 
ity is delegated, not inherent. It will last for 
three-and-a-half years, the last half of the tribulation. 

In his night vision, Daniel saw “the beast” as the 
fourth and final empire (Dan. 7:19-28). There, as in 
John’s vision, is the same image of the ten horns with 
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the added revelation that “the beast” must defeat three 
of the kings to gain control. Daniel also heard “the 
beast’s” blasphemous words (Dan. 7:25). 

Finally, there will be war (Rev. 13:7-10). God will 
permit Antichrist to war against His people (“wear out 
the saints,” Dan. 7:25) and even to defeat some of 
them. John prophesied that some of the saints will be 
captured and some will be martyred. But because of 
their faith, they will have patience, or endurance (see 
Heb. 6:12; Rev. 1:9), and will not deny the Lord in 
spite of persecution and death. 

The world’s population will be divided: those who 
are saved, with their names in God’s book, will not sub- 
mit to “the beast”; those who are lost—the 
earth-dwellers—will worship “the beast” and do his 
bidding. Note that Revelation 13:9 applies this truth to 
“any man,” no matter in which age he may live. 
Certainly in John’s day, this was meaningful; for every 
Roman citizen had to acknowledge, “Caesar is Lord.” 
Likewise in every age of the church, true believers have 
had to take their stand for Christ, come what may. 

Keep in mind that “the beast” is a counterfeit 
Christ. The world would not receive Christ, but it will 
receive Antichrist (John 5:43). The world would not 
believe the truth, but they will believe the lie (2 Thess. 
2:8-12). Jesus spoke (and still speaks) gracious words 
of salvation, and men turn a deaf ear, but they will lis- 
ten to the blasphemous words of “the beast.” The 
world will not worship the Christ, but they will bow 
down to Antichrist. 

In Revelation 17, we will learn that “the beast” rises 
to power by means of “the harlot,” a symbol of the 
apostate world church. This is not any one denomina- 
tion or faith, but a world religious system that has 
rejected God’s Son and God’s truth. However, when 
“the beast” rises to universal power, he will no longer 
need “the harlot” and shall subsequently destroy her 
and establish his own satanic religion. 


The Beast from the Earth (13:11-18) 

In Revelation 16:13; 19:20; and 20:10, the beast from 
the earth is called “the false prophet.” The dragon or 
Satan is the counterfeit Father (“I will be like the Most 
High”), “the beast” is the counterfeit Christ, and the 
false prophet is the counterfeit Holy Spirit. This com- 
pletes the satanic trinity. 

One of the ministries of the Holy Spirit is to glorify 
Christ and lead people to trust and worship Him (John 
16:7-15). The false prophet will point to Antichrist 
and his image and compel people to worship Satan 
through “the beast.” 

The image of the horns (Rev. 13:11) suggests that 
the false prophet has authority, but the absence of a 
crown indicates that his authority is not political. Our 
Lord warned that there would be false prophets (Matt. 
24:11, 24), and this one will be the greatest. He will 
have the “character” of a lamb but the voice of the 
dragon. What a deceiver he will be—and all the world 
will listen to him! 
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When our Lord ministered on earth, Jewish leaders 
often asked Him to perform some sign to prove that 
He was indeed their Messiah, and Jesus refused. But 
the false prophet will perform deceptive signs that will 
lead the world into devil-worship (see 2 Thess. 2:9). 
His greatest sign will be “the abomination of desola- 
tion” mentioned by Daniel (Dan. 9:27; 11:36), Jesus 
(Matt 24:15), and Paul (2 Thess. 2:4). 

What is “the abomination of desolation”? It is the 
image of “the beast,” set up in the temple in Jerusalem. 
An idol is bad enough, but setting it up in the temple 
is the height of all blasphemy. Since Satan could not 
command worship in heaven, he will go to the next 
best place—the Jewish temple in the Holy City (see 
Dan. 8:9-14). 

The false prophet, energized by Satan, will perform 
his “lying wonders” and even duplicate some of the 
signs performed by the two witnesses (Rev. 13:13; see 
also 11:5). Up to this time, the two witnesses have been 
ministering at the temple in Jerusalem, but “the beast” 
will slay them and take over the temple. When God 
raises the two witnesses from the dead and takes them 
to heaven, the false prophet will answer that challenge 
by giving life to the image of “the beast.” Not only will 
the image move, but it will speak! 

Not content to control people through religious 
deceit, the false prophet will institute strong economic 
measures as well. Everybody (except believers; Rev. 
20:4) will receive a special mark in order to buy or sell, 
but the only way to get that mark is to submit to “the 
beast” and worship him. Surely this is a strong allusion 
to the Caesar worship in the Roman Empire, but this 
same policy has been used by political leaders through- 
out history. 

This special mark is the name or number of “the 
beast”—the mystical 666. In the ancient world, the let- 
ters of the alphabet were used for numbers, both in 
Greek and Hebrew, and Bible students have been 
attempting for years to unravel the mystery of this 
name and number. If you work at it hard enough, 
almost any name will fit! 

Since man was created on the sixth day, six is the 
number of man. Creation was made for man and like- 
wise has the number six stamped on it: twenty-four 
hours to a day (4 x 6), twelve months to a year (2 x 6). 
Seven is the number of perfection and fullness, but six 
is the “human number,” just short of perfection. 

Despite all man’s imaginative calculations, we must 
confess that no one knows the meaning of this number 
and name. No doubt believers on earth at that time 
will understand it clearly. The “satanic trinity” cannot 
claim the number seven; it must settle for 666. 

This much is sure: in recent years, we have seen a 
worldwide increase in the use of numbers for identifi- 
cation. In the United States, a person’s Social Security 
number is indispensable. In fact, numbers are more 
important to computers than names! Perhaps this is an 
advance warning of what will happen on earth when 
“the beast” is in control. 
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We have reached the middle of the tribulation in 
our study, but we are not yet ready for the return of the 
Lord. Before John revealed how the great drama will 
climax, he paused to overview great events to come, 
and that will be our next topic. 

An antichristian system pervades our world, and 
true believers must not be a part of it (1 John 2:15-17). 
We must shun false worship (1 Cor. 10:14-22), that 
we may be found faithful to the Lord in these last days 
(2 Tim. 3)! 


CHAPTER NINE 
Revelation 14—16 


VOICES OF VICTORY 


ne of the themes that link Revelation 14—16 

together is expressed by the word voice, which is 

used eleven times. In the events recorded, God 
speaks to His people or to the lost world, or His crea- 
tures speak out in praise of the Lord or in warning to 
the world. As the world moves into the last half of the 
tribulation, heaven is not silent. 


The Voice of the 144,000 (14:1-5) 

This special group of Jewish men was sealed by God 
before the seventh seal was opened (Rev. 7), and now 
they are seen on Mount Zion with the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Contrast this picture to the one described in Revelation 
13: the followers of “the beast” whose mark is on their 
foreheads (Rev. 13:16). God always has His faithful peo- 
ple, no matter how wicked the world may become. 

The 144,000 are standing with Christ on Mount 
Zion, but which Mount Zion: the heavenly one (Heb. 
12:22-24) or the earthly one? I personally believe that 
this is the heavenly Mount Zion, and that the scene 
anticipates Christ’s coronation and the establishment 
of His kingdom when He returns to earth (Zech. 
14:4ff.). Christ today is enthroned in the heavenly 
Zion (Ps. 2:6), and we are enthroned with Him (Eph. 
2:6). The scene in Revelation 14 is the assurance to 
God’s people that He cares for His own and finally will 
take them to glory. 

Not only are the 144,000 standing, but they are 
also singing (Rev. 14:2-3). Because of the special expe- 
riences they had during the tribulation, they have a 
new song to sing that others cannot share (see Ps. 33:3; 
40:3; 96:1; 98:1; 144:9; 149:1). They are accompanied 
by heavenly harps and other heavenly voices. It is 
encouraging to know that one day our sorrows will be 
transformed into songs! 

John also pointed out their separation (Rev. 14:4-5). 
The 144,000 did not belong zo the earth because they 
had been redeemed out of the earth. They were not 
earth-dwellers, but citizens of heaven. Believers today 
do not belong to this very special group but, like them, 
we have been redeemed and are not part of this world 
system (see John 17:14-19; Phil. 3:17-21). 


The phrase “defiled with women” does not imply 
that sex within marriage is evil, because it is not (Heb. 
13:4). It merely indicates that these 144,000 Jewish 
men were unmarried. In the Bible, fornication and 
adultery are pictures of idolatry (Ex. 34:15; James 4:4). 
While most of the world bowed down to the image of 
“the beast,” the 144,000 were faithful to the true God. 
While others lied to get what they needed, the 144,000 
were without guile and blemish. 

The term firstfruits means “the very finest.” But it 
also carries the idea of an expected harvest. On the 
Feast of Firstfruits, the priest waved the sheaf before the 
Lord as a sign that the entire harvest belonged to Him 
(Lev. 23:9-14). The 144,000 may be the firstfruits of 
the harvest yet to come; they may be the nucleus of the 
coming kingdom. However, it would seem difficult for 
a heavenly company such as this to establish an earthly 
kingdom. 


The Voices of the Angels (14:6-20) 
At least six different angels are involved in this scene, 
each with a particular message to proclaim. 

“Judgment is come” (vv. 6-7). During the present 
age, the angels are not privileged to preach the gospel. 
That responsibility has been given to God’s people. 
While the nations will fear “the beast” and give honor 
to him, this heavenly messenger will summon them to 
fear and honor God alone. It is a reminder that God is 
the Creator and He alone deserves worship. This is not 
the gospel message as we know it (1 Cor. 15:1-4); 
rather, it is a return to the message of Romans 1:18ff., 
what theologians call “natural theology.” 

All creation bears witness to God’s existence as well 
as to His power and wisdom. Nonetheless, “the beast” 
will convince men that he is in charge of the world, and 
that their destinies are in his hands. The message of the 
angel calls men back to basics: God is Creator—wor- 
ship and serve Him. The fear of the Lord, not the fear 
of “the beast,” is the source of wisdom (Prov. 9:10). 

“Babylon is fallen” (v. 8). This proclamation 
anticipates the events of Revelation 18 (see also Rev. 
16:18-19). We will consider it in detail then. 
“Babylon” is God’s name for the world system of “the 
beast,” the entire economic and political organization 
by which he rules. “The harlot” (Rev. 17) is the reli- 
gious system that “the beast” uses to help build his 
organization. When Antichrist establishes his own reli- 
gion (Rev. 13:11-15), he will destroy the “harlot,” but 
it is God who will destroy Babylon. 

“Escape God’s wrath” (vv. 9-13). The third mes- 
sage is directed especially to those who are deciding 
about following “the beast.” It is a warning that “the 
easy way” is really the hard way, that to “go along with 
the world” means to go away from God. The Greek 
text reads, “If any man continues to worship the beast,” 
suggesting that there is still opportunity for repentance 
and salvation. 

“Drinking the cup” is sometimes used as an image 
of judgment (Jer. 25:15ff.; 51:7ff.; note also Rev. 14:8). 
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God’s final judgments on mankind will be “vials of 
wrath” poured out from heaven (Rev. 16). God will not 
mix mercy with this judgment (Ps. 75:8; Hab. 3:2), but 
will pour out His undiluted indignation on a rebellious 
world. 

Images like “fire and brimstone” (Rev. 14:10) and 
“smoke” (Rev. 14:11) upset some people. They ask, 
“How can a God of love actually permit His creatures 
to suffer eternal torment?” But we must keep in mind 
that God’s love is a holy love, not one based on senti- 
mentality, and therefore He must justly deal with sin. 
We may not like the word torment, but it is here just 
the same (Rev. 14:10; see also 9:5; 11:10; 20:10). 

We must also keep in mind that God has repeatedly 
warned sinners and given them opportunity to repent. 
The first angel in this series invited sinners to turn to 
God, and the second one warned that the whole 
“Babylonian” system would be destroyed. If people per- 
sist in their sins even after God sends judgments and 
warnings, then they have only themselves to blame. 

John intended for his readers to see the contrast 
between Revelation 14:11 and 13: no rest for the 
wicked, but eternal rest for the saints (see 2 Thess. 
1:3-12). Better to reign with Christ forever than with 
Antichrist for a few short years! Better to endure perse- 
cution patiently now than to escape it and suffer 
throughout eternity! 

“The harvest is ripe” (vv. 14-20). The Person pic- 
tured here on the white cloud is undoubtedly our Lord 
Jesus Christ (see Dan. 7:13-14; Rev. 1:13). We have 
had the image of the cup, and now we have the image 
of the harvest, both of the grain (Rev. 14:14-16) and 
of the grape (Rev. 14:17-20). Again, this anticipates 
the final judgment of the world. 

While winning lost souls to Christ is sometimes 
pictured as a harvest (John 4:34-38), this image is also 
used of God’s judgment (Matt. 13:24-30, 36-43; Luke 
3:8-17). God permits the seeds of iniquity to grow 
until they are ripe, and then He judges (Gen. 15:16). 

The grape harvest is often a picture of judgment 
(see Joel 3:13ff., which anticipates the day of the 
Lord). In actuality, Scripture portrays three different 
“vines.” Israel was God’s vine, planted in the land to 
bear fruit for God’s glory, but the nation failed God 
and had to be cut down (Ps. 80:8—16; Isa. 5:1-7; see 
also Matt. 21:33-46). Today, Christ is the Vine and 
believers are branches in Him (John 15). But the world 
system is also a vine, “the vine of the earth” in contrast 
to Christ, the heavenly Vine, and it is ripening for 
judgment. The wicked system—Babylon—that intox- 
icates people and controls them, will one day be cut 
down and destroyed in “the winepress of the wrath of 
God.” 

Some see in this image an anticipation of the “bat- 
tle of Armageddon,” when the armies of the world will 
gather against Jerusalem (Zech. 14:1-4; Rev. 16:16). 
Certainly, John is using hyperbole when he describes a 
river of blood four feet deep and 200 miles long (see 
also Isa. 63:1-6). Today, God is speaking to the world 
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in grace, and men will not listen. One day hence, He 
must speak in wrath. The bitter cup will be drunk, the 
harvest of sin reaped, and the vine of the earth cut 
down and cast into the winepress. 


The Voice of the Victors (15:1-4) 

At this point, John saw the seven angels holding the 
seven vials of God’s wrath, poised for action. The 
wicked world is about to “drink of the wine of the 
wrath of God” (Rev. 14:10), but before the angels pour 
out their judgments, there is an “interlude” of blessing. 
Before sending the “third woe” (Rev. 11:14), God once 
again reassures His faithful people. 

John saw the believers from the tribulation who had 
overcome “the beast” and his system. These are the 
people who “loved not their lives unto the death” (Rev. 
12:11). Since they did not cooperate with the satanic 
system and receive the mark of “the beast,” they were 
unable to buy or sell (Rev. 13:17). They were totally 
dependent on the Lord for their daily bread. Some of 
them were put into prison and some were slain (Rev. 
13:10), but all of them practiced faith and patience. 

This entire scene is reminiscent of Israel following 
the exodus. The nation had been delivered from Egypt 
by the blood of the lamb, and the Egyptian army had 
been destroyed at the Red Sea. In thankfulness to God, 
the Israelites stood by the sea and sang “the song of 
Moses.” 

The tribulation saints whom John saw and heard 
were standing by the “sea of glass” in heaven (Rev. 4:6), 
just as the Israelites stood by the Red Sea. They were 
singing “the song of Moses” and also “the song of the 
Lamb.” “The song of Moses” is recorded in Exodus 15, 
and its refrain is: “The Lord is my strength and song, 
and he is become my salvation” (Ex. 15:2). The 
144,000 sang a song that nobody else could sing, but 
this is a song all saints can sing. 

When Israel returned from Babylonian captivity 
and reestablished their government and restored tem- 
ple worship, they used this same refrain at the 
dedication services (Ps. 118; see especially v. 14). 

In the future, when God shall call His people back 
to their land, Isaiah prophesied that they will sing this 
song again (Isa. 11:15—12:6). “The song of Moses” is 
indeed an important song in the hymnal of the Jewish 
nation. 

This scene would give great assurance and 
endurance to suffering saints in any age of the church. 
It is possible to be victorious over the world system! 
One does not have to yield to the “mark of the beast.” 
Through the blood of the Lamb, we have deliverance. 
Our Lord’s work on the cross is a “spiritual exodus” 
accomplished by His blood. (Note Luke 9:31, where 
the word “decease” is exodus in the Greek.) 

In their song, the tribulation saints praise God’s 
works as well as His ways. The earth-dwellers certainly 
would not praise God for His works, and they would 
never understand His ways. God’s works are great and 
marvelous, and His ways are just and true. There is no 
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complaint here about the way God permitted these 
people to suffer! It would save us a great deal of sorrow 
if we would acknowledge God’s sovereignty in this 
same way today! “The Lord is righteous in all his ways, 
and holy in all his works” (Ps. 145:17). 

The phrase “king of saints” can also be read “king 
of ages.” God is the eternal King, but He is also in 
charge of history. Nothing happens by accident. The 
singers seek to glorify God and honor Him, the very 
praise the first angel proclaimed in Revelation 14:7. 
Antecedents of this song may be found in Psalms 86:9; 
90:1-2; 92:5; 98:2; 111:9; and 145:17. 

Revelation 15:4 is another anticipation of the 
kingdom, foretelling the time when all nations shall 
worship the Lamb and obey Him. This verse also 
announces that God’s judgments are about to be 
manifested. 


The Voice of Fulfillment (15:5—16:21) 

The “great voice” out of the temple commands the 
seven angels to pour out the contents of their vials 
(Rev. 16:1), after which he announces “It is done” 
(Rev. 16:17). The “mystery of God” is finished! (Rev. 
10:7) The martyrs in glory had asked, “How long?” 
(Rev. 6:9-11) and now their cry would be answered. 

The seven angels emerge from the heavenly temple 
(see Rev. 11:19), because their work is holy as are the 
judgments they bring. The angels’ clothing reminds us 
of the priestly garments, for their service is a divine 
ministry. When the Old Testament tabernacle and 
temple were dedicated, these earthly buildings were 
filled with God’s glory (Ex. 40:34-35; 2 Chron. 
7:1-4), but now the heavenly temple is filled with 
smoke (see Isa. 6:4; Ezek. 10:4). This smoke likewise is 
evidence of God’s glory and power. 

Each of the angels has a specific “target” for the 
contents of his vial. The earth-dwellers have already 
suffered from the seal and trumpet judgments, but this 
final series of judgments will climax God’s plan, lead- 
ing to Babylon’s fall and Jesus Christ’s return to earth. 

Grievous sores (v. 2). This vial judgment reminds 
us of the sixth plague in Egypt (Ex. 9:8-12; note also 
Deut. 28:27, 35). Only those who have submitted to 
“the beast” and who have rejected the warning of the 
first angel will experience this judgment (Rev. 14:6-7). 

Revelation 16:10-11 suggests that these sores do 
not disappear, for by the time of the fifth vial, people 
are still in pain from the first judgment. Yet their pain 
will not cause them to repent (see Rev. 9:20-21). 
William R. Newell used to say, “If men are not won by 
grace, they will never be won.” 

It is an awesome thought to consider almost the 
entire population of the world suffering from a painful 
malady that nothing can cure. Constant pain affects a 
person's disposition so that he finds it difficult to get 
along with other people. Human relations during that 
period will certainly be at their worst. 

Waters turned to blood (wv. 3—6). The second and 
third vials parallel the first plague in Egypt (Ex. 


7:14-25). The second vial will center on the sea, and 
the third will turn the inland waters (rivers and foun- 
tains) into blood. When the second trumpet judgment 
occurred, a third part of the sea became blood, but 
with this judgment, the entire system of seas and 
oceans will be polluted. The third trumpet made a 
third part of the inland waters bitter as wormwood, but 
the third vial will turn all of those bitter waters into 
blood. 

Heaven gives justification for this terrible judg- 
ment: the earth-dwellers have shed the blood of God’s 
people, so it is only right that they should drink blood. 
In God’s government, the punishment fits the crime. 
Pharaoh tried to drown the Jewish boy babies, but it 
was his own army that eventually drowned in the Red 
Sea. Haman planned to hang Mordecai on the gallows 
and to exterminate the Jews, but he himself was hanged 
on the gallows, and his family was exterminated (Est. 
7:10; 9:10). King Saul refused to obey God and slay 
the Amalekites, so he was slain by an Amalekite (2 
Sam. 1:1-16). 

Great heat from the sun (vv. 8-9). All earthly life 
depends on the light of the sun. In previous judgments, 
a part of the sun had been dimmed (Rev. 8:12), but 
now the heat of the sun is increased. Anyone who has 
been on the desert knows how merciless the sun’s heat 
can be. Remembering too that the water system is now 
useless, you can imagine how people will suffer from 
thirst. Alas, even this judgment will not bring men to 
their knees (see Mal. 4:1)! 

Darkness (vv. 10-11). This is not worldwide dark- 
ness; only “the beast,” his throne, and his kingdom are 
affected. This reminds us of the fifth trumpet (Rev. 
9:2) and the ninth plague (Ex. 10:21-23). Where is the 
throne of “the beast”? His image is in the temple in 
Jerusalem, so that may be the center of his operation. 
Or perhaps he is ruling from Rome, in cooperation 
with the apostate church headquartered there. 

When God sent the ninth plague to Egypt, the entire 
land was dark, except for Goshen where the Israelites 
lived. The judgment of the fifth vial is just the opposite: 
there is light for the world, but darkness reigns at the 
headquarters of “the beast”! Certainly this will be a great 
blow to his “image” throughout the earth. 

The Euphrates dried up (vv. 12-16). This 
famous river was mentioned earlier in Revelation, 
when the sixth trumpet sounded (Rev. 9:13ff.) and the 
angels were loosed who were bound therein. At that 
time, an army of demonic horsemen was also released. 
Now, an army from the nations of the world gathers 
for the great battle at Armageddon. The drying up of 
the river will make it possible for the army of the 
“kings of the East” to come to Palestine and invade the 
Holy Land. 

We often speak of “the battle of Armageddon,” but 
nowhere does the Bible use that phrase. On September 
2, 1945, when General Douglas MacArthur supervised 
signing the peace treaty with Japan, he said: “We have 
had our last chance. If we will not devise something 
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greater and more equitable [than war], Armageddon 
will be at our door.” 

The name Armageddon comes from two Hebrew 
words, har Megiddo, the hill of Megiddo. The word 
Megiddo means “place of troops” or “place of slaugh- 
ter.” It is also called the Plain of Esdraelon and the 
Valley of Jezreel. The area is about fourteen miles wide 
and twenty miles long, and forms what Napoleon 
called “the most natural battlefield of the whole earth.” 
Standing on Mount Carmel and overlooking that great 
plain, you can well understand why it would be used 
for gathering the armies of the nations. 

It was on this plain that Barak defeated the armies 
of Canaan (Judg. 5:19). Gideon met the Midianites 
there (Judg. 7), and it was there that King Saul lost his 
life (1 Sam. 31). Titus and the Roman army used this 
natural corridor, as did the Crusaders in the Middle 
Ages. British General Allenby used it when he defeated 
the Turkish armies in 1917. 

From a human viewpoint it appears that the armies 
of the nations are gathering on their own, but John 
makes it clear that the military movement is according 
to God’s plan. The satanic trinity, through demonic 
powers, will influence the nations and cause the rulers 
to assemble their armies. They will even work miracles 
that will impress the rulers and cause them to cooper- 
ate. But all this will merely fulfill the will of God and 
accomplish His purposes (see Rev. 17:17). The Gentile 
nations will look on Armageddon as a battle, but to 
God, it will be only a “supper” for the fowls of the air 
(Rev. 19:17-21), 

Zechariah 12 and 14 describe this event from 
Israel’s point of view. Since “the beast” has set up his 
image in the temple at Jerusalem, and since many of 
the Jews will not bow down to him, it is natural that 
the Holy City should be the object of attack. However, 
not only the Jews are involved, for God has a purpose 
for the Gentile nations as well. Joel 3:9-21 parallels the 
Zechariah references, and Joel 3:19 makes clear that 
God will punish the Gentiles for the way they have 
treated the Jews (see also Isa. 24; Zeph. 3:8ff.). 

The outcome of the “battle” is recorded in 
Revelation 19: the Lord returns and defeats His ene- 
mies. Obviously, the assembling and marching armies 
create no problem for Almighty God. When the 
nations rage and defy Him, “He that sitteth in the 
heavens shall laugh: the Lord shall have them in deri- 
sion. Then shall he speak unto them in his wrath, and 
vex them in his sore displeasure” (Ps. 2:4—5). 

“It is done” (vv. 17-21). The devil is “the prince 
of the power of the air,” so perhaps this seventh vial has 
a special effect on his dominion (Eph. 2:2). But the 
immediate result is a devastating earthquake that 
affects the cities of the nations. Satan’s entire system is 
now about to be judged by God: his religious system 
(the harlot, Rev. 17), his political and economic system 
(Babylon, Rev. 18), and his military system (the armies, 
Rev. 19). 

The “great city” (Rev. 16:19) is probably Jerusalem 
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(see Rev. 11:8). The prophet Zechariah prophesied an 
earthquake that would change the topography of 
Jerusalem (Zech. 14:4). But the key idea here is that 
Babylon would fall (see Jer. 50—51). “The beast’s” 
great economic system, which subjugated the people of 
the world, would be completely destroyed by God. 

Added to the earthquake will be a hailstorm with 
hailstones of tremendous weight. (A talent of silver 
weighs about 125 pounds!) This judgment is reminis- 
cent of the seventh plague in Egypt (Ex. 9:22-26). Just 
as Pharaoh and the Egyptian leaders did not repent, so 
the earth-dwellers will not repent; in fact, they will 
blaspheme God! No wonder the hail comes, for blas- 
phemers are supposed to be stoned to death (Lev. 
24:16). 

Reviewing these three chapters, we see the encour- 
agement they give to suffering Christians. The sealed 
144,000 will arrive on Mount Zion and praise God 
(Rev. 14:1-5). The martyrs will also be in glory, prais- 
ing God (Rev. 15:1-4). John’s message is clear: it is 
possible to be victorious over “the beast” and be an 
overcomer! 

Movements of armies, confederations of nations, 
and worldwide opposition to God cannot hinder the 
Lord from fulfilling His Word and achieving His pur- 
poses. Men think they are free to do as they please, but 
in reality, they are accomplishing the plans and pur- 
poses of God! 

Every generation of Christians has been able to 
identify with the events in Revelation 14—16. There 
has always been a “beast” to oppress God’s people and 
a false prophet to try to lead them astray. We have 
always been on the verge of an “Armageddon” as the 
nations wage war. 

But in the last days, these events will accelerate and 
the Bible’s prophecies will be ultimately fulfilled. I 
believe the church will not be on the scene at that time, 
but both Jewish and Gentile believers will be living 
who will have to endure Antichrist’s rule. 

The admonition in Revelation 16:15 applies to us 
all: “Behold, I [Jesus] come as a thief. Blessed is he that 
watcheth, and keepeth his garments, lest he walk 
naked, and they see his shame.” Jesus Christ may 
return at any time, and it behooves us to keep our lives 
clean, to watch, and to be faithful. 


CHAPTER TEN 
Revelation 17—18 


DESOLATION AND DESTRUCTION! 


eginning in Revelation 17, John describes the 
B Lamb’s step-by-step victory over “the beast” and his 

kingdom. In Revelation 17, the religious system is 
judged; in Revelation 18, the political and economic 
system fall victim. Finally, the Lord Himself returns to 
earth; judges Satan, “the beast,” and the false prophet 
(Rev. 19:19-20); and then establishes His kingdom. 
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One reason John used symbolism was so that his 
message would encourage believers in any period of 
church history. The true church is a pure virgin (Rev. 
19:7-8; see also 2 Cor. 11:2), but the false religious sys- 
tem is a “harlot” who has abandoned the truth and 
prostituted herself for personal gain. In every age, there 
has been a “harlot” who has persecuted God’s people, 
and this will culminate in the last days in a worldwide 
apostate religious system. 

Likewise, every age has featured a “Babylon,” a 
political and economic system that has sought to con- 
trol people’s minds and destinies. Just as the contrast to 
the “harlot” is the pure bride, so the contrast to 
“Babylon” is the City of God, the New Jerusalem, the 
eternal home prepared for the Lamb’s wife (Rev. 
21:9ff.). Each generation of believers must keep itself 
pure from the pollution of both the “harlot” and 
“Babylon.” 

In these two chapters, John prophesies two divine 
judgments. 


The Desolation of the Harlot (17) 

The scene begins with an invitation (Rev. 17:1-2). One 
of the angels asks John to come and see what God will 
do with “the beast’s” worldwide religious system. Four 
times in this chapter, the woman is called a “harlot” 
(Rev. 17:1, 5, 15-16), and her sin is called “fornica- 
tion” (Rev. 17:2, 4). Her evil influence has extended to 
the whole world, reaching even into high places (“the 
kings of the earth’). 

Following the invitation, John was carried away “in 
the Spirit” into the wilderness. There he saw “the har- 
lot” and wrote down the description of what he saw 
(Rev. 17:3-6). Genesis 2 speaks of a pure bride in a 
lovely garden, but by the Bible’s end, civilization has 
degenerated to an impure harlot in a wilderness! That 
is what sin does to the world. 

The description is very full. The woman is dressed 
in expensive garments, decorated with gold and pre- 
cious stones. She is holding a golden cup in her hand 
and is drunk with the blood of the saints. On her fore- 
head (see Rev. 13:16; 14:1) she wears a special name. 

Her posture is important. She is seated upon “many 
waters” (Rev. 17:1), and upon a scarlet beast with seven 
heads and ten horns. No wonder John was “greatly 
astonished” (N1v) when he beheld the woman and “the 
beast.” 

But what did it all mean? Thankfully, the angel gave 
John (and all believers) the explanation of these symbols 
(Rev. 17:7-18). 

Let’s begin with the woman. Revelation 17:18 
makes clear that she is identified with a city that 
existed in John’s day (“reigns” is present tense). This 
city is prosperous and powerful, but also idolatrous 
(“blasphemy”) and dangerous. For one thing, it pol- 
lutes the nations with its filth and abomination 
(pictured by the golden wine cup); for another, it per- 
secutes those who belong to the Lord (Rev. 17:6). 
Power, wealth, pollution, persecution: these words 


summarize the “great harlot’s’ involvement on a 
worldwide scale. 

The womans name also involves “mystery” (Rev. 
17:5). In the New Testament, a “mystery” is a hidden 
truth that only the spiritually initiated can understand. 
To grasp one of God’s mysteries requires spiritual intel- 
ligence and discernment. In this case, the mystery has 
to do with Babylon. 

The city of Babylon was founded by Nimrod (Gen. 
10:8-11). The name Bab-el means “the gate of God.” 
Ironically, the famous tower of Babel (Gen. 11:1-9) 
was an idolatrous attempt by man to defy God. When 
the Lord sent judgment on the builders by making 
mankind’s one language into many, the word bab-el 
came to mean “confusion.” Later in history, Babylon 
became a great empire before finally falling to Media- 
Persia. But from the beginning of Nimrod’s city in 
Genesis 10, an insidious anti-God “Babylonian influ- 
ence” has been felt throughout history. 

The woman is “the great harlot,” but she is also “the 
mother of harlots.” The Babylonian system has, in one 
way or another, given birth to all false religions. She has 
also seduced men into opposing God and persecuting 
His servants. 

The seven mountains (Rev. 17:9) probably symbol- 
ize the city of Rome, built on seven hills. Certainly in 
John’s day, the Roman Empire was living in luxury, 
spreading false religion, polluting the nations with its 
idolatry and sin, and persecuting the church. 

John’s readers would not be surprised when he used 
an evil harlot to symbolize a wicked city or political sys- 
tem. God even called Jerusalem a harlot (Isa. 1:21). 
Isaiah said that Tyre was a harlot (Isa. 23:16-17), and 
Nahum used this same designation for Nineveh (Nah. 
3:4). (Read Jer. 50—51 for further historical parallels 
to John’s prophetic message.) 

As noted earlier, scarlet is the color of Satan (Rev. 
12:3) and of sin (Isa. 1:18). Scarlet was a popular color 
in Rome, and both scarlet and purple were associated 
with rank and riches. 

But the woman must not be separated from “the 
beast” that carries her. “The beast” has seven heads and 
ten horns. The seven heads symbolize seven mountains 
(Rev. 17:9) and also seven kings or kingdoms (Rev. 
17:10), in keeping with Old Testament imagery (Ps. 
30:7; Dan. 2:35). I have already suggested that the 
seven mountains can be interpreted geographically as 
the seven hills of Rome, but they may also be inter- 
preted historically as seven kingdoms. 

According to Revelation 17:10, five of these kings 
(or kingdoms) had passed off the scene, one was pres- 
ent in John’s day, and one was yet to come. If so, then 
the five past kingdoms would be Egypt, Assyria, 
Babylon, Persia, and Greece. The present kingdom 
would be Rome, and the future kingdom would be that 
of “the beast.” In order to understand Revelation 
17:10-11, we must consider Revelation 17:12. 

“The beast” not only has seven heads, but also ten 
horns, which represent ten kings. But these are very 
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special kings: they enable “the beast” to rise to power 
and are even willing to yield their authority to him. 
Recall that at the opening of the first seal (Rev. 6:1-2), 
Antichrist began his “peaceful” conquest of the nations. 
He organized a “United States of Europe,” brought 
peace to the Middle East, and appeared to be the great 
leader the troubled world was seeking. 

But in the midst of the seven-year period, this ruler 
broke his covenant with Israel (Dan. 9:27) and began 
to persecute the people of God as well as the nation 
Israel. Energized by Satan and assisted by the false 
prophet, “the beast” became the world’s dictator and its 
god. In this way, “the beast” was both “one of the seven 
[kings, kingdoms]” but also “the eighth.” His kingdom 
was nothing but a revival of the Roman Empire (“one 
of the seven”), but it was a new kingdom (“the eighth’). 

But how does all this relate to Babylon? The 
“Babylonian system” of false religion has been a part of 
history since Nimrod founded his empire. Scholars 
have discovered it is amazingly like the true Christian 
faith! Alas, it is Satan’s counterfeit of God’s truth. 
Babylonians practiced the worship of mother and 
child, and even believed in the death and resurrection 
of the son. 

Readers in John’s day would identify “the harlot” 
with the Roman Empire. Readers in the Middle Ages 
might identify it as the Roman ecclesiastical system. 
Today, some believers see “the harlot” and the 
Babylonian system in an apostate “world church” that 
minimizes doctrinal truth, rejects the authority of the 
Word, and tries to unite professed believers on some 
other basis than faith in Jesus Christ. 

However, in the days when John’s prophecy will be 
fulfilled, an amazing thing will happen: “the harlot” 
will be made desolate by the very system that carried 
her! It is important to note that “the beast” carries “the 
harlot.” Satan (and Antichrist) will use the apostate reli- 
gious system to accomplish his own ends (i.e., attain 
world power), but then he will do away with “the har- 
lot” and establish his own religious system. And all of 
this will be the fulfillment of God’s Word (Rev. 17:17). 

Since “the beast” sets up his image in the temple 
about the middle of the tribulation, we can assume 
that “the harlot” and “the beast” work together dur- 
ing those first three-and-a-half years. This is 
corroborated by the fact that the ten kings assist him 
in desolating “the harlot” (Rev. 17:16). These are the 
same ten kings associated with “the beast” when he 
sets up the “United States of Europe” during the first 
half of the tribulation. 

Throughout history, political systems have “used” 
religious bodies to further their political causes. At the 
same time, church history reveals that religious groups 
have used politics to achieve their purposes. The mar- 
riage of church and state is not a happy one, and has 
often spawned children that have created serious prob- 
lems. When dictators are friendly with religion, it is 
usually a sign that they want to make use of religion’s 
influence and then destroy it. The church of Jesus 
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Christ has been most influential in the world when it 
has maintained a separated position. 

Compare the description of “the harlot’s” desola- 
tion with that of the death of Jezebel (2 Kings 
9:30-37). 

Finally, note that those who trust the Lord are not 
influenced by “the harlot” or defeated by the kings 
(Rev. 17:14). Once again, John points out that the true 
believers are the “overcomers.” 

Satan’s counterfeit religion is subtle, requiring spir- 
itual discernment to recognize. It was Pauls great 
concern that the local churches he founded not be 
seduced away from their sincere devotion to Christ (2 
Cor. 11:1-4). In every age, there is the tremendous 
pressure to conform to “popular religion” and to aban- 
don the fundamentals of the faith. In these last days, 
we all need to heed the admonitions in 1 Timothy 4 
and 2 Timothy 3 and remain true to our Lord. 


The Destruction of Babylon (18) 

Babylon was not only an ancient city and a powerful 
empire, but also the symbol of mankind’s rebellion 
against God. In Revelation 18, Babylon represents the 
world system of “the beast,” particularly in its eco- 
nomic and political aspects. At the same time, John 
calls Babylon a “city” at least eight times (Rev. 14:8; 
17:18; 18:10, 16, 18-21). Old Testament prophecy 
seems to make clear that the city itself will not be 
rebuilt (Isa. 13:19-22; Jer. 51:24-26, 61-64). Some 
equate Babylon with Rome, particularly since “the har- 
lot” and “the beast” cooperate during the first half of 
the tribulation. Perhaps Peter was using Babylon as a 
“code name” for Rome when he wrote his first letter (1 
Peter 5:13). Certainly, John’s readers would think of 
the Roman Empire as they read these words about 
Babylon. 

John heard four voices give four important 
announcements. 

The voice of condemnation (vv. 1-3). This 
announcement was anticipated in Revelation 14:8 
(some commentators would also include Rev. 16:19, 
but I have interpreted the “great city” in that context as 
Jerusalem). There is a definite reference here to 
Jeremiah 51—52, where the prophet saw the fall of his- 
torical Babylon. But here John saw the destruction of 
spiritual Babylon, the world system organized by “the 
beast.” It was no ordinary angel that made this 
announcement, for he had great power and a glory that 
radiated throughout the whole earth. Despite Satan’s 
devices and the opposition of evil men, “the earth shall 
be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord” 
(Hab. 2:14). 

The phrase “is fallen, is fallen” not only adds dra- 
matic effect to the announcement, but suggests a dual 
judgment: ecclesiastical Babylon, “the harlot,” in 
Revelation 17, and political Babylon here in Revelation 
18. This thought is amplified in Revelation 18:6 when 
God announces that Babylon will receive “double” for 
her many sins. 
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The church, the bride of the Lamb, is the habita- 
tion of God (Eph. 2:22); Babylon, on the other hand, 
is the habitation of Satan (Rev. 18:2). This parallels the 
judgment on ancient Babylon (Isa. 13:21ff; Jer. 
51:37ff.). Furthermore, John called the city “a cage of 
every unclean and hateful bird” (Rev. 18:2). In Christ’s 
parable of the sower, He also used the birds as a picture 
of Satan (Matt 13:31—32). 

This judgment has come because the Babylonian 
“system” has polluted the whole world. As in the judg- 
ment of “the harlot,” the sin is that of “fornication” or 
idolatry. The system intoxicated the people of the 
world with all the riches and pleasures it had to offer. 
It catered to those who were “lovers of pleasures more 
than lovers of God” (2 Tim. 3:4). 

Christians in every age have had to heed the warn- 
ing of 1 John 2:15-17. How easy it is to become 
fascinated by the things the world has to offer. Like a 
person taking a sip of wine, we can soon find ourselves 
drinking deeply and then wanting more. The world 
system that opposes Christ has always been with us, 
and we must beware of its subtle influence. 

The world system satisfies the desires of the earth- 
dwellers who follow “the beast” and reject the Lamb. 
But worldly things never permanently satisfy or last. 
The love of pleasures and possessions is but an insidi- 
ous form of idolatry, demonic in its origin and 
destructive in its outcome. 

The voice of separation (vv. 4-8). This admoni- 
tion parallels Jeremiah 50:8 and 51:6, 45. In all ages, 
God’s true people have had to separate themselves from 
that which is worldly and anti-God. When God called 
Abraham, He ordered him to get out of his country 
(Gen. 12:1). God separated the Jewish nation from 
Egypt and warned the Israelites not to go back. The 
church today is commanded to separate itself from that 
which is ungodly (Rom. 16:17-18; 2 Cor. 6:14-7:1). 

John offered two reasons for God’s people separat- 
ing themselves from the diabolical system. The first is 
that they might avoid pollution, becoming “partakers 
of her sins” (Rev. 18:4). “Neither be partaker of other 
men’s sins” (1 Tim. 5:22). The word means “joint fel- 
lowship or partnership.” There is a good partnership in 
the Lord (Phil. 4:14), but there is also an evil partner- 
ship that we must avoid (Eph. 5:11). True unity of the 
Spirit exists among believers, but we must not compro- 
mise by joining forces with that which is opposed to 
Christ. 

The second reason is that God’s people might be 
spared the terrible plagues He will send on Babylon. 
God had patiently endured the growing sins of the evil 
system, but now the time had come for His wrath to be 
poured out. He would treat Babylon just as she treated 
His people. 

What specific sins would God judge? We have 
already noted Babylon’s evil influence on the nations of 
the world, seducing them with idolatry. Another sin 
that will be judged is pride: “She hath glorified herself” 


(Rev. 18:7) She saw herself as a queen who could never 


be dethroned, and this false confidence and pride could 
never be accepted by the Lord (see Isa. 47 for the par- 
allel, especially wv. 7—9). 

A third sin is Babylon’s worship of pleasures and lux- 
ury. To “live deliciously” (Rev. 18:7) is to live proudly 
in luxury while others go without. It means to make 
possessions and pleasures the most important things in 
life and to ignore the needs of others. John summarized 
this attitude as “the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the 
eyes, and the pride of life” (1 John 2:16). 

God’s people must not delay in separating them- 
selves from this evil system, because God’s judgment 
will come suddenly and Babylon will be destroyed in a 
single day. Sometimes God’s judgments work silently 
“as a moth” (Hos. 5:12), but at other times they are “as 
a lion” (Hos. 5:14) and spring suddenly, and there is no 
escape. In one day, the entire economic empire will col- 
lapse! But those who have their citizenship in heaven 
will rejoice at the judgment of God. 

The voice of lamentation (vv. 9-19). This long 
paragraph describes the mourning of the merchants as 
they see Babylon go up in smoke and all their wealth 
destroyed. The image here is that of a prosperous 
ancient city that is visited by many ships. The wealth of 
the city provides for many nations and employs many 
people. It is worth noting that not only do the mer- 
chants lament the fall of Babylon (Rev. 18:11) but also 
the kings of the earth (Rev. 18:9). Business and govern- 
ment are so intertwined that what affects one affects 
the other. 

Certainly, the city of Rome was the center for world 
trade and government in John’s day, and it was known 
for its extravagance and luxury. Politically and econom- 
ically, the people in the empire were dependent on 
Rome. Today, with the complex connections that exist 
between governments and businesses, and with the 
interrelated computer systems, it would not take long 
for “Babylon” to collapse and the world’s economic sys- 
tem to be destroyed. 

The word translated “wail” (Rev. 18:9) means “a 
loud lamentation” as opposed to silent weeping. In 
fact, the same word is translated “weep” in Revelation 
18:11. Note that the merchants are not feeling sorry 
for the city, but for themselves: they have lost valuable 
customers! God had brought an end to their life of lux- 
ury and wealth. Even their employees weep (Rev. 
18:17-18). 

John gave an inventory of some of the commodities 
that brought wealth to these kings, merchants, and 
shipmasters. Gold, silver, and precious stones led the 
list. Then he described costly garments (see also Rev. 
18:16) and items made of different materials. “Thyine 
wood” (Rev. 18:12) was valued highly by the Romans 
who used it for decorative cabinets and other luxury 
furnishings. 

Imported spices were greatly sought in that day, 
both for foods and for personal use as perfumes. The 
city of Rome had to depend on imported foods, just as 
many nations do today. In fact, our great cities would 
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starve were it not for trucks and trains that daily bring 
in fresh produce and meats. 

Last on the list, and most disturbing, is “slaves and 
the souls of men” (Rev. 18:13). It has been estimated 
that one third of Rome’s population was enslaved, and 
it was not unusual for 10,000 human beings to be auc- 
tioned off im one day in the great slave markets of the 
empire. There were probably over 60 million slaves 
throughout the empire, people who were treated like 
pieces of furniture, bought and sold, used and abused. 

Is John suggesting that there will, in the end times, 
be a return to slavery? Perhaps not in the ancient sense, 
but certainly we can see an increasing loss of freedom 
in our world today. Persons are “bought and sold” (and 
even traded!) by athletic teams, and our great corpora- 
tions more and more seek to control the lives of their 
officers and workers. As people become more enslaved 
to luxury, with more bills to pay, they find themselves 
unable to break loose from the “system.” 

It would take little imagination to conceive of a 
universal enslavement under the rule of “the beast.” We 
have already seen that he required his mark on every- 
one who would buy or sell (Rev. 13:16-17), and he 
also demanded that all people worship his image. He 
will promise “freedom,” but put men and women in 
bondage (2 Peter 2:19). He will take advantage of the 
people’s appetites (Rev. 18:14) and use their appetites 
to enslave them. 

John may also have had in mind Ezekiel 27, the 
lament over the fall of Tyre. As you read that chapter, 
you will find a number of parallels. 

The voice of celebration (vv. 20-24). In contrast 
to the lament of the kings and merchants is the rejoic- 
ing of heaven’s inhabitants that Babylon has fallen. 
How important it is that God’s people look at events 
from God’s point of view. In fact, we are commanded 
to rejoice at the overthrow of Babylon, because in this 
judgment God will vindicate His servants who were 
martyred (see Rev. 6:9-11). 

Note the repeated refrain, “No more!” Jeremiah 
used a similar approach when he warned Judah of the 
nation’s coming judgment at the hands of the 
Babylonians (Jer. 25:8-10). Now that same judgment 
comes to Babylon herself! This description of Babylon's 
losses indicates to us that both the luxuries and the 
necessities will be removed. Both music and manufac- 
turing, work and weddings, will come to a violent end. 

Revelation 18:24 should be compared with 
Revelation 17:6 and Matthew 23:35. Satan has used 
religion and business to persecute and slay the people 
of God. During the first half of the tribulation, as “the 
beast” rises to power, ecclesiastical and political-eco- 
nomic Babylon will work together in opposing the 
Lord and His people. It will seem that God does not 
care, but at the right time, the Lord will vindicate His 
people and destroy both “the harlot” and the great city. 
God is patient with His enemies, but when He does 
begin to work, He acts suddenly and thoroughly. 

We must not think that this voice of celebration 
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calls us to be glad because sinners are judged. The fact 
of divine judgment ought always to break our hearts, 
knowing that lost sinners are condemned to eternal 
punishment. The joy in this section centers on God’s 
righteous judgment, the fact that justice has been done. 
It is easy for comfortable Bible students to discuss these 
things in their homes. If you and I were with John on 
Patmos, or with the suffering saints to whom he wrote, 
we might have a different perspective. We must never 
cultivate personal revenge (Rom. 12:17-21), but we 
must rejoice at the righteous judgments of God. 

At this point in our study, the political and eco- 
nomic system of “the beast” has at last been destroyed. 
All that remains is for Jesus Christ to come from 
heaven and personally meet and defeat “the beast” and 
his armies. This He will do, and then establish His 
righteous kingdom on earth. 

But the important question is: “Are we citizens of 
‘Babylon’ or citizens of heaven?” 

Can you rejoice because your name is written in 
heaven? If not, then the time has come for you to trust 
Jesus Christ and “get out of Babylon” and into the fam- 
ily of God. 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 
Revelation 19—20 


THE KING AND HIS KINGDOM 


ow will it all end?” has been mankind’s major 
H question for centuries. Historians have studied 

the past, hoping to find a clue to understanding 
the future. Philosophers have tried to penetrate the 
meaning of things, but they have yet to find the key. 
No wonder perplexed people have turned in despera- 
tion to astrology and spiritism! 

The prophetic Word of God shines like a “light... 
in a dark place” (2 Peter 1:19), and on that we can 
depend. Here in Revelation 19—20, John has recorded 
five key events that will take place before God “wraps 
up” human history and ushers in His new heavens and 
earth. 


Heaven Will Rejoice (19:1-10) 

When Babylon fell on the earth, the command was 
given in heaven, “Rejoice over her!” (Rev. 18:20), and 
what we read in this section is heaven's response to that 
command. The word alleluia is the Greek form of the 
Hebrew word hallelujah, which means “praise the 
Lord.” This is heaven’s “Hallelujah Chorus” and it will 
be sung for three reasons. 

God has judged His enemies (vv. 1—4). Since the 
“great whore [harlot]” of Revelation 17 was destroyed 
by “the beast” and his fellow rulers (Rev. 17:16) in the 
middle of the tribulation, the “great whore” referred to 
here must be Babylon the Great. Comparing 
Revelation 17:2 with 18:3 and 9, the connection is 
obvious. Both the apostate religious system and the 
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satanic economic-political system led the world astray 
and polluted mankind. Both were guilty of persecuting 
God’s people and martyring many of them. 

The song emphasizes God’s attributes, which is the 
proper way to honor Him. We do not rejoice at the sin- 
fulness of Babylon, or even the greatness of Babylon's 
fall. We rejoice that God is “true and righteous” (Rev. 
15:3; 16:7; 17:6) and that He is glorified by His holy 
judgments. As we discovered in Revelation 8:1-6, 
God’s throne and altar are related to His judgments. 
Revelation 19:3 should be compared with Revelation 
14:10-11, and Revelation 19:4 with Revelation 
5:6-10. 

God is reigning (vv. 5-6). The literal translation 
is, “The Lord God omnipotent has begun to reign.” 
This does not suggest that heaven’s throne has been 
empty or inactive, because that is not the case. The 
book of Revelation is the “book of the throne,” and the 
omnipotent God has indeed been accomplishing His 
purposes on earth. This burst of praise is an echo of 
Psalm 97:1—”The Lord reigneth; let the earth rejoice!” 

God has been reigning on the throne of heaven, but 
He is now about to conquer the thrones of earth as well 
as the kingdom of Satan and “the beast.” In His sover- 
eignty, He has permitted evil men and evil angels to do 
their worst, but now the time has come for God’s will 
to be done on earth as it is in heaven. Domitian was 
emperor of Rome when John was on Patmos, and one 
of his assumed titles was “Lord and God.” How signif- 
icant it must have been, then, to John’s readers that he 
used the word alleluia four times in the first six verses 
of this chapter—truly, only Jehovah is worthy of wor- 
ship and praise. 

The bride is ready (vv. 7-10). The bride, of 
course, is the church (2 Cor. 11:2; Eph. 5:22-33), and 
Jesus Christ, the Lamb, is the Bridegroom (John 3:29). 
At a wedding, it is customary to focus attention on the 
bride, but in this case, it is the Bridegroom who receives 
the honor! “Let us be glad and rejoice, and give honor 
to him.” 

“What did the bride wear?” is the usual question 
asked after a wedding. The Lamb’s bride is dressed “in 
the righteous acts of the saints” (literal translation). 
When the bride arrived in heaven at the judgment seat 
of Christ, she was not at all beautiful (in fact, she was 
covered with spots, wrinkles, and blemishes according 
to Paul in Eph. 5:27), but now she is radiant in her 
glory. She has “made herself ready” for the public cere- 
mony. 

Jewish weddings in that day were quite unlike wed- 
dings in the Western world. First, there was an 
engagement, usually made by the parents when the 
prospective bride and groom were quite young. This 
engagement was binding and could be broken only by 
a form of divorce. Any unfaithfulness during the 
engagement was considered adultery. 

When the public ceremony was to be enacted, the 
groom would go to the bride’s house and claim her 
for himself. He would take her to his home for the 


wedding supper, and all the guests would join the 
happy couple. This feast could last as long as a week. 

Today, the church is “engaged” to Jesus Christ, and 
we love Him even though we have not seen Him (1 
Peter 1:8). One day, He will return and take His bride 
to heaven (John 14:1-6; 1 Thess. 4:13-18). At the 
judgment seat of Christ, her works will be judged and 
all her spots and blemishes removed. This being com- 
pleted, the church will be ready to return to earth with 
her Bridegroom at the close of the tribulation to reign 
with Him in glory (see Luke 13:29; Matt. 8:11). Some 
students believe that the entire kingdom age will be the 
“marriage supper.” 

Revelation 19:9 contains the fourth of the seven 
“beatitudes” found in the book (see Rev. 1:3). 
Certainly the bride is not invited to her own wedding! 
This invitation goes out to the guests, believers from 
the Old Testament era and the tribulation. During the 
eternal state, no distinctions will be made among the 
people of God, but in the kingdom age, differences will 
still exist as the church reigns with Christ and as Israel 
enjoys the promised messianic blessings. 

John was so overwhelmed by all of this that he fell 
down to worship the angel who was guiding him, an 
act that he later repeats (Rev. 22:8-9)! Of course, wor- 
shipping angels is wrong (Col. 2:18), and John knew 
this. We must take into account the tremendous emo- 
tional content of John’s experience. Like John himself, 
this angel was only a servant of God (Heb. 1:14), and 
we do not worship servants (see Acts 10:25-26). 


Christ Will Return (19:11—20:3) 

First, John described the Conqueror (Rev. 19:11-16) 
and then His conquests (Rev. 19:17—20:3). The rider 
on the white horse (Rev. 6:2) is the false Christ, but 
this Rider is the true Christ. He is not coming in the 
air to take His people home (1 Thess. 4:13-18), but to 
the earth with His people, to conquer His enemies and 
establish His kingdom. 

Note the emphasis on Jesus’ names (Rev. 19:11-13, 
16). He is “Faithful and True” (see Rev. 3:14), in con- 
trast to “the beast” who was unfaithful (he broke the 
covenant with Israel) and false (he ruled by means of 
deception and idolatry). Suffering saints need to be 
reminded that God is faithful and will not desert them, 
because His promises are true. 

Perhaps the “secret name” (see Rev. 19:12) is the 
same as the “new name” (Rev. 3:12). Not knowing 
what this name is, we cannot comment on it, but it is 
exciting to know that, even in heaven, we shall learn 
new things about our Lord Jesus! 

“The Word of God” is one of the familiar names of 
our Lord in Scripture (John 1:1—-14). Just as we reveal 
our minds and hearts to others by our words, so the 
Father reveals Himself to us through His Son, the 
incarnate Word (Rev. 14:7-11). A word is made up of 
letters, and Jesus Christ is “Alpha and Omega” (Rev. 
21:6; 22:13). He is the “divine alphabet” of God’s rev- 
elation to us. 
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The Word of God is “living and powerful” (Heb. 
4:12); what’s more, it fulfills His purposes on earth 
(Rev. 17:17; note also Rev. 6:11; 10:7; 15:1). Jehovah 
Himself says, “I am watching to see that my word is 
fulfilled” (Jer. 1:12 nrv). Just as the Word was the 
Father's Agent in Creation (John 1:1-3), so the Word 
is His Agent for judgment and consummation. 

Christ’s most important name is “King of kings, 
and Lord of lords” (Rev. 19:16). This is His victorious 
name (Rev. 17:14), and it brings to mind references 
such as Daniel 2:47 and Deuteronomy 10:17. Paul 
used this same title for our Lord Jesus Christ in 1 
Timothy 6:15. The title speaks of Christ’s sovereignty, 
for all kings and lords must submit to Him. No matter 
who was on the throne of the Roman Empire, Jesus 
Christ was his King and Lord! 

The greatness of Christ is seen not only in His 
names, but also in John’s description of the conquering 
King (Rev. 19:12-16). The eyes “as a flame of fire” 
symbolize His searching judgment that sees all (Rev. 
1:14). The many crowns (diadems) indicate His mag- 
nificent rule and sovereignty. The vesture dipped in 
blood speaks of judgment and probably relates to 
Isaiah 63:1-6 and Revelation 14:20, the conquest of 
His enemies. It is not our Lord’s blood that marks His 
vesture, but that of His foes. 

The sharp sword is a symbol of God’s Word (Rev. 
19:21; see also Eph. 6:17; Heb. 4:12; Rev. 1:16). This 
is in keeping with the fact that Christ will consume the 
enemy “with the spirit of His mouth” (2 Thess. 2:8; 
note also Isa. 11:4). We have met with the “rod of iron” 
before (Rev. 2:27; 12:5), a symbol of His justice as He 
rules over the earth. The image of the winepress must 
be associated with the judgment at Armageddon (Rev. 
14:14-20; see also Isa. 63:1-6). 

Jesus is not alone in His conquest, for the armies of 
heaven ride with Him. Who are they? Certainly the 
angels are a part of this army (Matt. 25:31; 2 Thess. 
1:7), but so are the saints (1 Thess. 3:13; 2 Thess. 
1:10). Jude describes the same scene (Jude 14-15). The 
word saints means “holy ones” and could refer to 
believers or angels. 

It will be unnecessary for the army to fight, for 
Christ Himself will defeat the enemy through three 
great victories. 

He will defeat the armies of the kings of the 
earth (vv. 17—19, 21). These warriors have assembled 
to fight “against the Lord and against His anointed” 
(Ps. 2:1-3), but their weapons prove futile. The battle 
turns out to be a slaughter—a “supper” for the scav- 
enger birds! The first half of Revelation 19 describes 
the marriage supper of the Lamb; the last half describes 
the “supper of the great God” (see Matt. 24:28; Luke 
17:37). 

The word flesh occurs six times in this paragraph. 
While John’s immediate reference is to the human 
body, eaten by the vultures, there is certainly a deeper 
meaning here: man fails because he is flesh and relies 
on flesh. The Bible has nothing good to say about 
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fallen human nature. Recall the Lord’s words before the 
flood: “My spirit shall not always strive with man, for 
that he also is flesh” (Gen. 6:3). (See also John 3:6; 
6:63; Rom. 7:18; Phil. 3:3.) “All flesh is as grass” (1 
Peter 1:24) and must be judged. 

This is the account of the well-known “battle of 
Armageddon,” which was anticipated earlier (Rev. 
14:14-20; 16:13-16). All that our Lord has to do is 
speak the Word, and “the sword of His mouth” will 
devour His enemies. 

He will defeat “the beast” and false prophet (v. 
20). Since Satan’s “henchmen” are the leaders of the 
revolt, it is only right that they be captured and con- 
fined. They are cast into the lake of fire (see Rev. 20:10, 
14-15), the final and permanent place of punishment 
for all who refuse to submit to Jesus Christ. “The 
beast” and false prophet are the first persons to be cast 
into hell. Satan will follow 1,000 years later (Rev. 
20:10), to be joined by those whose names are not 
recorded in the Book of Life (Rev. 20:15). 

Today, when an unbeliever dies, his spirit goes to a 
place called hades, which means “the unseen world”’— 
that is, the realm of the dead. When believers die, they 
go immediately into the presence of the Lord (2 Cor. 
5:6-8; Phil. 1:19-23). Hades will one day be emptied 
of its dead (Rev. 20:13), who will then be cast into hell 
to join Satan, the beast, and the false prophet. 

Satan will be defeated (vv. 1-3). The “bottomless 
pit” spoken of in Revelation 20:1 is not the same as 
hell; it is the “abyss” that we have met before in our 
studies (Rev. 9:1-2, 11; 11:7; 17:8). Satan is not cast 
into hell immediately, because God still has one more 
task for him to perform. Rather, Satan is confined in 
the bottomless pit for 1,000 years. First, Satan was cast 
out of heaven (Rev. 12:9), and now he is cast out of 
earth! 

Some Bible students feel that the “chaining” of 
Satan took place when Jesus died on the cross and arose 
from the dead to ascend to heaven. While it is true that 
Jesus won His decisive victory over Satan at the cross, 
the sentence against the devil has not yet been effected. 
He is a defeated foe, but he is still free to attack God’s 
people and oppose God’s work (1 Peter 5:8). I think it 
was Dr. James M. Gray who suggested that, if Satan is 
bound today, it must be with a terribly long chain! Paul 
was sure that Satan was loose (Eph. 6:10ff.), and John 
agreed with him (Rev. 2:13; 3:9). 

Having taken care of His enemies, the Lord is now 
free to establish His righteous kingdom on the earth. 


Saints Will Reign (20:4-6) 

The phrase “thousand years” occurs six times in 
Revelation 20:1-7. This period in history is known as 
“the millennium,” from two Latin words, mille (“thou- 
sand”) and annum (“year”)—the 1,000-year kingdom 
of Christ on earth. At last, Christ and His church will 
reign over the nations of the earth, and Israel will enjoy 
the blessings promised by the prophets (see Isa. 2:1-5; 
4:1-6; 11:1-9; 12:1-6; 30:18-26; 35:1-10). 
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Is this a literal kingdom on earth, or should these 
verses be “spiritualized” and applied to the church 
today? Some interpreters say that the term “a thousand 
years” is simply a number meaning “ultimate perfec- 
tion” (10 x 10 x 10 = 1,000). They assert that it is a 
symbol of Christ’s victory and the church’s wonderful 
blessings now that Satan has been defeated and bound. 
This view is known as amillennialism, which means “no 
millennium’—that is, no literal kingdom. 

The problem with this view is that it does not 
explain why John introduced the period with a resur- 
rection of the dead. He was certainly not writing about 
a “spiritual” resurrection, because he even told how 
these people died! And in Revelation 20:5, John wrote 
of another literal resurrection. If we are now in the 
1,000-year kingdom of victory, when did this resurrec- 
tion take place? It seems reasonable to assume that John 
wrote about a literal physical resurrection of the dead, 
and a literal kingdom on earth. 

What is the purpose of the millennial kingdom? For 
one thing, it will be the fulfillment of God’s promises 
to Israel and to Christ (Ps. 2; Luke 1:30-33). Our Lord 
reaffirmed them to His own apostles (Luke 22:29-30). 
This kingdom win be a worldwide display of Christ’s 
glory, when all nature will be set free from the bondage 
of sin (Rom. 8:19-22). It will be the answer to the 
prayers of the saints, “Thy kingdom come!” It will also 
be God’s final demonstration of the sinfulness of sin 
and the wickedness of the human heart apart from 
God’s grace, but more on this later. 

The tribulation martyrs will be raised from the 
dead and given glorious thrones and rewards. The 
church will share in this reign, as symbolized by the 
twenty-four elders (Rev. 5:10; see also 2:26-28; 3:12, 
21; 1 Thess. 4:13-18; 2 Tim. 2:12). Some Bible stu- 
dents believe that the Old Testament saints will also be 
a part of this “first resurrection” (Dan. 12:1—4). 

The phrase “general resurrection” is not found in 
the Bible. On the contrary, the Bible teaches two resur- 
rections: the first is of the saved and leads to blessing; 
the second is of all the lost and leads to judgment (note 
especially John 5:28-29; Dan. 12:2). These two resur- 
rections will be separated by 1,000 years. 

Revelation 20:6 describes the special blessings of 
those who share in the first resurrection. They did not 
earn these blessings; they are part of the believer's 
inheritance in Jesus Christ. This is the sixth of the 
seven “beatitudes” in Revelation; the final one is in 
Revelation 22:7. These resurrected believers will share 
Christ’s glorious life, reigning as kings and priests with 
Him, and never experience the “second death,” the lake 
of fire (hell, Rev. 20:14). 

During the millennium, the inhabitants of the 
earth will include not only glorified saints, but also 
citizens of the nations who bow in submission to 
Jesus Christ (see Matt. 25:31—40; also 8:11). Because 
of the earth’s perfect conditions, people will live long 
lives (Isa. 65:17-25, especially v. 20). They will marry 
and have children who will outwardly conform to our 


Lord’s righteous rule. But not all of them will be truly 
born again as the millennium progresses, and this 
explains why Satan will be able to gather a great army 
of rebels at the close of the kingdom age (Rev. 20:8). 

For many centuries, man has dreamed of a “golden 
age,” a “Utopia” in which the human race will be free 
from war, sickness, and even death. Men have tried to 
achieve this goal on their own and have failed. It is only 
when Jesus Christ reigns on David’s throne that the 
kingdom will come and the earth be delivered from the 
oppression of Satan and sin. 


Satan Will Revolt (20:7-10) 

At the close of the millennium, Satan will be released 
from the pit and permitted to lead one last revolt 
against the Lord. Why? As final proof that the heart of 
man is desperately wicked and can be changed only by 
God’s grace. Imagine the tragedy of this revolt: people 
who have been living in a perfect environment, under 
the perfect government of God’s Son, will finally admit 
the truth and rebel against the King! Their obedience 
will be seen as mere feigned submission, and not true 
faith in Christ at all. 

The naming of “Gog and Magog” (Rev. 20:8) does 
not equate this battle with the one described in Ezekiel 
38—39, for that army invades from the north, while 
this one comes from the four corners of the earth. 
These two events are related, however, inasmuch as in 
both battles, Israel is the focal point. In this case, 
Jerusalem will be the target (“beloved city,” Ps. 78:68; 
87:2). God will deal with this revolt very quickly and 
efficiently, and Satan will be cast into hell. Note that 
“the beast” and false prophet will still be suffering in 
the lake of fire after 1,000 years (see Matt. 25:41)! 

In one sense, the millennial kingdom will “sum up” 
all that God has said about the heart of man during the 
various periods of history. It will be a reign of law, and 
yet law will not change man’s sinful heart. Man will still 
revolt against God. The millennium will be a period of 
peace and perfect environment, a time when disobedi- 
ence will be judged swiftly and with justice, and yet in 
the end the subjects of the King will follow Satan and 
rebel against the Lord. A perfect environment cannot 
produce a perfect heart. 

God is now about to “wrap up” human history. 
One great event remains. 


Sinners Are Recompensed (20:11-15) 
There shall be a second resurrection, and the unsaved 
will be raised and will stand before God’s judgment. 
Do not confuse this judgment at the White Throne 
with the judgment seat of Christ, where believers will 
have their works judged and rewarded. At this judg- 
ment, there will be only unbelievers, and there will be 
no rewards. John described here an awesome scene. 
Heaven and earth will flee away and no place will be 
left for sinners to hide! All must face the Judge! 

The Judge is Jesus Christ, for the Father has com- 
mitted all judgment to Him (Matt. 19:28; John 
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5:22-30; Acts 17:31). These lost sinners rejected 
Christ in life; now they must be judged by Him and 
face eternal death. 

From where do these “dead” come? Death will give 
up the bodies, and hades (the realm of the spirits of the 
dead) will give up the spirits. There will even be a res- 
urrection of bodies from the sea. No sinner will escape. 

Jesus Christ will judge these unsaved people on the 
basis of what is written “in the books.” What books? 
For one thing, God’s Word will be there. “The word 
that I have spoken, the same shall judge him in the last 
day” (John 12:48). Every sinner will be held account- 
able for the truth he or she has heard in this life. 

There will also be a book containing the works of 
the sinners being judged, though this does not suggest 
that a person can do good works sufficient to enter 
heaven (Eph. 2:8-9; Titus 3:5). Why, then, will Jesus 
Christ consider the works, good and bad, of the people 
before the White Throne? To determine the degree of 
punishment they will endure in hell. All of these peo- 
ple will be cast into hell. Their personal rejection of 
Jesus Christ has already determined their destiny. But 
Jesus Christ is a righteous Judge, and He will assign 
each sinner the place that he deserves. 

There are degrees of punishment in hell (Matt. 
11:20-24). Each lost sinner will receive just what is 
due him, and none will be able to argue with the Lord 
or question His decision. God knows what sinners are 
doing, and His books will reveal the truth. 

“The Book of Life” will be there, containing the 
names of God’s redeemed people (Phil. 4:3; Rev. 
21:27; note also 13:8; 17:8). No unsaved person will 
have his or her name in the Lamb’s Book of Life; only 
true believers are recorded there (Luke 10:20). 

When the judgment is finished, all of the lost will 
be cast into hell, the lake of fire, the second death. 
Many people reject the biblical doctrine of hell as being 
“unchristian,” and yet Jesus clearly taught its reality 
(Matt. 18:8; 23:15, 33; 25:46; Mark 9:46). A senti- 
mental kind of humanistic religion will not face the 
reality of judgment, but teaches a God who loves every- 
one into heaven and sends no one to hell. 

Hell is a witness to the righteous character of God. 
He must judge sin. Hell is also a witness to man’s 
responsibility, the fact that he is not a robot or a help- 
less victim, but a creature able to make choices. God 
does not “send people to hell”; they send themselves by 
rejecting the Savior (Matt. 25:41; John 3:16-21). Hell 
is also a witness to the awfulness of sin. If we once saw 
sin as God sees it, we would understand why a place 
such as hell exists. 

In light of Calvary, no lost sinner can condemn 
God for casting him into hell. God has provided a way 
of escape, patiently waiting for sinners to repent. He 
will not lower His standards or alter His requirements. 
He has ordained that faith in His Son is the only way 
of salvation. 

The White Throne Judgment will be nothing like 


our modern court cases. At the White Throne, there 
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will be a Judge but no jury, a prosecution but no 
defense, a sentence but no appeal. No one will be able 
to defend himself or accuse God of unrighteousness. 
What an awesome scene it will be! 

Before God can usher in His new heavens and 
earth, He must finally deal with sin, and this He will 
do at the Great White Throne. 

You can escape this terrible judgment by trusting 
Jesus Christ as your personal Savior. By so doing, you 
will never be a part of the second resurrection or expe- 
rience the terrors of the second death, the lake of fire. 

“He that heareth my word,” said Jesus, “and 
believeth on him that sent me, hath everlasting life, and 
shall not come into condemnation [judgment], but is 
passed from death unto life” (John 5:24). 

Have you trusted Him and passed from death unto 


life? 


CHAPTER TWELVE 
Revelation 21—22 


ALL THINGS NEW! 


uman history begins in a garden and ends in a 
H city that is like a garden paradise. In the apostle 

John’s day, Rome was the admired city, yet God 
compared it to a harlot. “That which is highly 
esteemed among men is abomination in the sight of 
God” (Luke 16:15). The eternal city of God is com- 
pared to a beautiful bride (Rev. 21:9), because it is the 
eternal home for God’s beloved people. 

God’s statements recorded in Revelation 21:5-6 
aptly summarize these final two chapters: “Behold, I 
make all things new... It is done.” What began in 
Genesis is brought to completion in Revelation, as the 
following summary shows: 


Genesis 


Heavens and earth cre- 
ated, 1:1 
Sun created, 1:16 


The night established, 
1:5 
The seas created, 1:10 


The curse announced, 
3:14-17 

Death enters history, 
3:19 

Man driven from the 
tree,3:24 

Sorrow and pain begin, 


3:17 


Revelation 


21:1 

No need of the sun, 
21:23 

No night there, 22:5 


No mote seas, 21:1 
No more curse, 22:3 
No more death, 21:4 
Man restored to para- 
dise, 22:14 


No more tears or pain, 
21:4 


New heavens and earth, 


The Citizens of the City (21:1-8) 


John gives us a threefold description of the citizens of 


the city. 


1080 


They are God’s people (vv. 1-5). The first heaven 
and earth were prepared for the first man and woman 
and their descendants. God had readied everything for 
them when He placed them in the garden. 
Unfortunately, our first parents sinned, ushering death 
and decay into God’s beautiful world. Creation is in 
bondage and travail (Rom. 8:18-23), and even the 
heavens “are not clean in His sight” (Job 15:15). 

God has promised His people a new heaven and 
earth (Isa. 65:17; 66:22). The old creation must make 
way for the new creation if God is to be glorified. Jesus 
called this event “the regeneration” of the earth (Matt. 
19:28), and Peter explained it as a cleansing and 
renewing by fire (2 Peter 3:10-13). Bible students are 
not agreed as to whether the old elements will be 
renewed or whether the old will be destroyed and a 
whole new creation ushered in. The fact that the 
Greek word translated new means “new in character” 
(Rev. 21:1, 5) may lend credence to the former expla- 
nation. 

“No more sea” does not mean “no more water.” It 
simply indicates that the new earth will have a different 
arrangement as far as water is concerned. Three fourths 
of our globe consists of water, but this won't be the case 
in the eternal state. In John’s day, the sea meant danger, 
storms, and separation (John himself was on an island 
at the time!); so perhaps John was giving us more than 
a geography lesson. 

Even despite Scripture’s description, it is difficult to 
imagine what the eternal city will be like. John charac- 
terizes it as a holy city (see Rev. 21:27), a prepared city 
(see John 14:1-6), and a beautiful city, as beautiful as a 
bride on her wedding day. He amplifies these charac- 
teristics in Revelation 21—22. 

But the most important thing about the city is that 
God dwells there with His people. The Bible gives an 
interesting record of the dwelling places of God. First, 
God walked with man in the garden of Eden. Then He 
dwelt with Israel in the tabernacle and later the temple. 
When Israel sinned, God had to depart from those 
dwellings. Later, Jesus Christ came to earth and “taber- 
nacled” among us (John 1:14). Today, God does not 
live in man-made temples (Acts 7:48-50), but in the 
bodies of His people (1 Cor. 6:19-20) and in the 
church (Eph. 2:21-22). 

In both the tabernacle and the temple, the veil 
stood between men and God. That veil was torn in two 
when Jesus died, thus opening a “new and living way” 
for God’s people (Heb. 10:19ff.). Even though God 
dwells in believers today by His Spirit, we still have not 
begun to understand God or fellowship with Him as 
we would like, but one day, we shall dwell in God’s 
presence and enjoy Him forever. 

The eternal city is so wonderful that the best way 
John found to describe it was by contrast—”no more.” 
The believers who first read this inspired book must 
have rejoiced to know that, in heaven, there would be 
no more pain, tears, sorrow, or death, for many of their 
number had been tortured and slain. In every age, the 


hope of heaven has encouraged God’s people in times 
of suffering. 

The citizens of heaven are a satisfied people (v. 6). 
People who live in modern cities do not think much 
about water, but this was a major concern in John’s day. 
No doubt John himself, working in the Roman mines, 
had known the meaning of thirst. Tortured saints 
throughout the ages would certainly identify with this 
wonderful promise from the Lord. Free and abundant 
living water for all! 

These heavenly citizens are an overcoming peo- 
ple (vv. 7-8). “He that overcometh” is a key phrase in 
this book (Rev. 2:7, 11, 17, 26; 3:5, 12, 21; note also 
12:11). As John pointed out in his first epistle, all true 
believers are overcomers (1 John 5:4-5), so this prom- 
ise is not just for the “spiritually elite.” Because we are 
the children of God, we shall inherit all things. 

After the great Chicago fire of 1871, evangelist 
Dwight L. Moody went back to survey the ruins of his 
house. A friend came by and said to Moody, “I hear 
you lost everything.” 

“Well,” said Moody, “you understood wrong. I have 
a good deal more left than I lost.” 

“What do you mean?” the inquisitive friend asked. 
“I didn’t know you were that rich.” 

Moody then opened his Bible and read to him 
Revelation 21:7—”He that overcometh shall inherit all 
things, and I will be his God.” 

In contrast to the overcomers, Revelation 21:8 
describes the people who were overcome by sin and 
would not trust the Lord. What is their destiny? The 
lake of fire! The world considers Christians as “losers,” 
but it is the unbelievers who are the losers! 

The fearful are the cowardly, the people who did 
not have the courage to stand up for Christ (see Matt 
10:32-33). The word abominable means “polluted,” 
and refers to those who indulged in sin and were thus 
polluted in mind, spirit, and body (2 Cor. 7:1). The 
other characteristics mentioned in Revelation 21:8 
need no special explanation, except to note that all of 
them would be true of “the beast’s” followers (note Rev. 


17:4, 6; 18:3, 9; 19:2). 


The Character of the City (21:9—22:5) 

The eternal city is not only the home of the bride; it is 
the bride! A city is not buildings; it is people. The city 
John saw was holy and heavenly; in fact, it descended 
to earth from heaven, where it was prepared. John’s 
description staggers the imagination, even accepting 
the fact that a great deal of symbolism is involved. 
Heaven is a real place of glory and beauty, the perfect 
home for the Lamb’s bride. 

We have already noted that “the glory of God” has 
appeared in different places throughout history. God’s 
glory dwelt in the tabernacle and then in the temple. 
Today, His glory dwells in believers and in His church. 
For all eternity, the glory of God will be seen in His 
Holy City. It is the only light the city will need. 

The city’s description follows the pattern of cities 
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with which John’s readers were familiar: foundations, 
walls, and gates. The foundations speak of permanence, 
in contrast to the tents in which “pilgrims and 
strangers” lived (Heb. 11:8-10). The walls and gates 
speak of protection. God’s people will never have to fear 
any enemies. Angels at the gates will act as sentries! 

In this city, saints of the old covenant and the new 
covenant will be united. The twelve gates are identified 
with the twelve tribes of Israel, and the twelve founda- 
tions with the twelve apostles (see Eph. 2:20). 
Including the tribe of Levi, there were actually thirteen 
tribes, and, including Paul, there were thirteen apos- 
tles. When John listed the tribes in Revelation 7, both 
Dan and Ephraim were omitted, perhaps indicating 
that we should not press these matters too literally. 
John is simply assuring us that all of God’s believing 
people will be included in the city (Heb. 11:39-40). 

John had measured the earthly Jerusalem (Rev. 11), 
but now he is invited to measure the heavenly city. 
Foursquare means “equal on all sides,” so the city might 
be a cube or a pyramid. More importantly, the fact that 
it is equal on all sides indicates the perfection of God’s 
eternal city: nothing is out of order or balance. 

The measurements are staggering! If we take a cubit 
as eighteen inches, then the city walls are 216 feet high! 
If a furlong is taken as 600 feet (measures differed in 
ancient days), the city would be about 1,500 miles 
square! There will be plenty of room for everyone! 

The city’s construction cannot but fascinate us. The 
walls are jasper, which is a clear crystal, but the city 
itself will be made of pure gold, as clear as crystal. The 
light of God’s glory will shine throughout the city, 
resembling a huge Holy of Holies. 

Building foundations are usually underground, but 
these foundations will not only be visible but beauti- 
fully garnished with precious stones. Each separate 
foundation will have its own jewel, and the blending of 
the colors will be magnificent as God’s light shines 
through. 

No one can be dogmatic about the colors of these 
gems, and it really does not matter. Jasper, as we have 
seen, is a clear crystal. Sapphire is a blue stone, and 
chalcedony is probably greenish-blue. The emerald, of 
course, is green, and the sardonyx is like our onyx, a 
white stone streaked with brown, though some schol- 
ars describe it as red and white. 

Sardius is a red stone (sometimes described as 
“blood red”), and chrysolite a yellow quartz like our 
modern topaz. Beryl is green and topaz a yellow-green. 
We are not sure about the chrysoprasus; some think it 
is a golden-tinted stone, others, an apple-green color. 
The jacinth is probably blue, though some claim it was 
yellow, and the amethyst is a rich purple, or blue-red. 

Our God is a God of beauty, and He will lavish His 
beauty on the city He is preparing for His people. 
Perhaps Peter had the Holy City in mind when he 
wrote about the “manifold grace of God” (1 Peter 
4:10), for the word translated “manifold” means “many 
colored, variegated.” 
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In ancient times, the pearl was considered a “royal 
gem,” produced by a mollusk covering an irritating 
grain of sand within its shell. But the pearl gates of the 
heavenly city will never be closed (Rev. 21:25) because 
there will be no danger of anything entering that would 
disturb or defile her citizens. 

John noted that some items were missing from the 
city, but their absence only magnified its glory. There 
will be no temple, since the entire city will be indwelt 
by God’s presence. Indeed, “secular” and “sacred” will 
be indistinguishable in heaven. The sun and moon 
will be absent since the Lord is the light of the city, 
and there will never be any night (see Isa. 60:19). 

The mention of nations in Revelation 21:24 and 26 
suggests that there will be peoples (plural) on the new 
earth. Since in the eternal state there will be only glori- 
fied beings, we must not think that the earth will be 
populated with various nations such as exist today. 
Instead, these verses reflect the ancient practice of kings 
and nations bringing their wealth and glory to the city 
of the greatest king. In the heavenly city, everyone will 
honor the “King of kings” (see Ps. 68:29; 72:10-11; 
Isa. 60). 

In Revelation 22:1-5, we move inside the city to 
discover that it is like a beautiful garden, reminiscent of 
the garden of Eden. There were four rivers in Eden 
(Gen. 2:10-14), but there is only one river in the heav- 
enly city. Ezekiel saw a purifying river flowing from the 
temple, certainly a millennial scene (Ezek. 47), but this 
river will flow directly from God’s throne, the very 
source of all purity. Man was prohibited from eating of 
the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, and pre- 
vented from eating of the tree of life (Gen. 2:15-17; 
3:22-24). But in the eternal home, man will have 
access to the tree of life. The river and the tree symbol- 
ize abundant life in the glorious city. 

“No more curse” takes us back to Genesis 3:14-19 
where the curse began. Interestingly, even the Old 
Testament closes with the statement, “Lest I come and 
smite the earth with a curse” (Mal. 4:6). But the New 
Testament announces, “And there shall be no more 
curse!” Satan will be consigned to hell; all of creation will 
be made new; and the curse of sin will be gone forever. 

What will we do in heaven for all eternity? 
Certainly, we shall praise the Lord, but we shall also 
serve Him. “His servants shall serve him” (Rev. 22:3) is 
a great encouragement to us, for in heaven our service 
will be perfect. As we seek to serve the Lord here on 
earth, we are constantly handicapped by sin and weak- 
ness, but all hindrances will be gone when we get to 
glory. Perfect service in a perfect environment! 

What will this service be? We are not told, nor do 
we need to know now. It is sufficient that we know 
what God wants us to do today. Our faithfulness in life 
prepares us for higher service in heaven. In fact, some 
students think that we shall have access to the vast uni- 
verse and perhaps be sent on special missions to other 
places. But it is useless to speculate, because God has 
not seen fit to fill in the details. 
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Not only shall we be servants in heaven, but we 
shall also be kings. We shall reign forever and ever! This 
speaks of sharing Christ’s authority in glory. As believ- 
ers, we are seated with Christ in the heavenlies today 
(Eph. 2:1-10), but in the eternal state, we shall reign as 
kings over the new heavens and earth. What an honor! 
What grace! 

Certainly, many interesting questions could be 
asked about our future abode in heaven, but most must 
go unanswered until we reach our glorious home. In 
fact, John closed his book by reminding us that we 
have responsibilities today because we are going to 
heaven. 


The Challenge of the City (22:6-21) 

Heaven is more than a destination; it is a motivation. 
Knowing that we shall dwell in the heavenly city ought 
to make a difference in our lives here and now. The 
vision of the heavenly city motivated the patriarchs as 
they walked with God and served Him (Heb. 11:10, 
13-16). Knowing that He was returning to the Father 
in heaven also encouraged Jesus Christ as He faced the 
cross (Heb. 12:2). The assurance of heaven must not 
lull us into complacency or carelessness, but spur us to 
fulfill our spiritual duties. 

We must keep God’s Word (vv. 6-11, 18-19). 
Because what John wrote is the Word of God, his 
words are faithful and true (see Rev. 19:11). The same 
God who spoke through the prophets also spoke 
through the apostle John. As the “capstone” of God’s 
revelation, John’s book cannot be divorced from the 
rest of the Bible. If we deny that John wrote the truth, 
then we must also deny the prophets. 

What does it mean to “keep the sayings of the 
prophecy of this book” (Rev. 22:7)? Basically, it means 
to guard, to watch over, to preserve intact. We must not 
add to the Word of God or take anything from it (see 
Deut. 4:2; Prov. 30:5-6). And this responsibility is 
especially great in light of Christs return. The word 
shortly in Revelation 22:6 means “quickly come to 
pass.” The church has expected Christ to return since 
the days of the apostles, and He has not yet come, but 
when John’s prophesies begin to be fulfilled, they will 
happen very quickly. There will be no delay. 

The warnings in Revelation 22:18-19 do not sug- 
gest that people who tamper with the Bible will be 
brought back to earth to suffer the tribulation’s 
plagues, or that they will lose their salvation. Nobody 
fully understands the Bible or can explain everything 
in it, and those of us who teach the Word sometimes 
have to change our interpretations as we grow in 
knowledge. God sees the heart, and He can separate 
ignorance from impudence and immaturity from 
rebellion. 

It was customary in ancient days for writers to put 
this kind of warning at the close of their books, 
because the people who copied them for public dis- 
tribution might be tempted to tamper with the 
material. However, John’s warning was not addressed 


to a writer, but to the hearer, the believer in the con- 
gregation where this book was read aloud. By 
analogy, however, it would apply to anyone reading 
and studying the book today. We may not be able to 
explain the penalties given, but we do know this: it is 
a dangerous thing to tamper with the Word of God. 
The one who guards the Word and obeys it will be 
blessed; the one who alters it will be disciplined in 
some way. 

For a second time, John was overwhelmed by 
what he saw and heard, and he fell down to worship 
the angel who was speaking to him (see Rev. 19:10). The 
angel gave John three words of counsel: do not wor- 
ship angels; worship God; and do not seal up the 
Revelation. The prophet Daniel was commanded to 
seal his book (Dan. 12:4), because the time was not 
yet ready. John’s book was an “apocalypse,” an unveil- 
ing (Rev. 1:1), and, therefore, it must not be sealed. 

Once again, the Holy Spirit is reminding us of the 
living unity of God’s Word. We have seen in our study 
how John, led by the Spirit, reached back into the Old 
Testament and used many of the images found there, 
including Daniel’s prophecy. Scripture is its own best 
interpreter. 

Does Revelation 22:11 suggest that God does not 
want men to repent and change their ways? No, 
because that would be contrary to the message of 
Revelation and of the gospel itself. The angel’s words 
must be understood in light of the repeated statement, 
“Behold, I come quickly” (Rev. 22:7, 12), as well as his 
statement, “For the time is at hand” (Rev. 22:10). Jesus 
Christ’s coming will occur so quickly that men will not 
have time to change their characters. 

Revelation 22:11, therefore, is a solemn warning 
that decision determines character, and character deter- 
mines destiny. Suffering believers might ask, “Is it 
worth it to live a godly life?” John’s reply is, “Yes! Jesus 
is returning, and He will reward you!” Next comes 
John’s second admonition. 

We have the responsibility of serving the Lord 
(vv. 12-14). “My reward is with me” implies that God 
is mindful of our sufferings and our service, and noth- 
ing will ever be done in vain if it is done for Him. At 
the judgment seat of Christ, believers will be judged 
according to their works, and rewards will be given to 
those who have been faithful. 

Throughout church history, there have been those 
who have (to use Dwight L. Moody’s words) become 
“so heavenly minded that they were no earthly good.” 
They quit their jobs, sold their property, and sat and 
waited for Jesus to return. All of them have been 
embarrassed, of course, because it is unbiblical to set 
dates for His coming. It is also unbiblical to become 
careless and lazy just because we believe Jesus is coming 
soon. Paul faced this problem with some of the believ- 
ers in Thessalonica (2 Thess. 3). 

No wonder John added, “Blessed are they that do 
his commandments” (Rev. 22:14). If we really believe 
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that Jesus is coming soon, we will watch and be faith- 
ful (Luke 12:35ff.). 

Revelation 22:13 is a great encouragement to any- 
one who seeks to serve the Lord. Whatever God starts, 
He will finish, for He is the Alpha and Omega, the 
beginning and the ending, the first and the last (see 
Phil. 1:6; 2:12-13). 

We must keep our lives clean (vv. 15-16). The 
contrast here is between those who do God’s com- 
mandments and enter the city, and those who reject 
His Word and are excluded from the city (see Rev. 
21:8, 27). It is not likely that those who “do His com- 
mandments” are a special or an elite group of saints. 
The phrase is similar to “them that overcome” and 
characterizes all the people of God. Obedience to God’s 
Word is a mark of true salvation. 

Our Lord’s titles in Revelation 22:16 are most inter- 
esting. The “root” is buried in the ground where no one 
can see it, but the “star” is in the heavens where every- 
one can see it. In “the root and offspring of David” we 
have Jesus’ Jewish, national name, but in “the bright 
and morning star” we have His universal name. One 
speaks of humility, the other of majesty and glory. 

As “the root ... of David,” Jesus Christ brought 
David into existence. As “the offspring of David,” Jesus 
came into this world, born a Jew from David's line. 
Both the deity and the humanity of Jesus are evident 
here. For a parallel, see Matthew 22:41—46. 

The “morning star” announces dawn’s soon arrival. 
Jesus Christ will come for His church as “the Morning 
Star.” But when He returns to judge, it will be as “the 
Sun of righteousness” in burning fury (Mal. 4:1-3). 
Because God’s people look for their Lord’s return, they 
keep their lives clean and dedicated to Him (1 John 
2:28-3:3). 

We must keep expecting Jesus Christ to return 
(vv. 17, 20-21). Three times in this closing chapter 
John wrote, “I [Christ] come quickly” (Rev. 22:7, 12, 
20). But He has “delayed” His return for nearly 2,000 
years! Yes, He has, and Peter tells us why: God wants to 
give this sinful world opportunity to repent and be 
saved (2 Peter 3:1ff.). In the meantime, the Spirit of 
God, through the church (the bride), calls for Jesus to 
come, for the bride wants to meet her Bridegroom and 
enter into her home. “Even so, come, Lord Jesus” (Rev. 
22:20). 

But believers ought also to invite lost sinners to 
trust Christ and drink the water of life. Indeed, when 
the church lives in expectancy of Christ’s return, such 
an attitude provokes ministry and evangelism as well as 
purity of heart. We want to tell others of the grace of 
God. A true understanding of Bible prophecy should 
both motivate us to obey God’s Word and to share 
God’s invitation with a lost world. 

If our study of Revelation has been truly led by the 
Spirit, then we will join John in the Bible’s last prayer: 

“Even so, come, Lord Jesus!” 

Are you ready? 
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